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GENESIS
Introduction to Genesis (Genesis 1)
The book of Genesis is the first of the five books that Moses wrote (known collectively as the Pentateuch or
Torah), apparently during the 40 years that Israel wandered in the wilderness before being brought into
Canaan, the Promised Land, under Joshua. The other four books of Moses are Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers
and Deuteronomy.
But since Moses lived long after the events described in Genesis, where did he get his information? The book
of Genesis shows evidence that it was compiled by Moses from earlier documents. In some cases the earlier
documents he used are specifically named. One of the most obvious is noted in Genesis 5:1: ―This is the book
of the genealogy of Adam.‖ Another intriguing example is found in Genesis 2:4: ―This is the history of the
heavens and the earth when they were created….‖ Some scholars point out that this apparently refers to a
document, ―the history of the heavens and the earth,‖ that is the source for all the preceding material from
Genesis 1:1 through 2:3.
The British scholar and Bible translator James Moffatt was firmly convinced that this is an editorial note giving
the source of the information. In his translation he even transferred the first part of Genesis 2:4 to serve as the
introduction to Genesis 1:1. Thus his Bible translation begins with Genesis 2:4, ―This is the story of how the
universe was formed…,‖ before going into Genesis 1:1.
The Hebrew word translated ―history‖ in Genesis 2:4 literally means ―generations‖—or, as the New King James
Version translates it, ―genealogy.‖ Bible scholars recognize at least eight other passages in Genesis where the
same word is used in what appear to be a series of ancient documents that form much of the source material
for the book.
Genesis 6:9, for example, informs us, ―This is the genealogy of Noah.‖ The narrative then recounts how God
told Noah to build an ark in which he, his family and the many kinds of animals were spared from the flood.
Genesis 10:1 then picks up the story from what appears to be a new document: ―Now this is the genealogy of
the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham, and Japheth.‖ Genesis 11:10 continues with another narrative, telling us, ―This
is the genealogy of Shem.‖ The same literary structure continues with the accounts of Abraham‘s father Terah
(11:27), Ishmael (25:12), Isaac (verse 19), Esau (36:1, 9) and Jacob (37:2).
From the particular Hebrew wording used it appears that these passages are in fact family histories and
genealogical records written either at or near the time of the events they describe. These records were then
passed down from generation to generation and ultimately compiled in the book we know as Genesis.
The different writing styles in each of these sections provides further evidence that they were written by different
authors at different times and in different cultures. Notice what The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary introduction
to the book tells us: ―Much like the writers of the NT [New Testament] Gospels and the later historical books of
the OT [Old Testament] (e.g., Kings and Chronicles), the writer of the Book of Genesis appears to have
composed his work from ‗archival‘ records of God‘s great deeds in the past. We know from references with the
early historical books that such records were maintained at an early stage in Israel‘s history (Exod. 17:14; Num.
21:14; Josh. 10:13); so it is not unlikely that similar records were kept at far earlier stages within the individual
households of the patriarchs and their tribal ancestors.
―In any event, the narrative within the Book of Genesis appear to be largely made up of small, self-contained
stories…. If such is, in fact, the case, one should not expect to find absolute uniformity of style, etc., among all
the individual narratives…. Indeed, we would likely expect the writer, working under the direction of God, to
have preserved his records just as he had received them, sacrificing uniformity for the sake of historical
faithfulness…
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―The picture of the narratives of Genesis that emerges from such observations is that of a carefully wrought
account of Israel‘s early history fashioned from the narratives and genealogical tables of Israel‘s own ancestral
archives‖ (1990, vol. 2, pp. 4-5). And Moses then compiled, edited and perhaps enhanced this material as he
was guided by the inspiration of God‘s Spirit.
In the Hebrew editions of the Scriptures the book of Genesis receives its name from the first word of verse 1,
Berishiyth, ―In the Beginning.‖ The name by which we know the book, Genesis, comes from the Greek
translation of the Pentateuch known as the Septuagint (often abbreviated LXX); the word means ―beginning‖ or
―origin.‖ Truly Genesis is a book of beginnings. Its purpose is to chronicle origins. It records the origin of the
universe, the earth, man, sin, gentile nations, the Israelite people, the covenants and social customs of the
Israelites.
While it is the first book of the portion of the Bible known as the Torah (often rendered as ―the Law‖ in English),
Genesis is not a book of law per se—that is, it doesn‘t issue any specific commands. (It should be realized that
Torah can more generally mean ―teaching‖ or ―instruction.‖) However, Genesis does reveal the origins of many
laws, such as those dealing with the Sabbath, circumcision, proper foods and many other issues. This is
important to understand, for some believe the laws of God codified in the other books of the Pentateuch had no
prior existence and therefore are not intended for mankind in general but only for ancient Israel.
Genesis deals with several themes. Like multicolored threads woven together into a fine tapestry, each of these
themes is woven through the narrative of the entire book. The sovereignty of God, sin and its consequences,
obedience and faith, redemption and forgiveness—all these and many other themes come through loud and
clear in this marvelous book. We‘ll see many of these themes continue throughout the entire Bible as well.
Elohim (Genesis 1)
In the opening sentence of the Bible, we are introduced to the Creator, who in English is called God. In the
Hebrew, the word translated ―God‖ here is Elohim. Understanding this Hebrew word is vital to understanding
the purpose of God and your destiny.
Elohim is the plural form of El or Eloah. Both El and Eloah derive from a root meaning ―strong,‖ and hence El
and Eloah mean ―the Strong One,‖ referring to God. Thus, Elohim, a plural noun, literally means ―the Strong
Ones,‖ and is used to identify God, who is all-powerful. Elohim is used to indicate both the true God and the
false gods of human invention. However, when used to indicate the true God the word Elohim, plural in form, is
often (but not always) paired with a singular verb, seemingly contrary to the rules of grammar. For example, in
English we would say, ―They run,‖ which would correctly follow the grammatical rule that the plural they be
paired with the plural run.
But we would never say, ―He run,‖ for the rules of English grammar require that the singular pronoun he be
paired with the singular verb runs. In just the same way we would expect the plural noun Elohim to be paired
with a plural verb. But that is not always the case when referring to the true God. In Genesis 1:1 we read, ―In
the beginning God created…‖ While the word for God is Elohim, a plural noun, the word for ―created,‖ bara, is
singular in form. Why? We must remember that Elohim is often used as a name—viewed best as a family
name. Another good illustration can be found in the national name, United States. In American English, this is a
singular noun. Though plural in form, you would pair it with the singular verb ―is.‖ For instance, the United
States is involved in the conflict—rather than the United States are involved in the conflict.
Of course, the question might be asked, why is this name plural in form? The answer is that it does represent a
true plurality—as multiple states make up the country. Just the same, why is the name Elohim, though often
singular in usage, plural in form? The reason is that it too represents a true plurality—more than one Being
making up the God family.
But why, if Elohim is plural in form, do we refer to it in English by the singular form ―God‖? The answer is that in
most cases the inspired Greek of the New Testament translates the word as Theos, the singular form of the
noun meaning God. And there definitely is a singular element to the God family. For the true God is a plurality in
complete agreement and oneness of mind! Odd as it may sound, the Bible reveals that God is a family of Spirit
Beings. Yet Jesus Christ Himself emphasized this truth when He continually spoke of the Father—a separate
divine Being—and Himself as the Son of God. This divine family of God always acts, thinks and speaks in
complete unity. And perhaps that is what the Greek Theos emphasizes. But that Elohim does in fact denote a
plurality of divine Beings is proven quite clearly elsewhere in Scripture, including two other verses in Genesis.
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Genesis 1:26 reads, ―Let Us make man in Our image, according to Our likeness…‖ The Hebrew is very clear,
and the translation using ―Us‖ and ―Our‖ is precisely correct. God, Elohim, is a plurality! But some will point to
verse 27 and note that it reads, ―So God created man in His own image; in the image of God He created him;
male and female He created them‖—using this to argue that God was only a single individual Being. The simple
scriptural explanation is that when it came to doing the creating, only one God Being acted—the One who
became Christ (Ephesians 3:9). He created man in His own image as Genesis 1:27 states. But since the One
who became Christ is the very image of the Father, the statement of verse 26 is entirely correct. There is no
contradiction between verses 26 and 27.
But the clincher is Genesis 3:22—―Then the LORD God said, ‗Behold, the man has become like one of Us…‖
There can be absolutely no confusing of the matter here. The phrase ―one of Us‖ can only mean that God is a
plurality of Beings. While there is one God, that God is a spirit family of divine Beings, but a family without
quarrel or schism, always acting in complete unison and harmony. (For a more complete explanation of this
divine spirit family, request or download your free copy of our booklet Who Is God?)
The Creation (Genesis 1)
Chapter 1 of Genesis presents the story of the creation. Though the Genesis creation does bear some
superficial similarities to the creation fables of Israel‘s Egyptian, Canaanite, Babylonian and Assyrian neighbors,
a straightforward comparison of the creation stories reveals the Genesis story to be of a vastly different
character—simple, majestic, inspiring and devoid of childish myth. In fact, the Genesis account of creation
shows the true God in sovereign authority and unquestioned power over the very elements reputed to be gods
by the pagan religions—light, water, earth, heavenly bodies, sea creatures, plants, animals and man.
Verse 1 records the creation of the heavens (the plural heavens here perhaps indicating the three kinds of
heaven mentioned in the Bible: God‘s spiritual dwelling place, outer space and our planet‘s atmosphere) and
the earth—which does not imply that all of these came into being at the same time.
The account of creation in Genesis 1 has been the focus of ridicule by scientists, atheists and unbelievers since
the mid-1800s. Central to the assertion that Genesis 1 is unscientific is the notion that biblical chronology only
allows about 6,000 years since the universe was created. But a correct understanding of the first two verses
reveals that the Bible allows for a much older universe, even an age commensurate with the estimates of many
scientists. Verse 1 tells us that God created the heavens and the earth at some indefinite time in the past.
Verse 2, however, describes a period of destruction, using the terms ―without form and void.‖ The Hebrew here,
tohu va bohu, could also be rendered ―waste and chaos.‖ That this was not the state of God‘s initial creation
can be seen from Isaiah 45:18, which states, ―For thus says the LORD, who created the heavens, who is God,
who formed the earth and made it, who has established it, who did not create it in vain, who formed it to be
inhabited.‖ The word rendered ―vain‖ here is tohu—the same word from Genesis 1:2 signifying a wasted
condition. God, therefore, did not create the earth in a state of waste and confusion. It became that way—
evidently in the wake of the angelic revolt led by Satan (compare Revelation 12:4; Isaiah 14:12-14; Ezekiel
28:12-15; Luke 10:18). Thus, the creation account that then follows is actually the account of the renovation of
the earth in preparation for the creation of man (compare Psalm 104:29-30).
Throughout Genesis 1, the creation is seen as the product of the deliberate, reasoned and purposeful act of a
supreme Creator God. This stands in sharp contrast to the creation fables of Israel‘s neighboring nations
mentioned above. Those nations manufactured creation epics that had gods ruling the universe yet not having
created it. In their epics, the universe had always existed, but in a chaotic state—the job of the gods being to
bring some degree of order to the primeval chaos. In some pagan creation epics, the gods did create the
universe but only after falling into a drunken state—hence creating by accident! In other pagan creation epics
the universe emanated from the gods, growing out of their bodies. Clearly the Genesis creation account stands
apart from the creation epics of pagan religions and can in no way be said to be derived from or based on them.
The Genesis creation is presented in a very logical format. Key to rightly comprehending the narrative is to
understand that the story is told from the perspective of one standing on the surface of the earth, not one
looking down on the earth from some stellar vantage point. It is as if God wanted to put the reader right in the
middle of the creative act, watching the process of creation occur all around him. From this terrestrial position,
the reader watches the creative act unfold in apparently two stages, each stage occupying three days of
activity, the corresponding days of each stage dealing with the same elements. It appears that the first stage
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comprises days one through three while the second stage comprises days four through six. Days one and four
both deal with the heavens; days two and five both deal with the waters; days three and six both deal with the
land.
From the pattern of creation shown in Genesis 1 we can learn about God. First, God is the living, active,
sovereign Creator who exercises complete control over everything. Second, God is a logical God who creates
with design and purpose. Third, God creates in stages—the first stage laying the foundation, the second stage
providing the completion and beautification. With this understanding, consider how God is dealing with
mankind. The first stage in mankind‘s creation was physical, when mankind was created according to the
physical and intellectual image and likeness of God, receiving dominion over the earth.
The second stage in human creation is spiritual, wherein mankind is being created in the spiritual character
image of God through Jesus Christ, and is ultimately to receive dominion over all things. In the first stage, God
gave the codified law, known from the time of Adam and Eve and eventually redelivered and written on tablets
of stone; in the second, He gives His Spirit, which writes the law on our hearts. In the first stage, God dealt with
a physical people descended from one man; in the second stage, He deals with a spiritual people begotten by
Himself. Clearly the Creator God is still creating, still following His pattern of creation!
The Sabbath (Genesis 1)
God accomplished the final act of creation week by resting from the work He‘d been doing. Genesis 2:1 tells us
that the heavens and the earth, and all their host, were completed on the sixth day. Verse 2 reads, ―And on the
seventh day God ended His work which he had done‖—or, as some Bible versions better translate it, ―By the
seventh day God had finished the work he had been doing...‖ (New International Version). In other words, when
the seventh day of creation week began, God had already ceased His work of creating. Instead of creating on
the seventh day, God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it—set it apart—from all other days.
The first three verses of Genesis 2 narrate the origin of the seventh-day Sabbath, the weekly day of rest later
reintroduced to the Israelites upon their deliverance from Egypt in the days of Moses. Though the word
―Sabbath‖ does not actually appear in Genesis 2 directly, it appears indirectly. The word Shabbath (i.e.,
Sabbath) is a noun form of the Hebrew verb shabath, which means to cease and desist, to rest from doing a
thing. This word shabath is translated ―rested‖ in verses 2 and 3 of Genesis 2. God ―shabath-ed‖ on the seventh
day, the Shabbath day! Moreover, the same verb shabath is used in God‘s instructions in Exodus 23:12, 31:17
and 34:21 to rest and keep the Sabbath day holy. So indeed the seventh day of Genesis 2 was the first
Sabbath day, and this is the origin of the weekly Sabbath.
The Creation of Man and Woman (Genesis 2)
In Genesis 1, God‘s acts of creation are presented in outline fashion. The intent is to provide a panoramic view
of God‘s creative activity. The creation of man occurs on the sixth day, but nothing is stated about the manner
of the creation or how the creation of men and women are related in time or nature. In Genesis 2, God‘s specific
acts in creating man are detailed, thus providing a focus on the events of the sixth day.
Verse 7 says God ―formed‖ and ―breathed into‖ the man. ―Formed‖ generally indicates the personal handling of
the thing being made, as with one‘s hands, shaping it with the fingers. ―Breathed,‖ which is perhaps better
translated ―blew,‖ indicates a forceful expulsion of air into the man, rather like the force of mouth-to-mouth
resuscitation—a sharp and deep exhalation of air. The creation of mankind, therefore, appears very different
from the creation of all other things in Genesis 1, for in the other cases we only see God speaking to bring them
into life.
With man‘s creation, however, ―formed‖ and ―breathed into‖ indicate a hands-on and personally intimate
involvement. Not only were human beings created in a special way, but God had planted a special garden for
them to dwell in and tend. So we see a special act of creation producing a special creature, which is then
placed into a special environment and given a special work to perform. All these details are intended to impress
upon us the loving and intimate involvement of God with man.
Despite the special nature of the creative act involved in creating man, man was created from the dust of the
ground and ―became a living soul.‖ The words ―living soul‖ are translated from the Hebrew nephesh chaih,
which means ―creature living‖ or ―living creature.‖ In fact, Genesis 1:20-21 and verse 24 translate nephesh as
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creature when referring to sea creatures and land animals, and thus man is just another kind of creature, in this
respect no different from the beasts of the earth.
This brings out another interesting aspect of the accounts of creation in Genesis 1 and 2. Throughout the two
chapters there is a subtle tension between expressing the special nature of man while at the same time
emphasizing man‘s connection to the earth and his distinction from God. For example, to emphasize his
earthiness man is created from the same elements as all the beasts and he receives a similar command to
multiply; but to emphasize his superiority man is the last creature created and he is given dominion over all
others. To emphasize his earthiness man is created from the dust of the ground; but to emphasize his
uniqueness man is created in an especially intimate manner.
Of course, there is another important difference between animals and human beings. Human beings have a
spiritual component to their existence. Not to be confused with the false concept of an immortal soul, this spirit
is not conscious of itself but, rather, empowers the physical brain with human intellect. This ―spirit in man‖ or
―human spirit‖ is mentioned in a number of verses in both the Old and New Testaments. Interestingly, both the
Hebrew word for spirit, ruach, and its New Testament Greek equivalent, pneuma, also convey the sense of
―wind‖ or ―breath.‖ So it would make sense that when God breathed into Adam physical life, he also ―spiritually
breathed‖ the human spirit into him. It is this spirit that enables man to have a mind in the image of God‘s, to
make moral choices and to have a genuine relationship with God.
The final act of God‘s love in these verses is the creation of woman. God had provided marvelously for the
physical needs of the man He had created. There was never a more healthful climate, a more pleasant
environment, a more secure home or a more invigorating work than that within the garden. Yet God had fitted
the man with an emotional and intellectual nature that could only be satisfied by companionship. Indeed, God
had made man in His own image, desiring the man to experience life within a family—a type of the God-plane
family relationship. Thus, God created a suitable companion for the man. (The phrase ―help meet‖ in the King
James Version of 2:18 should be understood as ―meet help‖ or ―fit helper‖—―meet‖ simply being an archaic
adjective meaning fit or suitable. The NKJV better translates this as ―a helper comparable to him.‖) And out of
this companionship would come human reproduction to expand the family.
Before creating Eve, though, God seems to have decided to make the man aware of this need for emotional
and intellectual companionship. God directed the man to name the various creatures He had made, thereby
indicating the man‘s leadership. (Throughout the Scriptures the bestowal of a name by one upon another
indicates the former being over the latter in some sense—as in God naming Adam, Adam naming his wife Eve,
God giving new names to Abram, Isaac and Jacob, Pharaoh renaming Joseph, Nebuchadnezzar renaming
Daniel and his friends, God naming Jesus and Jesus naming Peter.)
Yet at the same time it impressed on the man his own loneliness and need for a companion. God, it must be
stressed, was not allowing Adam to seek a mate from among the animals. Rather, in examining the animals,
Adam would see their pairings and realize his need for a companion like himself. God then took one of the
man‘s ribs and from it made (the Hebrew is, literally, ―built‖) a woman.
Why did God take a rib? Why not simply fashion the woman from the dust of the ground too? Several apparent
reasons arise. First, to fashion the woman from the dust of the ground would have invited argument over
whether Adam‘s dust was different from or superior to Eve‘s dust. Second, the making of the woman from the
rib emphasized the identical nature of man and woman. Third, fashioning woman from man would serve as a
reminder that neither can be whole without the other. To paraphrase the poet Mildred North: ―Woman was not
taken from man‘s head, to rule over him, nor from his foot, to be crushed by him, but from under his arm, to be
protected, and from near his heart, to be loved.‖
Two Trees (Genesis 3)
Genesis 3 may be one of the most important passages in all of Scripture. Its importance for understanding our
nature, our need and our condition cannot be underestimated. The chapter begins with the appearance of the
serpent, whom Revelation 12:9 identifies as Satan. Satan‘s interaction with Eve provides a very instructive
lesson in how he entices us to sin.
First, notice his question: ―Did God really say, ‗You must not eat from any tree in the garden‘?‖ (verse 1, NIV)
This is emphatically not what God had said. God had said, ―You are free to eat from any tree in the garden; but
you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it you will surely die‖
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(Genesis 2:16-17, NIV). God had placed only one restriction upon Adam and Eve. Nothing else was withheld
from them. Satan‘s question was designed to magnify the restriction beyond its true proportion, to distort Eve‘s
perception of right limits, and thereby to instill a sense of being personally wronged.
She replied that only one tree was forbidden. But with doubt planted, her perception altered, her emotions
stirred and an erroneous premise in mind, Satan then offered a very different explanation of the situation: ―The
serpent said to the woman, ‗You will not surely die. For God knows that in the day you eat of it your eyes will be
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil‘‖ (3:4-5).
Satan‘s words were a mixture of lie and deception. The assertion that Eve would not die was an outright lie. His
statement that Eve would know good and evil was a deception, for the true nature of ―knowing‖ good and evil
was not disclosed to Eve. Satan‘s appealing assertion would have its effect upon Eve‘s unenlightened mind.
As affirmed in verse 22, Adam and Eve did indeed come to be like God in the sense of ―knowing‖ good and evil.
But just what does this mean? To answer, we might ask, in what way does God ―know‖ good and evil? One
very important way is that He determines it—that is, He decides what constitutes good and evil. And that is
what Adam and Eve now did—they determined for themselves good and evil. In verse 6, Eve ―saw that the
[forbidden] tree was good for food.‖ That wasn‘t true according to God‘s standard. But according to her own
new standard, it was. In reality, she made that determination in her mind—albeit with Satan‘s influence. And
mankind has followed suit ever since. For ―there is a way which seems right to a man, but its end is the way of
death‖ (Proverbs 14:12; 16:25). This is the bitter result of relying on ourselves to determine good and evil—right
and wrong—rather than trusting in what God reveals on the matter.
It should also be pointed out here that while Eve fell prey to Satan‘s deception, there was greater culpability on
the part of Adam, who may have been right there ―with‖ Eve during the talk with Satan (compare Genesis 3:6).
As the apostle Paul later explained, ―Adam was not deceived, but the woman being deceived, fell into
transgression‖ (1 Timothy 2:14). Adam freely chose to join his wife in transgression—perhaps to avoid the pain
of separation from her that would have ensued. In any case, Paul tells us that it was ―through one man [that] sin
entered the world, and death through sin‖ (Romans 5:12)—that man being Adam.
Two Brothers (Genesis 4)
The sin of Adam and Eve would have tragic consequences that would become evident in their very own family.
Indeed, the larger human family has repeatedly duplicated the dysfunctional dynamics that sin produced in the
first human family. A thoughtful consideration of the story of Cain and Abel yields some interesting lessons.
Adam and Eve had two sons—Cain, the firstborn, and Abel. (They would also have other sons and daughters,
too, as mentioned in Genesis 5:4. Yet they apparently had no other sons until the death of Abel, as Seth seems
to be the next male child in line, compare v. 25). Cain, we are told, became a tiller of the ground, a farmer. Abel
became a shepherd. As to the acceptance of Abel‘s offering and the rejection of Cain‘s, some have suggested
that there was something wrong in Cain bringing a grain offering. Yet we later see grain offerings as perfectly
acceptable to God. Indeed, God said the grain offering was to be burnt ―on the altar for a sweet aroma, as a
memorial to the LORD.
It is most holy, like the sin offering and the trespass offering‖ (Leviticus 6:15, 17). So what was the problem?
Genesis 4:4 tells us that Abel brought from the ―firstlings‖ of his flock, but no such indication of giving God the
first or best is attached to Cain‘s offering in the previous verse. Perhaps this was due to Cain‘s overall attitude.
Verse 5 states, ―But [God] did not respect Cain and his offering.‖
Notice that it was not just the offering that God did not respect, but Cain himself! Indeed, that may be the very
reason that God did not accept his offering. We are often told in Scripture that God loathes the sacrifices,
festivals and even prayers of those who are guilty of great wrong and yet are unrepentant (see Isaiah 1:10-15).
When such a person ―offers a grain offering, [it is] as if he offers swine‘s blood‖ (Isaiah 66:3). God recognized
that Cain was on the verge of allowing sin to control him (verse 7)—to manifest itself in real action.
We are told that Abel, on the other hand, offered a better sacrifice because it was offered by faith, through
which he was considered righteous (Hebrews 11:4; Matthew 23:35). Faith comes by hearing God‘s instruction
(Romans 10:17). God‘s commandments must have been transmitted through Adam and Eve. And God must
have even prescribed rules for worship at some point, or else how would Cain and Abel have known to bring
sacrifices? Abel was obedient—through faith.
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Cain‘s rejection roused him to anger and jealousy—though he may have already had these emotions to some
degree. In any event, he did not master his urges, as God told him to (verse 7). Instead, he murdered his
brother. Later, God confronted Cain: ―The voice of your brother‘s blood cries out to Me from the ground‖ (verse
10). When someone is said to cry out to God, the cries are usually for relief, protection or vengeance. Abel‘s
blood, figuratively speaking, cried out for vengeance. This is confirmed by Cain‘s fear that vengeance would be
taken out upon him by anyone who found him, and by God‘s remarks in verse 15, which explicitly connect
vengeance with the context. This is interesting because the book of Hebrews states that the blood of Jesus
―speaks better things than that of Abel‖ (Hebrews 12:24). Why? Because Abel‘s blood sought vengeance, which
was well and just, but Christ‘s blood offers mercy and forgiveness to those who will accept it, which is better.
Cain departed and headed east to the land of Nod, meaning ―vagabond‖ or ―wandering‖—thus perhaps not
indicating an actual geographic name. And then we see mention of Cain‘s wife, who must have been one of his
sisters. ―The problems associated with incest, addressed in Lev. 18, would not have occurred when the genetic
pool was pure and unpolluted‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Genesis 5:4). Today, as defined by God in
Leviticus 18, incest is a sin.
The Genealogy of Adam (Genesis 5)
Someone once said that the most boring parts of the Bible are ―the begats,‖ the genealogies. To most they are
dry, uninformative lists of people who largely had no role in the narrative of Scripture. But genealogies can be
quite instructive. Generally speaking, genealogies serve several functions
First, they provide a chronological framework. Second, the genealogies provide a history of the persons through
whom God accomplishes His work. Through the genealogies we can see how God fulfilled his promises to
certain people, such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and David. But the greatest function in this regard is to provide
a genealogy of Jesus Christ, the One through whom we have reconciliation with God and by whom came the
means to fulfill our incredible human potential.
Third, the genealogies can provide instruction and, sometimes, even show apparent divine involvement. When
we examine the meaning of the roots of the names in the Genesis 5 genealogy, we find something interesting.
Some of the roots are still debated by linguists, but most are settled.
Adam comes from a root meaning ―red earth‖ or ―man,‖ who came from the earth. Seth comes from a root
meaning ―appointed.‖ Enosh comes from a root meaning ―mortal.‖ Cainan, or more properly Kenan, comes from
a root meaning ―spear‖ or ―sorrow.‖ Mahalalel comes from two roots meaning ―praised‖ or ―blessed‖ and El,
―God,‖ and thus means ―blessed of God‖ or ―blessed God.‖ Jared comes from a root meaning ―descend‖ or
―come down.‖ Enoch comes from a suggested root meaning to ―inaugurate,‖ ―dedicate,‖ ―start up,‖ or even to
―train‖ or ―teach.‖ Methuselah comes from two roots meaning either ―man‖ and ―weapon‖ or perhaps ―death‖ and
―shall bring,‖ thus possibly meaning ―his death shall bring.‖ Lamech comes from a suggested root meaning
―powerful‖ or ―wild‖ or perhaps ―lamenting‖ or ―despairing.‖ And Noah, as is well-known, comes from a root
meaning ―to bring rest, relief or comfort.‖
Putting all the names together and using the possible meanings that fit, we have, ―Man [is] appointed mortal
sorrow, [but] the blessed God shall come down teaching, [and] his death shall bring [those] despairing rest.‖
While we should not place too much emphasis on this, especially since the root meanings are not certain, it is
interesting nonetheless
Sons of God, Daughters of Men, and Giants (Genesis 6)
Some have taught that Genesis 6 describes fallen angels interbreeding with human women to produce halfdemon giants. But there is a more rational explanation.
Halley‘s Bible Handbook states that ―the ‗sons of God‘ (6:2) are thought to have been either fallen angels…or
leaders in Sethite families who intermarried with the godless descendants of Cain‖ (24th ed., p. 72). The first
possibility offered here is not really a possibility at all, even though angels are referred to as ―sons of God‖ in
Job 38:7 because God is their ―Father‖ through creation. Angels are spirit beings (Hebrews 1:7), not fleshly
creatures. They neither marry nor sexually reproduce (compare Luke 20:34-36).
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Also, this explanation would violate the principle made clear in Genesis 1 that each kind reproduces only
―according to its kind.‖ Furthermore, the risen Jesus explained that ―fallen angels,‖ or demons, are not able to
manifest themselves materially like He and the righteous angels can (Luke 24:39; compare verses 40-43;
Genesis 18:1-8, 16; 19:1). Rather, we see demons in Scripture only possessing individuals or appearing as
ghostly apparitions.
The second explanation in Halley‘s is far more reasonable and better fits the context of the passage. Genesis 4
gives the story of Cain and Abel and follows with the genealogical descent from Cain. Genesis 5 is called ―the
book of the genealogy of Adam‖ (verse 1). It starts with God‘s creation of Adam and how Adam‘s line continued
through Seth. As with the angels, Adam was a ―son of God‖ by creation (compare Luke 3:38)—though even
more so since Adam was made in God‘s image (Genesis 1:26; 5:1-3). Of this family line through Seth it is
stated, ―Then men began to call on the name of the LORD‖—which could also be rendered ―called after the
name of the LORD.‖ Then, in the next chapter, Genesis 6, we see ―the sons of God‖ (men of Seth‘s godly line in
this explanation) intermarrying with ―the daughters of men‖ (women of Cain‘s ungodly line).
There is even a third possibility, in which ―sons of God‖ should be translated ―sons of the gods,‖ as the Hebrew
word elohim here, plural in form, can sometimes refer to false gods instead of the true God. In this explanation,
wicked men referred to as sons of the gods (either pagan worshipers or perhaps men claiming to be demigods
themselves) forcibly ―took‖ innocent women as wives—an example perhaps of the evil conduct of the day.
In any event, human beings were clearly the problem here—not angels. God says, ―My Spirit shall not strive
with man forever‖ (verse 3) and ―I will destroy man whom I have created from the face of the earth‖ (verse 7).
Thus, the giants mentioned must have been human also—descendants of Adam and Eve (compare Acts
17:26). These very tall people were destroyed in the Flood. But there would be more like them following the
Flood, who were descended, just as everyone else in the post-Flood world, from Noah—again, not angels
(compare Deuteronomy 2:20-21; 3:11). Consider Goliath, whom David slew. He was more than nine feet tall (1
Samuel 17:4). But he was still just a man (verses 24-25, 33)—not some human-demonic hybrid.
The Antediluvian World (Genesis 6)
The antediluvian world should be a subject of interest to all Christians living in the end times, for Jesus explicitly
connected end-time conditions with those just before the Flood (Matthew 24:38).
Genesis 6 presents a picture of the pre-Flood world as being awash in violence, which was the natural
consequence of the human heart being wholly motivated by evil purposes. As verse 5 says, ―The LORD saw
that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of his heart was only
evil continually.‖ All of man‘s motivating dispositions were dominated by evil. Man‘s continual intention was the
pursuit of ungodly purposes. ―For as he thinks in his heart, so is he,‖ the Proverbs tell us (23:7). And Jesus was
equally clear: ―Out of the heart proceed evil thoughts‖ (Matthew 15:19). Yet Jesus also tells us that despite the
appalling evils and evident social degeneracy, the people of Noah‘s time just continued with their normal daily
living, ―eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage,‖ seemingly oblivious to the miserable state of their
world. But that is what sin does—it progressively desensitizes one to the ungodly conditions around him.
In many respects, our modern, frantic, pulsating 21st-century world is in or approaching the same condition as
the ancient world of Noah. Stop and consider our societies. Violence and depravity are everywhere—and
considered highly profitable and entertaining. For example our sports and popular entertainment are filled with
strife, brutality, assault and murder. The news of the day chronicles endless crime. The streets of our cities are
avenues of bloodshed and thievery.
Sex and sensuality are not only ever-present but literally pushed in our faces as our cultural icons engage in
and promote open eroticism and perverse ―alternative‖ lifestyles, while semi-nude women are used to hawk
everything from cars to health care. Unmarried couples living together is common, and about half of all
American marriages are destined for divorce. Despite the ―liberation‖ promised by the sexual revolution,
violence against women and poverty for households headed by single women stand at an all-time high.
Children are abused and exploited on a scale that is truly shocking. As conditions worsen, more and more of
the signs that Jesus said would mark the last days are becoming apparent.
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The Deluge Begins (Genesis 7)
God gave Noah instructions to build a large ship, capable of housing himself, his family, a pair of every unclean
animal and seven pairs of every clean animal. The Hebrew of Genesis 7:2 is literally ―seven [and] seven‖ and
the phrase is followed by ―a male and his female.‖
Incidentally, this passage proves that the distinction between clean and unclean animals came long before the
Sinai Covenant at the time of Moses. Only clean animals could be eaten by people or sacrificed to God.
(Request or download our free booklet What Does the Bible Teach About Clean and Unclean Meats? to learn
more.) And thus we see a compelling reason that God instructed that more of the clean animals be taken on the
ark than the unclean—perhaps in addition to the fact that the clean animals are often prey for the predators and
any ecosystem needs much more prey than predators to persist.
Of course, atheists, unbelievers and scholars have scoffed at the idea that the account of the ark is true,
claiming that such a ship would need to be of gargantuan proportions, far beyond what is recorded in Genesis
or what was possible for the ancients to accomplish. But their criticism rests on some very questionable
assumptions.
The critics frequently state that the number of animals aboard the ark would be in the scores of thousands if two
of each were freighted. But this assumes that the biblical kinds are equivalent to scientific species. This is not
necessarily the case. Biblical kinds appear to be distinct breeding groups, but scientific species can often
interbreed—showing that multiple interbreeding species could perhaps make up a single kind.
It may be that a biblical kind would be closer to a scientific genus, thereby dramatically reducing the number of
required animals. It is a well-known fact that all modern dog varieties could be produced from one pair of
―generic‖ dog by the application of selective breeding principles, from the diminutive Chihuahua to the imposing
Saint Bernard. Moreover, the objection also fails to consider that the vast majority of land-bound animals are
insects, most of which would require only a few square millimeters of space. Furthermore, the average-sized
land animal would require only a cubic foot and a half of space. Suffice it to say here that many studies have
concluded that a ship the size and design of the ark would be capable of containing the required animals and
still have a great amount of space left for storage and living quarters
The Deluge began in the 600th year of Noah‘s life, the year also in which Methuselah died. The Bible records
that it rained for 40 days and 40 nights, the ―windows of heaven‖ being opened (which we‘ll see more about in
our reading of Genesis 9). But it is also recorded that ―all the fountains of the great deep were broken up‖
(7:11). This refers to subterranean aquifers which were emptied, perhaps by tectonic up-thrusting. A common
critical objection raised against the story of the Flood is that there simply was not enough water required to
cover the mountains, as required by verse 19. But this objection assumes that the topography of the earth today
is what was present in Noah‘s day.
Scripture, however, seems to indicate that this may not have been so. For example, Genesis 1:9 states that the
waters of the earth (i.e., seas) were gathered into one place. It also seems to indicate that the land was one
huge mass in its own place. Today, however, we see the land masses of the earth scattered about its surface,
and the seas are definitely not in one place. It may be that the current topography of the earth is the result of
tremendous geologic upheaval at the time of the Flood or since.
The Deluge Ends (Genesis 8)
The waters of the Flood remained on the earth unabated for 150 days. At the end of this time we are told that
God caused a wind to begin the evaporation process. Also, the fountains of the deep were stopped, indicating
that the subterranean aquifers were refilled, perhaps by a reversal of the tectonic forces that originally emptied
them. At the end of the 150 days, the waters began to abate.
After about 2 1/2 months the waters had substantially declined. After another three months, the water had
disappeared from the land, and after another nearly two months the land was suitable for habitation. The ark,
we are told, came to rest upon the mountains of Ararat. Many spectacular claims have been made that a large,
box-like, wooden object now rests atop Mount Ararat in eastern Turkey.
Several expeditions have been made to the alleged resting place of the ark, and several pieces of worked wood
have supposedly been retrieved from the area. Some have claimed to see the ark embedded in ice and snow.
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For all the curious interest about Mount Ararat, however, Scripture simply does not tell us the precise place
where the ark came to rest. It simply says that ―the ark rested…upon the mountains [plural] of Ararat‖ (8:4).
That leaves a large area of possible locations, for Ararat is simply an ancient name for Armenia, a territory
covering much of far eastern Turkey and western Iran. Mount Ararat is only the traditional site. More recently,
there has been a great deal of interest in a massive boat-like formation in the hills near Mount Ararat, though
some geologists regard it as simply a natural anomaly. In any event, the claims of adventurers to both sites
have not been verified with any certainty. If the ark has endured these nearly 4,000 years, it would be a
remarkable find. But God always mixes a need for faith into His revelation, and an ―ark tour‖ might be too
convenient.
The Noachian Covenant (Genesis 9)
When Noah and his family disembarked from the ark, releasing the animals, God evidently de-pacified the
animals (as they had apparently been made docile by Him for their voyage on the ark). At this point He also
delegated the administration of the death penalty to man. At the same time God permitted meat to be eaten
(verse 3). Some seize on this as proof that men were supposed to be vegetarians before the Flood. However,
Abel sacrificed an animal and, as Leviticus shows, parts of sacrifices were eaten. Moreover, the apostle Paul
later explained that some animals—those the Bible designates as ―clean‖ (see Leviticus 11; Deuteronomy 14)—
were created to be eaten (1 Timothy 4:3-4).
Indeed, we already saw the distinction drawn between clean and unclean—i.e., edible and inedible—animals
before the Flood in Genesis 7. Why would there have been a distinction at that time if animals were not then
eaten? Thus it appears that God was simply telling Noah and his family that it was okay to eat meat again—
which must mean they had not been permitted to eat animals while on the ark. Perhaps that would have
depleted some species before they had a chance to amply multiply after the Flood.
God also established a special covenant with man, promising never to send a universal deluge again. As a
token (or sign) of the promise, God ―set‖ the rainbow in the sky (verse 13). The Hebrew word translated ―set‖ is
nathan, meaning give. This has led some to suggest that the rainbow had never been seen before. If this
suggestion is true, it would mean that God either modified the laws of physics governing optics, for a rainbow is
just the product of the refraction of light through the medium of airborne water droplets, or that He altered the
atmosphere of the earth, perhaps by removing some kind of upper vapor canopy that formerly altered the
character of the light reaching the earth‘s surface. Such a vapor canopy may help to explain the rain of 40 days
and 40 nights when the ―windows of heaven were opened‖ (7:11-12). And this may have constituted the ―waters
which were above the firmament‖ in Genesis 1:7.
A Curse on Canaan (Genesis 9)
Some decades after the Flood (time enough for Noah‘s sons to father their own sons and for these
grandchildren to grow up), Noah became a husbandman, growing grapes and making wine. Then, when he
drank the wine, he became intoxicated and fell asleep in his tent, whereupon, the Bible records, his nakedness
was uncovered. This expression is used throughout Leviticus 18 to denote sexual relations. When Noah‘s son
Ham discovered him, he told his brothers, who then covered their father. When Noah awoke, he learned of
what happened and called forth a curse upon Ham‘s youngest son, Canaan. Why? Why should Canaan be
cursed?
Verse 24 states that Noah ―knew what his younger son had done to him.‖ This is often interpreted to mean that
Noah ―knew what his [Noah‘s] younger son [Ham] had done to him.‖ Yet if Ham himself were guilty of whatever
wrong had been committed, we might assume that Noah would have cursed him personally or, if his offspring
were to be cursed, that it would apply to all his offspring or perhaps the eldest and his family rather than just
Ham‘s youngest son Canaan and those who would spring from him. So the most likely scenario is that Canaan
himself had committed the wrong—apparently some sexual sin against Noah while Noah was intoxicated—
which Ham discovered. Thus verse 24 should probably be understood to read that Noah ―knew what his
[Ham‘s] younger son [Canaan] had done to him‖—particularly if we consider verse 23 as parenthetical.
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The Genealogy of Noah (Genesis 10)
Genesis 10 contains what is commonly called the Table of Nations. This genealogical record lists 70 nations
descended from the sons of Noah. The Israelites, and the descendants of Abraham generally, are not
mentioned, although their common ancestor, Heber, is included in the list.
The genealogical record here is in the form of a clan list, which typically follows the father-son-grandson
format—although exceptions to the rule and extended lists (such as we will later encounter with Israel‘s clan
lists) are not uncommon. The purpose of clan lists is to show affinities between related peoples. At the head of
the list stands the common ancestor, in this case Noah. Under the common ancestor are listed the tribes, and
under the tribes are listed the smaller clans.
The further down the clan list one moves, the greater the cultural and political affiliations between the members
of the smaller family units. Thus, Japheth fathered Gomer, Magog, Madai, Javan, Tubal, Meshech and Tiras. All
of those peoples were related and shared certain general cultural and political affiliations. But Ashkenaz,
Riphath and Togarmah, who were fathered by Gomer, are further down the list and therefore shared greater
cultural and political affiliations.
Are these ancient historical lists of any importance to us today? While many of the nations recorded in the
genealogy disappear from the scriptural record, some of them will reappear in the prophetic books—with a
surprising number mentioned in connection with end-time events. God appears to refer to the nations of the
world by these family names, and it is interesting to note that the end-time configuration of nations provided by
the prophetic books shows the nations allied by their clan affiliations. Surprisingly, these prophecies show that
the passage of around 4,000 years of history has done little to alter the basic pattern of international relations.
The Postdiluvian Rebellion (Genesis 11)
When Noah and his family disembarked from the ark, God said, ―Be fruitful, and multiply, and replenish the
earth‖ (Genesis 9:1 KJV), and the words suggest that God intended the people to diffuse themselves widely
over the land. When they came to Shinar, or Mesopotamia, the people made a fateful decision. They decided to
gather together to build large cities, contrary to God‘s original intent. ―Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a
tower whose top is in the heavens; let us make a name for ourselves, lest we be scattered abroad over the face
of the whole earth‖ (11:4).
The statement is revealing on several levels. It reveals that the express purpose for building the city and the
tower was to prevent wide population dispersion. The design to build a tower (probably some type of ziggurat or
pyramid) indicates that concentration of population would be achieved through highly organized governmental
projects. History provides evidence of a centralization of religious authority as well. And the phrase ―let us make
a name for ourselves‖ is an idiomatic way of saying ―let us get power over others.‖ Furthermore, the choice of a
tower whose top is in the heavens may indicate a deliberate disbelief in God‘s promise to not send another
great flood, effectively calling God a liar.
Thus, we see the formation of a political and religious power center, opposed to God‘s will and using its power
to dominate others. It appears that the leader of this effort was Nimrod, who built an empire from here (10:8-12).
Verse 5 tells us that God ―came down‖ to see the city and the tower. Besides its literal meaning, when God is
said to ―come down‖ it is frequently a way of expressing impending judgment (compare Genesis 18:21; Exodus
3:8; 2 Samuel 22:10; Psalm 144:5; Isaiah 31:4; Jeremiah 21:13). It is a way of expressing the seriousness of
the action as well as God‘s personal involvement in the punishment.
When God saw the work of the men He said, ―Indeed, the people are one and they have all one language, and
this is what they begin to do; now nothing that they propose to do will be withheld from them‖ (Genesis 11:6).
Man had once again decided to use his intellect and energies to live contrary to God. The last century bore
stark witness to what human beings working together can do.
Without God, evil permeates—and among wonderful technological advances comes also the ability t o destroy
the world. But God is never out of options. To end this ungodly effort, and to accomplish His purpose of widely
dispersing men over the face of the earth and preventing rapid technological development that would lead to
weapons of mass destruction sooner than His time frame allowed for, God confounded the language of men.
And thus the name of this place is Babel, the first Babylon of history. As an aside, notice that God said the
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people, though many, were one—a plurality in unity, just as Elohim, the Hebrew word for God, indicates a
plurality in unity.
The Call of Abraham and God‘s Promises (Genesis 12)
Genesis 12 presents the story of the call of Abraham, who was at this time known as Abram. God spoke to
Abram, saying: ―Get out of your country, from your kindred, and from your father's house, to a land that I will
show you. I will make you a great nation; I will bless you and make your name great; and you shall be a
blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you; and in you all the families of the
earth shall be blessed‖ (verses 1-3).
From this one promise springs all the rest of the Scriptures. For this foundational covenant, called the
Abrahamic Covenant, contains the seed from which grows all the history of Israel and the work of Christ. (Of
course, it should be noted that part of this promise goes back to the time of Adam and Eve—the promised seed
of the woman in Genesis 3:15 being a Messianic prophecy.) God promised Abram physical and spiritual
blessings—if he would leave his father‘s house and go where God would lead him. From Abram would descend
a great nation, a nation that would not only be great in population but also a blessed nation, itself a blessing to
others, enjoying God‘s protection.
This aspect of the promise is entirely physical—the promise of national greatness. But the aspect of the
promise contained in the statement ―in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed‖ was primarily spiritual,
fulfilled in the Messiah, a descendant of Abram, through whom salvation would be offered to all men—as well
as in the Bible itself eventually being produced and widely distributed through Abram‘s offspring.
Related to this Abrahamic Covenant is the statement in verse 7, where God promises the land of Canaan to
Abraham. But we should understand that the Abrahamic Covenant and this specific promise are actually
separate and distinct, and that the fulfillment of one in a particular way at a particular time did not require the
fulfillment of the other in the same way or at the same time. Yet ultimately, they will find fullest fulfillment
together.
Surprisingly, this chapter that records Abram faithfully responding to God‘s call also shows him later employing
a faithless strategy of deception that backfires. Here we see a pattern repeated throughout the Bible—that it is
sometimes hard on its heroes. The Bible shows their weaknesses, mistakes and problems. God knows that we
slip up, sin, stumble and make mistakes. Yet ―He is faithful and just to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us
from all unrighteousness‖ when we repent and admit our sins (1 John 1:9). God tells us that the examples
recorded in the Scriptures ―were written for our learning‖ and are examples for us (Romans 15:4; 1 Corinthians
10:11). While the Bible records the sins and problems of many men and women of faith, it also often shows the
consequences of those sins—the problems they and others suffered as a result. It also shows that they were
forgiven upon repentance and overcame, and that God considers them righteous—as He will consider us if we
likewise repent and overcome.
Abram and Lot; Expansion of the Promises (Genesis 13)
The story of the separation of Lot from Abram gives us a concise and interesting picture of Abram and how he
dealt with others, as well as how he trusted God. When he and Lot returned t o Canaan from Egypt, both were
rich and had large flocks and herds. But as pasturage and water were in short supply, with all their possessions
it was inevitable that strife would result. When the trouble came, Abram took the lead in resolving the dispute.
Though he could have made the decision unilaterally, being the elder, the patriarch of the clan and possibly
Lot‘s foster father (since his real father had died years earlier, Genesis 11:28), he instead behaved himself with
deference, care and entreaty. Not only was this an act of good will and humility, but it was also an act of faith—
for Abram trusted that God would make good whatever would fall to him as a result of Lot‘s choice.
Abram‘s motivation, faith and conduct are an example for all of us. Lot‘s motivation, faith and conduct here are
also an example for all of us—and, as the results would show, not the best example for us. Lot saw the richness
of the well-watered Jordan River valley and chose to dwell among the cities of the plain—―toward‖ Sodom
(verse 12, KJV). At the time he simply made the best choice human reason would indicate. However, when we
next meet Lot he is no longer dwelling ―toward‖ Sodom but actually living in it (Genesis 14:12). Later we find
him even sitting in the gate participating in that evil city‘s government (19:1). Though a ―righteous man‖ who
was severely troubled by the depravity of the people of Sodom (2 Peter 2:7-8), he was nevertheless corrupted
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by it, to the point of offering his daughters to be sexually assaulted (Genesis 19:8) rather than trusting in God‘s
protection (although it is possible that this was a lying ploy, which still shows lack of trust in God).
When we last see Lot, though delivered with his life and posterity, his life is in shambles. He has lost his
possessions in Sodom‘s destruction, he has lost at least two married daughters who remain behind (compare
verses 12-15), he has lost his wife to the desire for Sodom instilled in her by living there (verse 26), and he has
incestuously fathered children by both his remaining daughters (verse 30 ff.). The lesson is clear: Seeking our
own paths without God‘s guidance and immersing ourselves in a corrupt environment can gradually seduce us
into the ways of the world and lead eventually to ruin.
After Abram and Lot separated, God appeared to Abram. He told Abram to look toward the four cardinal
directions, surveying the land of Canaan. All that he could see, God assured him, would be given to him and his
seed forever. In addition, God expanded His promises by telling Abram he would have vast numbers of
descendants. It is probably significant that this incident occurs after Abram had expressed faith in God's
providence by giving Lot first choice as to where he would dwell and pasture his flocks.
Abram Rescues Lot, Tithes to Melchizedek (Genesis 14)
The first nine verses of this chapter are packed with the kind of detail historians crave. But as yet, none of it
helps to conclusively identify the nine kings listed here in the surviving records we have of the city-states of
Canaan and Mesopotamia.
This chapter, along with the previous one, is also interesting for the glimpse we are given of Abram‘s life in
Canaan. Abram was rich in flocks, herds and gold. He possessed a large household consisting of those
persons whom he acquired, either by purchase or through voluntary association.
But this chapter also shows Abram as allied with three Canaanite chieftains—Mamre, Eshcol and Aner—and
Abram himself is able to field a fighting troop of 318 men. Abram also appears to be rather skilled in the art of
warfare. While it may seem odd for this man of God to be so engaged, one should bear in mind that Canaan
was not a place of pleasant pastures and relative safety. Bandits often roamed the hill country, the Negev was
often raided from the south and east, and relations between the various city-states were sometimes uneasy.
And Abram was right in the middle of this.
Indeed, the common picture many have today of Abram as a simple nomadic shepherd is incorrect. For in
Genesis 23:6, he is identified as a ―mighty prince‖ among the people of the land. Though he was certainly rich
in flocks, we should see him more as a ―merchant prince‖ leading a wealthy caravan. In fact, the places he
chose to dwell, and that Isaac and Jacob chose after him, were important locations on trade routes. This being
their true occupation is perhaps why Joseph had to later tell his family to state that they were shepherds in
order to be segregated from the Egyptians (46:31-34). This would not have been a lie as it was technically
correct—yet the term shepherds was by no means a full and apt description of what they were. Indeed, the
implication seems to be that if they had not said they were shepherds, they would have been fully welcomed
among Egyptian high society just as Abram had earlier been—enough so that his wife Sarah was able to be
noticed by the princes of Pharaoh‘s court (12:15). And Joseph didn‘t want that.
Getting back to the account here, it is interesting to see Abraham‘s approach concerning his wealth and military
capability. After pursuing and defeating the confederacy headed by Chedorlaomer and rescuing Lot, Abram
returned. Coming out to meet him were the king of Sodom and Melchizedek, the King of Salem (i.e., of
Jerusalem or simply of Peace). The mention of bread and wine brought by Melchizedek has caused some to
suggest that these transactions occurred around the time of Passover. It is interesting to note that, flush with
victory, Abram had God uppermost in mind. To Melchizedek Abram gave a tithe, or tenth, of all he had taken in
battle. To the king of Sodom Abram returned the remaining goods, refusing to take any payment lest Abram‘s
wealth be attributed to his battle victory instead of the graciousness of God.
Concerning tithing, the Bible doesn‘t say whether any of Abram‘s ancestors or contemporaries also practiced it.
Yet secular history reveals it as quite prevalent in the ancient world. The Zondervan Pictorial Bible Dictionary
states: ―Just when and where the idea arose of making the tenth the rate for paying tribute to rulers and of
offering gifts as a religious duty cannot be determined. History reveals that it existed in Babylon in ancient
times, also in Persia and Egypt, even in China. It is quite certain that Abraham knew of it when he migrated
from Ur (Gen. 14:17-20)…. By Abraham‘s day the giving of tithes had been recognized as a holy deed (cf. Heb.
7:14).‖ Indeed, the Encyclopaedia Britannica says that ―the custom was almost universal in antiquity‖ (11th ed.,
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vol. 26, ―Tithes,‖ p 1019). For this godly custom to have been so widespread, it is reasonable to believe that
God had earlier given instructions to mankind regarding it—perhaps as far back as Adam and Eve.
Consider then: Did Abram tithe to simply honor God with a popular religious custom of the day? Or did he
understand tithing to be a divine law instituted by the Creator? God later said of him, ―Abraham obeyed My
voice and kept My charge, My commandments, My statutes, and My laws‖ (Genesis 26:5). This disproves the
widespread belief that the law of God didn‘t come into effect until 400 years later in Moses‘ day. For what
statutes did Abraham keep? Interestingly, the practice of tithing is later listed as a statute of God (compare
Leviticus 26:46; 27:30); therefore we would conclude that this was one of the statues Abraham kept. Rather
than tithing being something Abram came up with on his own or simply copied from pagan societies of his day,
it is far more logical and scripturally consistent to conclude that God had revealed tithing as a sacred duty—a
law to obey.
And what of Melchizedek? This chapter is the first of two Old Testament references to him. He is called King of
Salem (which, Hebrews 7:2 points out, means King of Peace) and priest of the Most High God. In Psalm 110:4
the coming Messiah is said to be made Priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek. In Hebrews, it is
stated that Melchizedek is ―without father, without mother, without genealogy, having neither beginning of days
nor end of life,‖ that He ―remains a priest continually‖ and that He still lives (Hebrews 7:3, 8). This description
can fit no mere human being.
Comparing all the scriptures that mention Melchizedek, He is revealed to be none other than the preincarnate
Jesus Christ. (For more information about who and what Jesus was before His human birth, request or
download our booklet Who Is God?)
Standing on the Promises (Genesis 15)
Once again, the promises God made to Abraham are about to be expanded. This is a frequent pattern in
Genesis—promise or covenant followed by expansion. The events narrated here occurred some years after
Abraham had come out of Haran and into Canaan in obedience to God‘s call. He had as yet no child, neither by
Sarah nor by any other woman.
Here he was an old man, years after God‘s promise was first given, and there was no sign of t he fulfillment of
that promise. But, as Paul wrote in the book of Romans, speaking of Abraham when he was even quite a bit
older and at an age when he would be unexpected to be able to father children, ―Not being weak in faith, he did
not consider his own body, already dead‖ (Romans 4:19). Abram had confidence that God would fulfill His word.
For he walked by faith, not by sight. Nevertheless, the wait was difficult.
When God appeared to Abram in a vision and assured him of protection and reward, Abram reminded God that
he had as yet no child, and that according to custom Abram‘s steward, Eliezer, would become his heir. God
then took Abram outside into the night and showed him the stars, saying: ―Look now toward heaven, and count
the stars if you are able to number them….so shall your descendants be‖ (Genesis 15:5).
The magnitude of this promise can often be lost on us in our modern world, for man has so fouled the air with
pollution and has so obscured the starry brilliance of the heavens with our city lights that the number of stars we
can behold on any given night is often a paltry few. But go out into the desert, or up on a mountain, on a clear
night and, with this scripture in mind, you will be astounded by what you behold. Imagine, then, how Abram felt.
Though awestruck, no doubt, ―Abram believed the LORD, and he credited it to him as righteousness‖ (verse 6,
NIV).
Slavery and the Promise of Deliverance (Genesis 15)
God promised multitudinous descendants to Abram, but He also promised that they would be enslaved for a
period of time before being delivered with great wealth. The period of 400 years mentioned in verse 13 is not
the period of their slavery. Biblical chronology indicates that Israel was enslaved for just over 200 years. The
400 years appear to date from Abraham‘s death to Israel‘s possession of the Promised Land (though there are
other possibilities).
But why was there to be a delay in Israel‘s possessing the land and servitude to a foreign nation? One reason is
expressly stated. God says that the iniquity of the Amorites, who dwelt in Canaan, was not yet full—meaning
that God was extending mercy to them, allowing them time to repent. God deals justly with all people, and He
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often delays punishment until the situation shows no hope of betterment. But another reason for the delay and
servitude was probably to condition Israel.
If Israel had developed in the land, unmolested, they may have acquired a general disposition of rejecting any
dealings with God whatsoever—―Who needs God if everything is fine,‖ human reasoning says. But by allowing
Israel to be enslaved, they would be humbled and willing to listen. Though they ultimately displeased God by
rebelling against Him, they undoubtedly went further in serving Him than they otherwise would have. As God
told Paul, in weakness we can be made strong (2 Corinthians 12:9; compare Hebrews 11:34). Additionally, if
Israel would be taken out of slavery and made great, the credit for the greatness would more obviously be
God‘s.
Sarai‘s ―Solution‖ (Genesis 16)
The wait for the promised son was long and hard. Abram looked forward to the fulfillment of the promise and we
can see that his thoughts were firmly fixed on it. But for Sarai the wait appears to have been the most difficult.
She, like most women, wanted a child of her own, and the social stigma of barrenness only added to her
sorrow. In such a condition, Abram and Sarai made a fateful mistake for which we are still paying the price.
No doubt Sarai longed for the fulfillment of the promise, just as Abram did. But with no fulfillment in sight, Sarai
began to consider other options. Was not Hagar able to bear children? Did not God promise Abram a son
without limiting Himself to providing the son through Sarai? Perhaps the promised son would come through
Hagar. Besides, if it was not God‘s will, wouldn‘t He simply close up Hagar‘s womb? So goes human reasoning.
Impatience produced the ―solution‖ to the problem: Abram should go into Hagar and father children by her. That
Abram offered no resistance to the idea seems to suggest that he, too, found the reasoning compelling.
This might strike us today as a very strange way to attempt to solve the problem. There is, however, more than
meets the eye here—a cultural factor that would have provided a rationalization for Abram and Sarai. Dr.
Eugene Merrill explains in his book Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel: ―Certain peculiar
actions of Abram and his wife in Genesis 15 and 16 require some attention to ancient Near Eastern custom and
law, especially a few Hurrian practices attested in the Nuzi tablets [documents from northern Mesopotamia of
the patriarchal age]…. [An] example is Sarai‘s barrenness and the steps she took to ensure offspring in spite of
it (Gen. 16:1-6). She simply offered her slave girl Hagar to Abram as a surrogate mother, and the child of that
union, Ishmael, came to be regarded as the son of Abram and Sarai. This…is paralleled by Nuzi texts which
describe the same remedy for a similar situation‖ (1987, pp. 38-39).
Yet Ishmael, despite cultural precedent, was clearly not Sarai‘s son—neither in her own eyes nor in the eyes of
God—and trouble and heartache ensued within the family. Furthermore, Ishmael would ultimately become the
father of many of the Arab peoples so that, even today, we still live with the tragic results of Sarai‘s solution—
i.e., major facets of the perpetual Middle East conflict.
The lesson ought to be obvious. What would have happened if Sarai and Abram had simply waited for God to
provide the solution? Perhaps generations of strife could have been avoided. The geopolitical scene today
might be very different, with the ever-present threat of war much diminished. We must learn to live with what
God gives us, trusting that if He has made a promise He will fulfill it at just the right time and in just the right
way. Man cannot bring about the fulfillment of God‘s promises on his own. To attempt to do so is presumptuous
and inevitably leads to misery. But to patiently wait for God to act, knowing that He cannot lie, builds faith and
character, and avoids what could be generations of strife.
Circumcision; New Names; Future Greatness (Genesis 17)
Once again, the promises to Abram are expanded, this time to include a multitude of nations and kings. As a
token of His covenant with Abram‘s descendants, God commanded circumcision. It is a visible sign in the flesh
of every male Israelite that they are part of a family with whom God has a special relationship and for whom
God has a special work. Every male is to be circumcised on the eighth day of life. It is interesting to note that in
male babies vitamin K—the blood clotting factor—rises sharply from birth and peaks on the eighth day, before
declining to the normal level.
While this could not have been known by Abram and the Israelites, it was perfectly well-known to God. Genesis
17 also records the renaming of Abram and Sarai. Up to Genesis 16 the Scriptures always use the birth names
Abram, which means ―Exalted Father,‖ and Sarai, meaning ―Princess.‖ But, here in Genesis 17, God bestows
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new names on them. Abraham means ―Father of a Multitude‖ and Sarah, while still retaining the sense of
―Princess,‖ seems to mean one of an even higher station (e.g., it is derived from the same word translated
―queen‖ in Isaiah 49:23).
Interestingly, both new names differ from Abram and Sarai by the addition of one letter in the Hebrew—the
letter He, pronounced, like the English H, as a breath of air, which is often a symbol of God‘s Spirit. Though
there may be no significance to this, becoming new persons and circumcision can both picture spiritual
conversion. In any event, whether Abraham and Sarah received the indwelling of God‘s Spirit at this particular
time or not, we do know for certain that they did receive it at some point (compare 1 Peter 1:11)—for they will
be in the Kingdom of God, and only the converted have that honor (Romans 8:9, 11).
Also of interest in this chapter is the hint at future national greatness we are afforded here. While the primary
national blessings were to come through Isaac, God promised to make of Ishmael a great nation also (Genesis
17:19-21; 21:18). Ishmael became the father of many of the Arab peoples. And the world has certainly seen a
period of Arab greatness.
American author Louis L‘Amour described this period in his bestselling novel The Walking Drum, set in 12thcentury Europe and Asia: ―In the space of one hundred years following the death of Mohammed in 632, the
Arabs had carried the sword of Islam from the Atlantic to the Indian Ocean, holding at one time most of Spain,
part of southern France, the isle of Sicily, all of North Africa and Egypt, all of Arabia, the Holy Land, Armenia,
Persia, Afghanistan, and almost a third of India. The empire of the Arabs was larger than that of Alexander the
Great or of Rome… Under the flush of greatness…for more than five hundred years the Arabs carried the torch
of civilization‖ (1984, pp. 171-172).
Consider, then, what that must mean for the descendants of Isaac. If Ishmael becoming a ―great nation‖ meant
an empire more vast than Rome‘s, which preserved civilization through the Dark Ages of Europe, then think
what must have been in store for the descendants of Isaac—who were to become many nations and inherit far
greater blessings!
Have the Jewish people ever been the recipients of such greatness? No. Even today, Arab national territory is
far greater than the land of the modern state of Israel by a ratio of 540 to 1. Yet God‘s amazing prophecies have
been fulfilled—surprising as it may sound, through the modern descendants of Joseph in the form of the British
Empire and the United States of America. (You‘ll find the entire amazing story spelled out in greater detail in our
free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy).
A Lesson in Service (Genesis 18)
The sins of Sodom, Gomorrah and the other cities of the plain were great, and the cry against them had come
to the ears of God. Now God ―comes down‖ to deal with the matter. The story of God‘s visit to Abraham also
reveals much about the character of Abraham.
While Abraham sat in the shade of his tent, he saw three men approaching. Subsequent events show them to
be the preincarnate Christ and two angels. It was the custom in those days that one had an obligation to treat
well any visitor who happened upon one‘s camp. Indeed, this custom prevails to this day among the nomadic
Bedouin of the Middle East and was much in evidence in the early decades of the 20th century. To neglect to
welcome and provide for a visitor was esteemed a great insult and a mark of a man of worthless character. So
when Abraham, a 99-year old man, saw the men, ―he ran from the tent door to meet them, and bowed himself
to the ground‖ (verse 2).
In the opinion of one source: ―The writer of Hebrews used this account to encourage hospitality to strangers, ‗for
by so doing some have unwittingly entertained angels‘ (Heb. 13:2). Abraham‘s words My Lord suggest that he
suspected the identity of the visitors, but perhaps he was not sure until later of the full significance of the event‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on Genesis 18:2-3).
In fulfilling his social duty, though he may have been going above and beyond if he recognized his guests, it is,
in any case, interesting to note what Abraham said as compared to what he actually provided. He said: ―Please
let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. And I will bring [you] a
morsel of bread‖ (verses 4-5). But notice what Abraham actually told Sarah to prepare: not just a little water and
a morsel of bread but three measures of fine meal kneaded into dough and baked into cakes, a dressed young
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calf, butter and milk. That was a very sizable quantity of food—indeed, a veritable feast! From this the rabbis
derive a simple lesson: promise little but deliver much.
Abraham Reasons with God (Genesis 18)
The account of Abraham reasoning with God over the fate of Sodom and Gomorrah reveals much about both
God and Abraham. As mentioned before, the phrase ―come down‖ often indicates the serious nature of a
personal intervention by God, usually in judgment. That God Himself would leave heaven and personally come
to make an inspection shows His diligence in administering justice, as well as His close involvement with the
affairs of man. And the fact that He was ready to repeal the sentence if He found only 10 righteous inhabitants
shows His great mercy. Furthermore, that God would reveal His intentions to Abraham demonstrates that God
desires interaction with His people.
God is interested in our opinions and He is willing to reason with us. We too can talk to God in prayer. Jesus
said, ―Ask, and it will be given to you‖ (Matthew 7:7). God hears and answers our prayers. He even changes His
plans at times in response to our prayers. Interestingly, God disclosing His business to Abraham, who will later
be called a prophet (Genesis 20:7), brings to mind Amos 3:7, which states, ―Surely the Lord GOD does nothing,
unless He reveals His secret to His servant the prophets.‖ We also see reflected in the account something of
the nature and character of Abraham—that he could be bold toward God, generous to his guests and merciful
toward even the sinful inhabitants of Sodom and Gomorrah.
The Sins of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19)
Sodom has clearly been a corrupting influence upon Lot and his family. In order to save his unknown guests,
Lot offers to bring his unmarried daughters out to the threatening mob. Of course, it is possible that this was a
ploy to give his guests a chance to escape. Nevertheless, even drawing such attention to his daughters put
them at grave risk. Either way, it is clear that Lot was not putting his trust in God. Of interest, it may be noticed
that Lot apparently had at least two other daughters who were married (verse 14). Yet being under the authority
of their scoffing husbands, they do not escape the city‘s destruction.
As for the utter depravity of Sodom and Gomorrah, as well as the other cities of the plain, it was fully confirmed
by the visit of the two angels. When confronted with the phrase ―Sodom and Gomorrah,‖ most identify their sin
as being homosexuality. But that was not their only grievous sin.
In Ezekiel 16 God says that their sins included ―pride, fullness of food, and abundance of idleness; [and] neither
did she strengthen the hand of the poor and needy. And they were haughty, and committed abomination before
Me‖ (verses 49-50). Considering Abraham‘s example of humility and diligence in care of the visitors he received
in Genesis 18, we can see from Ezekiel‘s condemnation that Sodom and Gomorrah had transgressed the basic
boundaries of morality and social custom. Their entire lifestyle was one of self-exaltation and indulgence,
indifference to others and social injustice.
Consider for a moment our modern societies. Never have we been wealthier, more secure in our daily needs,
with so vast an array of leisure options. But, at the same time, we are plagued with poverty, homelessness,
corrupt politicians, unjust laws, courts more concerned with procedure and the rights of criminals than with
justice, and social systems and customs that violate God‘s instructions. Surprising as it may sound, even many
churches‘ popular religious practices are nothing more than a recycling of ancient pagan customs God
repeatedly condemns in the Scriptures. While God desires for mankind to repent—to humbly turn to Him and
begin living His way of life—it will be necessary that He ―come down‖ again in judgment for that to occur on a
broad scale. Yet God is slow to anger and abundant in mercy—and for that we should be truly thankful.
Abraham‘s Dealing with Abimelech (Genesis 20)
In this chapter we find the second incident in which Abraham identifies Sarah as his sister. The first time was
the incident with the Egyptian pharaoh in Genesis 12. Now, in Genesis 20, he does the same thing with another
ruler, Abimelech. While in neither case was this a complete lie, as Sarah was his half-sister, the intent was
nevertheless one of outright deception. Interestingly, the strategy backfires in both circumstances. Repeating
the same mistake is not unusual for any of us. Sometimes it takes multiple times before we learn our lesson.
And like everyone else, Abraham and Sarah had to grow in faith. Sometimes we think that our own ―prudence‖
is compatible with faith when, in fact, it is not. Perhaps this is what was behind the action of Abraham and
Sarah. In any event, these incidents affirm to us that God will protect His people in spite of our weaknesses or
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the unforeseen twists of circumstance. We all make mistakes or wrong choices. In some cases, there may be
consequences. But ultimately, God will work things out for our good (Romans 8:28).
The Birth of Isaac (Genesis 21)
Finally, after 25 years, God fulfilled His promise to provide a son and heir to Abraham and Sarah! The wait had
been difficult, sometimes dispiriting, sometimes frustrating. But, true to His word, God did just as He promised—
and just when He promised the previous year (18:10, 14).
But the birth of the promised son did not lead to peace and joy. Instead, the fruit of Abraham and Sarah‘s
attempt to fulfill God‘s promise through Hagar was now beginning to be borne. Strife rent the household of
Abraham, with Sarah seeking to ensure Isaac‘s preeminence and resenting Abraham‘s love for Ishmael, his
other son. Although the narrative presents the entire transaction in a relatively brief space, it is likely that the
tensions in the household had been building for quite some time. Ishmael‘s ill treatment of Isaac was merely the
straw that broke the camel‘s back.
Abraham was distressed by the entire affair. He truly loved Ishmael (17:18) and, given God‘s pointed mention of
Hagar in 21:12, Abraham may have had tender feelings toward her. He probably tried everything he could to
keep peace in the house. But it was to no avail. In this circumstance, God told Abraham to heed the words of
Sarah. Whether or not Sarah had a right to feel and behave as she did, God‘s plan necessitated the separation
of Ishmael from the household.
In requiring the separation, however, God reassured Abraham that Ishmael would be blessed, ―because he is
your seed‖ (verse 13). In other words, although God had not obligated Himself to provide for Ishmael, nor bless
him, God would graciously bless Ishmael because God loved Abraham and Abraham loved Ishmael. God‘s
grace sometimes falls on others because of His love toward His people.
When we become His children, God‘s love and affection is extended to more than simply ourselves. Because
He loves us and we love others, God, for our sake, sometimes extends His protection and blessing to those we
love. This is born out explicitly in 1 Corinthians 7:14, where Paul tells us that an unbelieving spouse is sanctified
by the believer—an extension of God‘s love toward us. So, though we are separated from the world by the plan
and call of God, nevertheless we are given the sure knowledge that because of our separation to God, our
unconverted loved ones will often share in the overflow of God‘s grace.
We should also stress in this context the kinds of problems that can arise whenever we depart from God‘s
pattern for marriage—that a man and woman unite for life in a loving monogamous relationship (Matthew 19:56). As we see from the example of Abraham, Sarah and Hagar—here in Genesis 21 and earlier in chapter 16—
relationships contrary to this pattern lead to heartache, jealousy, bitterness and misery. We see many of the
same problems again when we come to the life of Abraham‘s grandson Jacob. These stark examples should
remind us of the kinds of consequences we saddle ourselves and others with when we decide to ignore God‘s
laws and instructions
The Offering of Isaac (Genesis 22)
The offering of Isaac is one of the best-known stories of the Bible. In fact, it has become synonymous with faith
and obedience. Why would God need to test Abraham? The answer is implied in verse 12: ―For now I know that
you fear God.‖ As mentioned in one of our previous readings, Genesis weaves together several recurring
themes. Two of those themes are the sovereignty of God and our submission to Him.
Did Abraham really have a proper fear of God—respect for who God was, His divine power and awesome
purpose? Did he really believe and trust in God from his innermost being? Or was Abraham merely obedient
because some instant gratification was in it for him? Would Abraham obey when it appeared greatly to his
present disadvantage to do so? Obedience is not, of and by itself, a sign of love or submission. One can obey
out of terror or pursuit of material gain. How would God know? A test was required.
What must Abraham have been thinking? He didn‘t delay to obey (he rose early the next morning), but as he
and Isaac journeyed to Moriah his mind was not on the weather. Hebrews 11:17- 19 tells us what Abraham was
thinking: ―By faith Abraham, when he was tried, offered up Isaac: and he that had received the promises offered
up his only begotten son, of whom it was said, that in Isaac shall thy seed be called: accounting that God was
able to raise him up, even from the dead; from whence also he received him in a figure‖ (KJV). Abraham
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accounted that God was able to raise Isaac from the dead in order to fulfill His promise that Abraham‘s primary
line of descent would be through Isaac—rather than through any of Abraham‘s other children.
The Greek word translated ―accounting‖ signifies exactly what it appears to mean—to add up. Abraham was
adding up the situation as he proceeded to Moriah. He was considering God‘s promise, God‘s integrity, God‘s
character—adding up all the facts and coming to the conclusion that God would have to resurrect Isaac.
Abraham‘s faith was being built by a sober consideration of who God was! Abraham‘s confidence can even be
seen in Genesis 22. He tells his servants, ―Stay here with the donkey, the lad and I will go yonder and worship,
and WE will come back to you‖ (verse 5)—that is, he told them that he and Isaac would return. Indeed,
Abraham truly believed it. His willingness to put the knife to Isaac‘s throat proved both his obedience and his
faith, while proving also that he had an intelligent faith and a submission to God‘s sovereignty not based on a
pursuit of selfish advantage.
But Abraham was not the only one being tested. It seems that Isaac, too, was being tested. Would he submit to
his father‘s apparently crazy intentions? Would he struggle against his father? Isaac‘s response was simple
submission. There is not a hint of resistance given, not a contrary word spoken. Isaac foreshadows the
unquestioned obedience and willing submission of Christ to God. Jesus never resisted His Father‘s will. Though
His death would be humiliating and painful in the extreme, Jesus was committed to doing his Father‘s will—―Thy
will be done‖ (Matthew 26:39, 42) But Abraham and Isaac weren‘t the only ones being tested. God was also
allowing Abraham to put Him to the test.
Would God become a breaker of His own word? Abraham had known God for more than 30 years. He had left
his family and kindred for God. He had kept God‘s laws, statutes and judgments. He had observed God‘s
providence in his life. He had spoken directly with Him on several occasions. He had reasoned with God over
Sodom and Gomorrah. Abraham knew God—or so he thought. Now Abraham added up the situation. For three
days Abraham pondered what he had been asked to do, and who had asked him to do it. For three days the
mental calculations were performed.
The bottom line: If God is God, He would keep His promise. How the promise would be kept was another
matter. But in the end, Abraham really would know God—and that God would always keep His word
The Death of Sarah (Genesis 23)
Sarah dies at 127 years of age. She had lived to see her beloved Isaac reach his 37th birthday. Abraham must
now provide a burial place for his wife. The transactions recorded in this chapter are insightful for their
picturesque detail and cultural accuracy.
At one time various scholars declared the Hittites (descendants of Heth, mentioned in Genesis 10:15) to be
fiction because archaeologists and historians could find no trace of them outside the Bible. Thus, in their
reasoning, the Bible was also a fiction. But then came revolutionary archaeological finds that conclusively
proved the Hittites were not imaginary but instead ruled a large and powerful empire centered in modern-day
Turkey but with extensive holdings in upper Mesopotamia, down the eastern Mediterranean coast and even in
Egypt for a time. Much of the archaeological data on the Hittites comes from voluminous cuneiform tablets
detailing business transactions. Interestingly, those tablets show that Hittite title deeds to land made particular
mention of the number of trees on the property, just as recorded in verse 17—a small detail that provides
startling confirmation of the accuracy of the Genesis record.
The actions and dialogue recorded between Abraham and the Hittites provide a marvelous picture not only of
Abraham‘s personal comportment but also of the complex rules of approach common to much of Middle
Eastern culture. Abraham calls himself a stranger and sojourner when he addresses the council of the sons of
Heth. The word translated stranger is ger. The ger was similar to what we call a resident alien, and it carried the
idea of submissive dependency upon the host. That Abraham would so characterize himself before a council
who knew him to be a ―mighty prince among us‖ (verse 6) shows not only his humility but also the cultural
practice of self-humiliation. This self-humiliation is reinforced by Abraham twice bowing himself before the
people.
The dialogue between Abraham and Ephron also preserves the very strong Middle Eastern flavor of the whole
transaction. Abraham requested the council of the sons of Heth to ―intercede for me‖ (as the Hebrew literally
says) with Ephron, at once showing deference and submission befitting his status as a ger. Ephron, in fact, was
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already sitting before Abraham (for verse 10 should be translated, ―And Ephron sat among the sons of Heth‖),
but to show his deference Abraham does not directly address him. Now the haggling for a price begins.
Although the conversation does not appear to be haggling, it actually is—only it is done in such a way as to
cause each party to the negotiation, Abraham and Ephron, to appear to be righteous and generous. Ephron,
with great show, implores Abraham to take the land without payment, an offer that he fully expects Abraham to
politely refuse. Indeed, according to the culture of the day, Abraham had to refuse. It should be noted here,
though, that Abraham had only asked for the cave at the end of Ephron‘s field. Ephron‘s response meant that if
Abraham wanted the cave, he was going to have to buy the whole field. In reply, Abraham offers to buy the
field, but he does not name a price—for to do so would have transgressed proper etiquette by putting Ephron in
the awkward position of appearing to put the bite on a mourning man if the price were not to his liking. Ephron
then replies, again with an award-winning display of ―magnanimity,‖ naming as expected a price for the land
that was somewhat excessive but characterizing it as an inconsiderable sum.
Normally, Abraham‘s next move would be to ―generously‖ offer a lower amount, leading Ephron to come down
on his price. The haggling would continue until a satisfactory deal was struck. But in this circumstance,
Abraham simply pays the first price Ephron names. Perhaps he wanted all to witness that his acquiring of this
property was more than fair. No doubt, he wanted the land right away—and that there be no question about
ownership. With the negotiations ended, Abraham acquires the property for a burial place. Remarkably, with all
that God promised Abraham, this was the only piece of land the Bible records him ever personally owning
during his lifetime.
A Wife for Isaac (Genesis 24)
Three years have passed since the death of Sarah. Abraham is now 140 years old; Isaac is 40. Feeling his age,
and now more sensible that his own time may be short, Abraham begins the process of acquiring a wife for his
son. Arranged marriages have become a thing of the past in most, though not all, modern cultures. But in
Abraham‘s day one of the duties of a father was to ensure that a proper mate was selected for his children,
especially his sons.
The selection of a wife for a son, especially the firstborn and heir to the position of head of the family, was a
serious undertaking. The right woman had to be selected, ensuring the continued stability and prosperity of the
family. In some cases the father himself negotiated the purchase of a bride, but in other cases the services of
an intermediary (called a malach, angel or messenger, in Hebrew) were employed.
Abraham is now old, so he entrusts the responsibility to the steward of his household, here identified as the ―the
oldest servant of his house, who ruled over all that he had‖ (verse 2). Most likely this is Eliezer, whom Abraham
mentioned in Genesis 15:2-3 as his heir before he fathered children—although it is possible that Eliezer has
died by this point. In any case, Abraham imposes a most solemn oath upon his servant, instructing him to return
to Abraham‘s country and kindred in the city of Nahor in northern Mesopotamia, and from them to select a wife.
He is strictly forbidden to take Isaac with him.
There are many parallels between the selection of Isaac‘s wife and the selection of a wife for Jesus Christ.
Abraham can be seen as a type of the Father, being himself later called the father of the faithful (Romans 4:16).
Isaac is a type of Christ, a son born according to promise, whose birth was announced beforehand, and whose
conception was miraculous.
The servant is a type of the role of the Holy Spirit. Indeed, if the servant was Eliezer, the type is even more
striking since his name means ―God his help‖ and God‘s Spirit is called the Helper (as the Greek word
parakletos may be legitimately translated in John 14–16). Thus we have the Father sending His Spirit to select
out and prepare a Bride for His Son. The Bride receives gifts from this agent of the Father (Ephesians 4:8,
Romans 11:29, 1 Corinthians 12), agrees to marry one she has never seen (1 Peter 1:8), undertakes a journey
with that agent (the journey of this life with the Spirit as a guide), is brought to the Son (Revelation 19), and
takes up residence in the tent of Sarah (whose name means ―Princess‖) where the marriage is consummated
(which is a type of spiritual union—1 Corinthians 6:16-17).
From Abraham to Jacob (Genesis 25)
This chapter presents a rapid transition from Abraham to Isaac, whose life will be presented very quickly and
with little detail. The narrative of Genesis is dominated by Abraham, Jacob and Joseph, with Isaac‘s history
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serving as a brief interlude between the lives of Abraham and Jacob. In fact, the majority of the narrative
concerning Isaac serves mainly as a prelude to the life of Jacob. For this reason some have called Isaac a
shadowy figure.
The chapter begins with a list of Abraham‘s sons and descendants by a later wife, Keturah. The descendants of
many of these sons have apparently become peoples of Eastern Europe and the Middle East. Then follows the
list for the descendants of Ishmael; most of these peoples live in various countries of the Middle East. The list
for Isaac begins in verse 19 and moves directly into a narrative about the birth of Isaac‘s sons, Esau and Jacob.
As can be seen, the purpose of the chapter is to distinguish between the sons of Abraham, with the story line
being passed along through Isaac to the father of the Israelites, Jacob. Comparing patriarchal ages, it is
interesting to note that in spite of the order of verses, Abraham‘s life overlapped that of Esau and Jacob by
about 14 years (compare Hebrews 11:9).
The Genesis 25 narrative is continued by relating the events surrounding the births of Esau and Jacob. The
fundamental theme in the narrative of these two sons is that of competition for supremacy. Even in the womb of
their mother, Esau and Jacob struggled—and this would be continued throughout their lives and on into the
histories of the nations descended from them.
It is interesting to note that Esau is described as a ―skillful hunter, a man of the field,‖ while Jacob is called a
―mild man, dwelling in tents‖ (verse 27). These descriptions are intended to draw a maximum contrast between
the two brothers. The mention of Jacob dwelling in tents is intended to show him to be a civilized and more
refined person than his elder brother.
That Jacob dwelt in tents, whereas his brother was a hunter in the field, also seems to imply that he showed
more interest in the family‘s mercantile and herding business. Moreover, the word translated ―mild‖ (verse 27) is
the Hebrew tam, which is normally translated ―blameless.‖ Jacob was a blameless man—blameless as far as
the letter of the law went. But Jacob was also a cunning man, one who would manipulate people and events in
order to obtain what he wanted. This character trait would cause him years of grief before it was rooted out of
him—before he became truly blameless in letter and spirit.
The purchase of a birthright has been documented in several contracts of the ancient Hurrian people, and thus
Jacob‘s actions can be seen in the light of cultural precedent. That Esau would so lightly esteem his birthright is
just another story element showing the great contrast between the two brothers. At least Jacob rightly
appreciated its great value—and his dealings with Esau show him to be the more business-savvy of the two
brothers.
The Scripture tells us that Esau, in connection with the sale of his birthright, was a profane person (Hebrews
12:16), and Paul also makes use of the phrase ―whose god is their belly‖ (Philippians 3:19) when describing
those who set their hearts and minds on earthly things—an interesting phrase given Esau‘s coveting a mere
bowl of stew. The intent is to get us to understand that man often forfeits spiritual realities for the temporary
pleasures of physical things, and that such misordered priorities and behavior render a person profane and
indicates who that person‘s god truly is. The result in such cases is the loss of the spiritual reality, and the
inheritance of a curse rather than a blessing
Isaac and the Philistines (Genesis 26)
As in the days of Abraham, the land of Canaan experienced another drought and famine—and, having the
example of his father before him, Isaac journeyed south with the probable intent of going into Egypt where food
would be more likely available, that country being sustained by the annual inundation of the Nile. His journey
took him to the southern Philistine city of Gerar, whose king bore the hereditary title Abimelech (meaning
―Father King‖ or ―My Father Is King‖). That several kings bore the title of Abimelech is amply proven by
archaeological discoveries.
Verse 2 records that God told Isaac, ―Do not go down to Egypt; live in the land of which I shall tell you.‖ This
implies that God generally directed Isaac‘s movements, for if God had merely wanted Isaac to remain in
Canaan, He would have simply said, ―Live in the land,‖ omitting ―of which I shall tell you.‖ The latter phrase
implies continued guidance.
This is interesting because we are told that Abraham, although going into Canaan, went ―not knowing where he
was going‖ (Hebrews 11:8), and that God had said, ―Get out of your country…to a land that I will show you‖
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(Genesis 12:1), implying that although Abraham knew he was heading toward Canaan, he did not know
whether he would remain there or if God would lead him elsewhere. Isaac‘s movement toward Egypt was
stopped by God‘s directly intervening to guide his movements within Canaan. For the moment, God gave no
further direction than to remain in the land of Canaan (verse 3).
Notice also that in both Genesis 12 and 26 we have the repeated pattern of God commanding his servant
(Abraham or Isaac, respectively) to go to a land that He would show him, followed immediately by a giving or
reaffirming of what has come to be called the Abrahamic Covenant.
Genesis contains several examples of this kind of couplet—as you read through the book, you should keep
your eyes open for them. One of the couplets is Abraham and Isaac‘s denial of their wives, in each case to a
king titled Abimelech (Abraham also did so to Pharaoh, Genesis 12). These couplets have led some to suggest
that the book of Genesis was stitched together from several different and contradictory traditions—in this case,
one tradition having Abraham denying his wife, and another tradition having Isaac denying his wife. The truth is
that there are no contradicting traditions.
Abraham and Isaac both did the same things, the son imitating the father, perhaps for the same reasons.
Though the incidents with Abraham occurred before Isaac was born, Isaac probably heard about them, perhaps
viewing such an approach as acceptable. In Isaac‘s case, however, he did not have his father‘s excuse that his
wife actually was his sister. So this was blatantly a lie (although it could perhaps be argued that a close relative
could be called a sister). In any case, this was clearly wrong and illustrates the fact that a bad example can go a
long way.
Still, despite Isaac‘s problems, he was a man who, like all of us, was growing in faith. Indeed, his is a
tremendous example of perseverance. God greatly blessed him (26:12-14). But enemies tried t o thwart him,
filling in wells that his father‘s servants had dug. Isaac‘s answer: dig new wells. When the same enemies then
quarreled with him over a new well, he dug another well, and then another, and then another. Country singer
Paul Overstreet actually wrote a song inspired by all of this called ―Dig Another Well.‖ It talks about the devil
thwarting our efforts—stopping up our wells—and then says, ―When I go out for my morning drink, and get a
dipper full of dirt, my heart does sink, but I think of old Ike and I have to grin—God blessed me once and He can
do it again.‖ And the song‘s advice to those facing such circumstances: ―Just pick up your shovel, and dig
another well.‖
Jacob‘s Deception (Genesis 27–28)
This chapter contains the well-known story of Jacob‘s deception of his father Isaac. It is important to note the
elements of the story, and to recall Jacob‘s previously cunning acquisition of the birthright, for Jacob is here
sowing very bad seed that would yield a bitter crop in due time. There is a real law of cause and effect
operating not only in the physical universe but also in the moral universe. What you sow, that you shall reap
(Galatians 6:7).
Recall that Jacob obtained the birthright through a cunning business transaction. Later, however, Jacob meets
his match when he becomes entangled with the even more cunning Laban, who outwits or takes advantage of
Jacob at every turn for the better part of 20 years. Here, Jacob deceives his blind father with a slain goat and a
special coat. Later, Jacob is deceived by Laban when he is ―blinded‖ by the darkness of his wedding tent, and
by his own sons who counterfeit the death of Jacob‘s beloved Joseph by using the blood of a slain goat and
Joseph‘s special coat. Notice also Rebekah‘s fateful words: ―Let your curse be on me.‖ Indeed, she would be
cursed—for just as Isaac could not see his son, so Rebekah would never again see her beloved Jacob after he
left for Padan Aram. For before Jacob‘s return some 20 years later, Rebekah would die.
Beware: Reaping what you sow is a very real spiritual principle. And just as God did not completely remove the
bitterness of the crop Jacob was to reap—even though Jacob finally repented and became converted—so God
will not completely remove the bitterness of the crop you sow. The spiritual effects of your bad actions may be
forgiven, but in the flesh there will still be consequences.
―Behold…the goodness and severity of God‖ (Romans 11:22, KJV). Just as God allowed Jacob to reap
hardship and live a bitter life in order to help purge his character, so God will do with you in many respects. God
is not mocked. Sow good seed—and reap the same. Sow bad seed—and reap the same as well! After Jacob
obtained the blessing by deception, Isaac and Rebekah sent him to Padan Aram, primarily to get him away
from the wrathful Esau, but also to find him a wife from one of the daughters of Laban, Rebekah‘s brother.
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Jacob‘s Vision at Bethel (Genesis 28)
In sending Jacob away, Isaac had sternly forbade him to marry a Canaanite woman. Overhearing this, Esau
resolved to find a wife more pleasing to his father—apparently still desiring to somehow get into the good favor
of his father that he might thereby receive a better blessing. So Esau took a third wife from the daughters of
Ishmael. But, as Esau was to learn, there was no way for Isaac to change his mind about the blessing
(Hebrews 12:17)—Isaac knew the events had been allowed by God and he had to live in submission to God‘s
sovereign choice.
Journeying to Haran, Jacob stopped in the place called Luz, later renamed Bethel. There Jacob slept on the
ground with a stone at his head (Genesis 28:11). In his sleep he dreamed, and in his dream God assured Jacob
that He would be with him and return him to Canaan. The Abrahamic Covenant, moreover, was confirmed to
Jacob. When Jacob awoke, he took the stone at which his head rested and anointed it, setting it up for a ―pillar‖
or sacred stone.
It appears that Jacob took this stone with him on his journeys, especially since he mentions the stone in the
context of returning to Isaac (verses 20-22), apparently set it up and anointed it again in Bethel later (35:14-15),
and still later, at the end of his life, he prophesied that it would be with the descendants of Joseph in the end
time (49:24). If Jacob did take the stone with him, as would be likely, there would have been a physical, typical
stone going with Jacob, paralleling the spiritual, antitypical Stone (i.e., God) who had promised that He would
be with Jacob and not leave him (28:15)
Jacob also promised that if God would return him to his father Isaac, then God would be Jacob‘s God and
Jacob would faithfully tithe. These statements appear perplexing, but a careful attention to the development of
Jacob‘s character resolves the apparent difficulty. Jacob surely knew of God.
Isaac had never worshiped any other but God, and he had learned this from Abraham. But Jacob, although
certainly worshiping God, very likely did so only because he believed it to be materially advantageous. Jacob
had a grasping personality; he was someone who used others to further his own ends, and God was no
different to him. Jacob served God for selfish advantage.
The story of Jacob will show that over time Jacob was transformed from being a manipulator into being one
who sought righteousness through his actions, and finally into one who became wholly submissive to God and
served God out of love and devotion. Jacob‘s statement that God would be his God is another way of saying
that Jacob would rely on Him alone; his promise to tithe is another way of honoring God by recognizing His
sovereign lordship. Thus, the promises essentially boil down to exclusive devotion t o God
In many ways, Jacob is every man. Or, to be more precise, every man is like Jacob. We all start out grasping,
self-oriented, concerned with our needs. As we grow, we become less self-centered and more motivated by
principle. But as we become mature, we learn to love God and act out of devotion to Him. We must learn to live
with God, and along the way our character is changed, shaped and molded, going through various phases as
we become more and more like God Himself. For this reason, the character development of Jacob is one of the
most interesting studies of the book of Genesis.
Laban‘s Deception (Genesis 29–30)
Jacob‘s arrival in Padan Aram gives us a revealing look at him. From his conversation with the shepherds
gathered at the well, we may observe that Jacob was polite, sociable and knowledgeable of the business of
herding. Jacob‘s life ―in tents‖ was not cloistered—he was, as previously stated, civilized and refined, and most
likely skilled in the family business. Moreover, Jacob was no pampered weakling. For when he saw Rachel, he
went and rolled the stone off of the mouth of the well—and well stones were massive circular stones of
considerable weight.
Also, notice verse 10‘s triple reference to ―Laban, his mother‘s brother.‖ Some commentators have taken this
pointed emphasis to indicate that Jacob‘s mind at this point may have been more on attempting to ingratiate
himself into the favor of Laban through a favorable report from Rachel, and less on the woman herself. Of
course, the tenderness of verse 11 should demonstrate a genuineness of feeling regarding his meeting up with
close relatives. That is only natural. Still, putting all the evidence together, it would appear that Jacob is a
cultured, sociable, business-savvy and physically imposing man who, though at least sometimes genuine in
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feeling, is not always genuine in his dealings with others—that he is often looking for a way to further his own
ends.
God is about to embark on a long course of knocking Jacob down to a more humble self-appraisal— using
Laban as a significant tool in the process. Jacob may have been a smooth operator in Canaan, able to run the
family business and outwit his elder brother, but he can in no way compare to the devious Laban. Jacob has
unknowingly met his match.
When Rachel brought her father the news of Jacob‘s arrival, Laban ran to meet him—perhaps naturally happy
to see a visiting relative (verses 13-14) but also, knowing the type of person Laban is, surely thinking back on
the gifts that were given for his sister Rebekah (24:30). Jacob stayed with Laban for a month, and during that
month two things happened: Jacob fell in love with the beautiful Rachel, and Laban observed it. Now Laban had
a way to get Jacob into his service; he may have even begun planning something when Jacob ―told Laban all
these things‖ (verse 13), which no doubt included the reason for his journey to Haran.
Sensing his opportunity, Laban asked an apparently magnanimous question: ―Shall you serve me for nothing
because you are family? Name your wages‖ (compare verse 15). Jacob asked for Rachel, as Laban had no
doubt anticipated. Laban set Rachel‘s price at seven years‘ service, which Jacob happily rendered. But on the
wedding night, Laban substituted Leah for Rachel. Jacob‘s senses and wits may have been dulled by festive
drinking (perhaps urged on all the more by Laban). Jacob was further blinded by the darkness of the nuptial
tent—darkness probably arranged as part of Laban‘s conspiracy, which appears to have involved Zilpah (verse
24).
Leah herself must have kept silent, probably on orders from her father. In any event it is clear that Jacob did not
realize he had slept with the wrong woman until the morning (verse 25). Laban‘s reply when an angry Jacob
confronted him: ―It must not be done so in our country, to give the younger before the firstborn.‖ Firstborn—the
word must have been like a dagger in Jacob‘s ears, for in his own family, as we earlier read, Jacob had
contrived to gain for himself the birthright and blessings that normally would have gone to his own fraternal twin
brother, Esau, the firstborn. Jacob‘s deviousness was now coming back to haunt him. For committing to another
seven years‘ service Jacob obtained Rachel the following week, but the die was now cast for a divided,
unhappy household. Jacob was reaping what he had sown.
Jacob‘s Dysfunctional Family (Genesis 29–30)
Jacob‘s competition with Esau had brought near-open warfare to Isaac‘s household. Now Jacob would live the
remainder of his life eating the bitter fruits of his ways. Leah and Rachel vied with each other for the affection of
Jacob. Jacob loved Rachel deeply but he lacked love for Leah. Where the New King James Version says Leah
was ―unloved‖ (29:31), the old King James Version has ―hated.‖ The Nelson Study Bible says that ―hated‖ is the
literal translation. According to New Wilson‘s Old Testament Word Studies, the Hebrew word here ―sometimes
means only a less degree of love and regard; to be cold and indifferent to, to show less favor to‖ (p. 209).
In any case Leah was second-rate in Jacob‘s eyes, a very difficult position for any woman. Because Jacob
treated Leah this way, God blessed her with children (which would seem to indicate that, in God‘s eyes, Leah
was not principally at fault in the whole mess—her father having forced her into it). In the meantime Rachel was
barren and very frustrated in general. She felt betrayed by her father and resentful of her sister, whom she no
doubt viewed as an unwelcome interloper in her marriage. Between these two squabbling women, and their
maids, Jacob would father 12 sons and a daughter. The sons of the various wives and concubines would
likewise squabble and fight. Jacob‘s house was in constant turmoil—a classic picture of the dysfunctional
family.
Part of the dysfunction in Jacob‘s family may have had its roots a generation earlier in Isaac and Rebekah, who
fell into a devastating pitfall in parenting—favoritism within the family. Isaac greatly favored Esau; Rebekah
favored Jacob. This divided affection produced an unhealthy atmosphere of competition, mistrust, doubledealing, disrespect and lingering resentment. The two sons of Isaac and Rebekah were the unwitting victims,
and Jacob likewise repeated the error in his own family: Rachel was favored over Leah, Joseph over his
brethren, then later Benjamin over his brethren. Of course this is a lot more understandable in Jacob‘s case,
since he had not wanted to marry Leah in the first place. Still, she was his wife and they had children together—
so he should have done his best to show them all love and affection.
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God later gave the following law to Israel: ―Nor shall you take a woman as a rival to her sister, to uncover her
nakedness while the other is alive‖ (Leviticus 18:19). Jacob did not violate this law, as God had not yet given it.
But his life demonstrated the great need for it.
Jacob‘s Strange Deal (Genesis 30)
Verse 25 of chapter 30 begins a peculiar story that very few seem to understand. But understanding Jacob‘s
strange deal with Laban is essential to understanding Jacob‘s character development. Jacob had served Laban
14 years. Now he wished to depart and return to his father in Canaan.
Laban, however, was eager to have Jacob remain, for God had blessed everything Jacob did while in Laban‘s
household, and Laban had grown rich. ―Name me your wages, and I will give it,‖ Laban said (verse 28), hoping
to entice Jacob to stay. ―You shall not give me anything,‖ Jacob replied. This is essential to understand, for an
inattentive reading of the story can make it seem as if Jacob separated the colored and spotted sheep from
Laban‘s flock and took them for his payment. He most emphatically did not. Jacob took out the colored and
spotted sheep and gave them to Laban, whose sons took them away a distance of three days‘ journey (verse
36). This left Jacob with only the pure white sheep.
The last clause of verse 32, ―and these shall be my wages,‖ is a little confusing. The Hebrew literally says, ―it
shall be [i.e., in the future] my wages.‖ Jacob was not saying that the spotted and colored sheep he removed
from the flock would be his wages. Instead, ―You shall not give me anything,‖ were Jacob‘s words. The spotted
and colored sheep were given to the sons of Laban, who drove them three days‘ journey away. Instead, Jacob
was saying that in the future any spotted or colored sheep born in the flock that Jacob would tend would be his
wages. But this seemed impossible to Laban—Jacob was left with only the white sheep! How could white sheep
bear spotted and colored sheep? That is why Laban so hastily agreed to the deal: ―Oh, that it were according to
your word!‖ (verse 34).
Now, the beginning of verse 33 is most important. ―So my righteousness will answer for me in the time to come,
when the subject of my wages comes before you….‖ This telling declaration marks a profound advancement in
Jacob‘s character development. When Jacob arrived in Padan Aram he was a grasping manipulator who relied
upon his own innate abilities and craft to obtain what he wanted. But 14 years of service for Laban—during
which Laban consistently outwitted him, and during which God blessed him in all that he did—had produced a
change in Jacob. He had now progressed to the point where he relied upon his righteous conduct to secure
blessings and prosperity from God. That is a dramatic change of heart, a major development in right character!
Verse 37 begins the equally odd business of the poplar, almond and chestnut branches. Many commentators
suggest some kind of magic practice, or that the peeled rods were intended to cause the sheep to imitate the
partly colored rods by bringing forth partly colored sheep. Yet this is certainly not what Jacob was engaged in
here. Notice verse 38: ―And the rods which he had peeled, he set before the flocks in the gutters, in the
watering troughs where the flocks came to drink, so that they should conceive when they came to drink.‖ The
word ―conceive‖ is translated from the Hebrew yacham, literally meaning ―to be hot,‖ and which, when speaking
of animals, can mean ―to be in heat.‖ By peeling the fresh cut rods (verse 37), Jacob caused the sap-filled meat
of the rods to be exposed, thus possibly allowing the sap of the rods to mingle with the water in the watering
troughs.
Perhaps he believed this additive in the water would help to bring the animals to heat. It has also been
suggested that the peeled rods were used as a sort of corralling fence, set up when the flocks came to drink to
keep them together longer for mating. Verses 41-42 also inform us that Jacob practiced selective breeding,
ensuring that the best of the flock would be subject to his treatment of the water.
But all this did not produce the spotted and colored sheep. These actions only aided Jacob in selecting which
sheep would breed at what time. God caused the unusual coloration of the sheep. As Jacob said: ―My
righteousness will answer for me.‖ The production of colored sheep was God‘s response to Jacob‘s
righteousness. Indeed, we later find out that Laban, seeing the results, kept changing the deal about which
sheep Jacob would get—and, in every case, God followed suit with the coloration of sheep produced. Jacob
explained to his wives: ―God did not allow [Laban] to hurt me. If he said thus: ‗The speckled shall be your
wages,‘ then all the flocks bore speckled. And if he said thus: ‗The streaked shall be your wages,‘ then all the
flocks bore streaked. So God has taken away the livestock of your father and given them to me‖ (31:7-9).
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Jacob had matured tremendously while in service to Laban. He had moved away from his grasping,
manipulative ways and had come to the point where he understood that prosperity and protection are
dependent on righteous conduct before God. And for that, God rewarded and prospered him. Jacob‘s
character, however, was to be further developed.
Jacob Departs from Laban (Genesis 31)
Jacob prospered with God‘s blessing and his own clever management of the flocks. But as Jacob increased,
Laban decreased. This irritated Laban, especially since he thought his deal with Jacob to be overwhelmingly to
his advantage. It also appears that Laban had gotten into the habit of living high while God blessed him
because of Jacob, and the decrease in revenue meant an uncomfortable tightening of the belt. Indeed, Laban
had wasted the bridal price of 14 years‘ labor Jacob had paid for his two wives (verses 15-16). In those days
the bridal price was kept by the father in behalf of the daughters as a trust, but Laban had improperly consumed
the money. Finally, seeing their father‘s fortune decline, Laban‘s sons became concerned that they would
inherit nothing if something was not done soon.
With increasing hostility between Laban and Jacob and the possibility that Laban‘s sons might take some action
against Jacob and his family, it was time to leave. Jacob‘s speech to his wives prior to departure reveals the
duplicity of Laban, the faith of Jacob and the providence of God. During the six years that Jacob tended Laban‘s
flocks (verse 41), Laban changed the terms of the deal between himself and Jacob many times. But with each
change Jacob faithfully relied on God for continued blessing. And with each change, God provided that
blessing. Finally, God commanded Jacob to leave.
So Jacob left, but without telling Laban, attempting to avoid a confrontation. Before he left, though, Rachel stole
Laban‘s household idols. It is possible that she took the idols because it was commonly believed that the
possessor of the idols would enjoy the blessing of the gods; Rachel, according to the paganism in which she
was raised, may have attempted to ―secure‖ her husband‘s good fortune. Yet she and Leah had apparently both
come to worship the true God, seeing Him as the one who had blessed them with children and wealth and the
one from whom to seek direction (see 29:32; 30:22-23; 31:16).
Why, then, did Rachel take the idols? A number of commentators point out that the most likely explanation is
that she stole them because they represented ownership of Laban‘s possessions. The one who had the idols
could thereby prove himself or herself to be the legitimate owner or heir to the property. For instance, the
Broadman Bible Commentary states: ―The possession of household gods was legal proof of the right to
inheritance. Since Rachel believed that the property should be theirs, she ‗appropriated‘ what she considered to
be hers by right. This did not make the act any less wrong‖ (vol. 1, p. 220).
Laban, of course, pursued, angered not only by Jacob‘s fortune, but also Jacob‘s sudden departure and the
disappearance of Laban‘s household idols. However, God warned him in a dream not to speak ―good or bad‖ to
Jacob. Nevertheless, Laban upbraided Jacob for leaving, feigning that he would have sent them away with a
great feast. Since he could not compel Jacob‘s return, Laban turned his attention to the household idols. After
an unsuccessful search of Jacob‘s goods—Rachel having hidden the idols—Jacob upbraided Laban. Take note
of how Jacob attributes his success to God and portrays God as having judged Jacob‘s cause as righteous.
Again, this is more evidence of the character development of Jacob.
In parting, Jacob and Laban erected a pillar stone. This stone, however, was different from the stone that Jacob
erected in Bethel. This stone was not a sacred stone, but a memorial stone. It stood in that place as a reminder
to all who passed by of the covenant made there between Laban and Jacob.
It should perhaps be mentioned that in spite of Laban‘s chicanery and double-dealing, he may have been
expressing genuine fatherly concern in the end (see 31:49-50, 53, 55). He didn‘t have to make it part of the
agreement that Jacob take no other wives. (It is interesting in verse 50 that Laban does not regard the
maidservants as wives, as these concubines were looked upon as ―surrogate mothers‖ for his daughters). And
it is interesting to note his repeated references to the true God.
While he was shaken by his dream to be sure, there would seem to be more to it than that. God had used
Laban to bring about a dramatic change in Jacob‘s character over the course of 20 years. Yet in all that time,
Jacob had in turn served as quite a witness to Laban—there were certainly lessons in it for him too. Perhaps
here at the end—broke, losing his family and seeing everything he had plotted and schemed after for so long
now slipping away—Laban had finally gotten the point.
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Wrestling with God (Genesis 32)
As Jacob and his company continued southwest toward the River Jabbok, today called the Wadi Zerqa, Jacob
was met by angels and set up camp, calling the place Mahanaim, ―Two Camps,‖ as the angels were camped
here next to him. God was with Jacob and was returning him to Canaan, just as He had promised (Genesis 28).
Meeting Esau was a fearsome prospect. Jacob knew his elder brother to be an impetuous man who acted first
and thought later. Would his rash nature explode in wrath? Would Esau avenge himself by slaughtering Jacob
and all he had? If Esau still entertained thoughts of vengeance, Jacob would attempt to appease him with gifts.
Perhaps showing deference and humility before Esau, addressing him as ―Lord‖ and sending him presents,
would turn Esau‘s wrath away.
Jacob sent out messengers to respectfully inform Esau of his approach. The messengers returned and told
Jacob that Esau was coming—with 400 men! Jacob prepared for the worst, dividing his family and possessions
into troops to send out one after the other with himself at the forefront (33:3), hoping in this way to preserve as
much of his family as possible should Esau attack. Ahead of them he sent troops of men bearing gifts, hoping
waves of gifts would cool Esau‘s hot head. For the moment, however, Jacob remained at the ford of Jabbok.
What happens next at Jabbok is of profound importance for understanding the character development of Jacob.
Before examining the details of the story, though, we must look at Jacob‘s prayer.
In reading the life of Jacob, we have seen him develop from a cultured and physically imposing young man—
who relied on his own cunning and skill to obtain what he wanted, manipulating those around him—into a man
who learned that real prosperity, security and peace depends on one‘s righteousness before God. That in itself
is a great growth in character. But by the time Jacob arrives in Jabbok after years of service for Laban‘s flocks,
he has made a quantum leap in character growth.
The prayer in verses 9-12 shows that Jacob had now come to see that even complete righteousness before
God does not entitle one to God‘s goodness. ―I am not worthy of the least of all the steadfast love and all the
faithfulness that you have shown to your servant,‖ he confessed (verse 10, New Revised Standard Version).
Jacob now sees himself as he truly is—an unworthy man wholly dependent on the mercy and undeserved
grace of God. Now, to bring his character to maturity, while Jacob is alone at Jabbok, the strangest wrestling
match in history will be played out in the darkness, without a single spectator.
In the middle of the night, a supernatural Being comes down and wrestles with Jacob. This Being, identified as
God, must have been the preincarnate Jesus Christ, who, as the ―Word‖ with God the Father from the
beginning, was also God (John 1:1-3, 14). It could not have been God the Father since Jacob saw Him and, as
the apostle John later stated, ―No one has seen God at any time‖ (John 1:18)—clearly referring to the Father in
this verse. (To learn more about the nature of God the Father and Jesus Christ, request or download our free
booklet Who Is God?) At first Jacob may not have known who his opponent was—but before the match was
over, Jacob discerned His identity, for he later calls Him God (verse 30).
Now why did God want to wrestle Jacob? A better question would be, why did Jacob continue to wrestle once
he figured out he was wrestling with God? What would be the point of wrestling with God? God could easily
beat His opponent. Or God could simply match His opponent move for move and produce a draw. Or God could
deliberately lose. In any case, to continue the match would seem pointless. So why did Jacob continue to
wrestle? We can‘t know for sure of course. But perhaps it was simply because God wanted to wrestle—as a
test of Jacob‘s perseverance and attitude.
The wrestling match, viewed in this context, would seem to have been a test of submission: Would Jacob
submit to continuing to wrestle, even when it seemed pointless, just because God wanted it that way? Also,
from the conclusion, it is evident that Jacob wanted God‘s blessing. And God, it seems, wanted to know just
how much he wanted it. In the end, Jacob demonstrated his deep feeling of total reliance on God‘s blessing.
And he showed that he would hold on to whatever God was doing in his life in order to receive that blessing
In confronting Esau and whatever other obstacles he would later face, his own cunning and ingenuity would not
deliver him. He knew that he had to trust in God alone.
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As the match progresses, Christ sees that He is not prevailing against Jacob. This does not mean that Jacob
was winning and Christ was losing. It simply means that Jacob had not yet given up. He was still wrestling.
Then Christ makes it far more difficult for Jacob to continue by striking his hip socket. In pain and even in tears
(Hosea 12:3-4), Jacob still does not give up. Finally, Christ tells Jacob to release Him as the day is dawning.
But Jacob says he will not let go until Christ blesses him.
This is almost certainly not disobedience, as it might appear to be. Rather, it is apparent that Jacob understood
his holding on until receiving the blessing to be the reason God engaged him in the contest to begin with. In
faith, we are to hold God to His promises to bless us until He does so—for that is what He has told us to do. In
doing this, Jacob prevailed with God and was renamed Israel, meaning ―Prevailer with God.‖
This does not mean that Jacob won and Christ lost. Indeed, the match ended before either of them was pinned.
Of course, Christ could have pinned Jacob at any moment. But that was not His desire—nor was it the point.
The point was to see if Jacob could persevere with God in the face of adversity. And he did. So who won the
match, Jacob or Christ? The truth is that both won. God always prevails. And now Jacob prevailed with Him. It
must be the same with us.
Reconciliation (Genesis 33)
In the morning, Jacob departed, and after a short journey he caught sight of Esau advancing with 400 men.
Jacob had ordered his family, dividing the children among their mothers, placing the concubines first, followed
by Leah, with Rachel trailing the caravan. This was done to provide maximum protection for Rachel (possibly
pregnant with Benjamin) and Joseph. For if Esau attacked, perhaps he would have had enough of slaughter by
the time he reached Rachel. Jacob positioned himself at the head of the caravan, alternately walking and
prostrating himself as he approached Esau, thereby showing the highest regard and deepest humility.
The meeting with Esau, however, was anything but hostile. Esau was genuinely glad to see Jacob. Twenty
years had significantly moderated his feelings and, given the size of the fighting force accompanying him, it
appears that Esau had achieved a good deal of personal success—enough, at least, for him to feel sufficiently
blessed. Jacob presented gifts and introduced his family, but wisely begged-off accompanying Esau back to
Seir, perhaps anticipating that Esau‘s mercurial nature would once again change and he would revert to his
former embitterment over the evil Jacob had done to him.
After departing from his encounter with Esau, Jacob came to Shechem (verses 18-19). Here he bought a parcel
of land and dug a well. This is apparently the same well at which, long afterward, Jesus Christ met and talked
with a Samaritan woman—the place at this much later time being known as Sychar (John 4:5-6), near today‘s
city of Nablus in the West Bank. Jacob, renamed Israel, also built an altar to God here, which he named El
Elohe Israel, meaning ―God, the God of Israel‖ (Genesis 33:20). Jacob‘s ―conversion process‖ is well underway
at this point. No longer does he look upon God as simply the God of His fathers. Rather, he sees God as his
God—seeming to indicate that he has developed a personal relationship with Him.
The Violation of Dinah (Genesis 34)
Genesis 34:2 says that Shechem took Dinah and ―lay with her, and violated her.‖ Does this indicate that
Shechem raped Dinah or was what happened consensual? Verse 1 says that Dinah ―went out to see the
daughters of the land.‖ Some commentators suggest that she was in her late teens and was possibly going to
attend some kind of public affair or celebration. It is then suggested that, perhaps because she had no sisters,
she was seeking to fit in a little too much with the other girls her age and got herself into a situation she was not
ready to handle, losing her virginity not by violence, but by indiscretion.
Still, the vengeful reaction of Dinah‘s brothers might imply that Dinah had not wanted this to happen. It is
possible that Shechem had plied her with alcohol or wouldn‘t back down from any protestations she gave—at
which point she didn‘t fight. Perhaps it was what we today often call date rape, which is itself a hideous offense.
And considering that Dinah appears to have been around 14 or 15 years of age, we would today also call it the
crime of statutory rape. Yet that was often considered marriageable age in the ancient Middle East—the society
of arranged marriages of that day being often unconcerned with the maturity of those matched together.
Shechem clearly did wrong by taking advantage of Dinah and not betrothing her with her father‘s consent prior
to their physical relations. However, the violation seems non-violent as he spoke kindly to the young woman
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after the event and even ―loved‖ her (verse 3). (Contrast Shechem‘s attitude to Tamar‘s rape by Amnon in 1
Samuel 13, where Amnon wanted nothing to do with Tamar after he violated her by force.) Further, Shechem
seemed very willing to meet all the demands of Dinah‘s brothers in order to marry her, as painful as the
conditions would turn out to be.
His men‘s willingness to go through the same sacrifice on his behalf could perhaps lend credence to his
reconciliatory attitude—though they were also persuaded by the prospect of sharing in the wealth of Jacob‘s
family, which circumcision would make possible. However, verse 19 does say that Shechem was ―more
honorable than all the household of his father,‖ seeming to indicate this was a good-faith attempt to right the
wrong he had done. Perhaps the omission of any objection by Dinah could possibly indicate her feelings about
what had happened.
Jacob‘s attitude also seems to indicate that he did not see it as a violent rape, though he surely was not
pleased with the situation. He had done business with Shechem‘s father, Hamor, in the past (33:19) and was
certainly disturbed—perhaps even enraged—at what had now happened. However, he was clearly willing to
give Dinah as wife according to the agreement his sons offered, as she was found in the city with her new
husband after the arrangement was made (verse 26).
God later instructed the nation of Israel on how to handle this kind of situation, leaving it in the hands of the
father whether the offender could still marry the woman, the offender having to pay a financial penalty
regardless of the father‘s decision (Exodus 22:16-17; Deuteronomy 22:28-29). So Jacob could have refused to
give her as wife if he really felt strongly that this marriage should not have taken place—which he probably
would have felt had there been a violent rape. Indeed, God equates the heinousness of rape with that of murder
(Deuteronomy 22:25-27).
Cruel and Unusual Punishment? (Genesis 34)
Simeon and Levi‘s violent revenge was not looked upon favorably by their father. He believed that their
treachery would give the family a bad name and that their neighbors might unite and destroy his household. It
was Esau who was to live by the sword (27:40), not Jacob. The brothers‘ attack seemed exceedingly brutal,
since not only did they kill Shechem, the one who committed the offense, but they slew all the men in
Shechem‘s hometown.
Although Jacob‘s sons offered justification for their behavior, their father‘s displeasure was not abated. For even
after Jacob‘s prediction that his family would be wiped out did not come to pass—due to God‘s protection
(35:5)—Jacob still showed deep disapproval with Simeon and Levi‘s actions long afterward. Shortly before his
death, Jacob delivered this prophecy from God: ―Simeon and Levi are brothers; instruments of cruelty are in
their habitation… Cursed be their anger, for it is fierce; and their wrath, for it is cruel! I will divide them in Jacob
and scatter them in Israel‖ (49:5-7).
Here we see that family traits are passed down, probably through a combination of heredity and family
upbringing. And in the case of Simeon and Levi, God judged that their descendants would be too volatile to be
all together, having their own nations. Indeed, more than likely, this would only spell trouble for the rest of the
world. Later, we will see the fiery, emotional demeanor of the family of Levi channeled into a zeal for serving
God.
Aftermath of Shechem‘s Fall; Reuben Loses His Birthright (Genesis 35)
Just as God protected Israel (Jacob) from the sword of Esau, He also protected Israel from the revenge of his
neighbors in Canaan. By referring back to the deliverance from Esau (verse 1), God reminds Jacob that he
does not need to be afraid now, that Israel should travel to Bethel, and that God will provide him protection once
again. True to His word, terror is upon the cities of the land and the inhabitants do not pursue Jacob‘s family.
To show God the proper respect and praise for this promise of protection, Jacob makes sure to command his
household to put away the foreign gods among them. These were most likely the idols Rachel had earlier stolen
as well as household idols of some value that Simeon and Levi probably took in their plunder of Shechem
described in the preceding verses (compare 34:29). Once Jacob reaches Bethel, he also builds an altar in
honor of the true God to thank Him for His blessing. God seems pleased with Jacob‘s faith and obedience, as
He reaffirms with Jacob the promises made to Abraham and Isaac. God even repeats His renaming of Jacob
with the new name of Israel, having originally done so in chapter 32.
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God gives again the promise of a line of kings (given before in Genesis 17:4-6). But in giving the promise of
national blessing, God adds something mentioned for the first time in Scripture—the promise of a single nation
and a company (or ―group‖ in the Moffatt Translation) of nations. The Ferrar Fenton Translation says, ―a Nation
and an Assembly of Nations.‖ The New International Version reads, ―a nation and a community of nations.‖ We
will see more about this prophecy when we get to Genesis 48, where the birthright blessing passes on to
Joseph‘s sons Ephraim and Manasseh—Manasseh becoming the great single nation and Ephraim becoming
the company or group of nations. (These prophesies are fully explained in our free booklet The United States
and Britain in Bible Prophecy.)
We are also told in chapter 35 of the death of Rachel in giving birth to Benjamin and her burial at Bethlehem.
This tragic event is followed by the shameful incident in which Reuben defiles his father‘s bed by sleeping with
Bilhah, the mother of his brothers, Dan and Naphtali. Reuben was Jacob‘s firstborn by Leah, which bestowed
on him the double-portion birthright inheritance. Yet as just mentioned, the birthright would actually pass to the
sons of Joseph. According to 1 Chronicles 5:1-2, this sin of Reuben is what caused Israel to give the birthright
to Joseph instead. So not only was this a sin of defilement and adultery, it had long-lasting consequences on
future events, determining the ultimate recipients of the promises of wealth God made to Abraham.
Death of Isaac; Family of Esau (Genesis 35–36)
When Jacob returned to Hebron, his father Isaac was still alive and would live another 15 years or so before
dying at the age of 180. When Isaac died, Esau and Jacob came together again to bury him with his father,
mother and wife—that is, Abraham, Sarah and Rebekah—at the cave of Machpelah (compare Genesis 49:31).
Leah and Jacob would later be buried there also (49:29–50:13). All of chapter 36 is a record of what happened
to the line of Esau. As far as the birthright was concerned, Esau was rejected. But he was not forgotten. Indeed,
it is interesting to consider that Moses, though of the line of Israel, had this record of Esau‘s family descent in
hand hundreds of years later in order to set it down as part of the book of Genesis. (Of course, it is possible that
Moses did not have the record and that God wholly inspired him in producing it—but this would only
demonstrate God‘s interest and concern with Esau‘s descendants even more.)
Sadly, the descendants of Esau—or Edom (verse 1)—would come into frequent conflict with the descendants of
Israel over the ages. We will see more about this in the book of Exodus and then as we continue through other
books of the Bible. It might be surprising to know that the conflict has persisted even up to modern times. Later
when we get to the book of Obadiah, a prophecy about Edom, we will consider the identity of the Edomites
today
Setting Major Events in Motion (Genesis 37)
Chapter 37 of Genesis details the story of how Joseph‘s brothers became jealous and sold him into slavery.
Jacob‘s favoritism of Joseph is the obvious cause of this jealousy, and the many-colored tunic he gives to
Joseph is not well received by the others at all (verse 4). But what seems to be the final straw for the brothers is
Joseph‘s recounting of his dreams, perhaps with some haughtiness. Not only are the brothers incensed at
Joseph, but even his father rebukes him.
As the story eventually unfolds, the dreams come true and Joseph‘s family is eventually subject to him. And
since the dreams come true, we know that they are no ordinary dreams—they are sent by God as prophecies.
Yet the dreams are not only significant for the specific events they foretell, but for their instigation of further
circumstances leading to one of the most renowned events in history. For these dreams of Joseph serve as a
catalyst that sets in motion events that will not culminate until more than 250 years later with the Exodus from
Egypt.
Remember Genesis 15. There God conveyed a prophecy regarding the descendants of Abraham—still called
Abram at the time. God told Abram that his descendants would be strangers in a land that was not theirs and,
further, that for a time they would be made slaves and afflicted (verse 13). So not only will Joseph‘s dreams set
in motion events that will enable the family of Israel to survive a future famine, but these same events will
provide the means for bringing Israel and his sons to Egypt, where their descendants will eventually be made
slaves, become a large nation, and ultimately be delivered in great miraculous power.
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So here in Genesis 37, we get a glimpse of how God does His work and how He brings prophecy to pass. He
takes an existing situation (Jacob‘s favoritism and the resultant family jealousy) and then introduces a new
element (Joseph‘s dreams) to steer events toward His ultimate plan (Israel to Egypt and the Exodus). In this
way, He brings prophecy about, all the while allowing those involved to make their own decisions along the
way. It is truly amazing to see His power in action.
Incidentally, though there appears to be some confusion in the chapter as to whether Joseph is sold to
Midianites or Ishmaelites, a simple explanation is given in the Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary‘s note
on verse 25: ―a company of Ishmaelites—They are called Midianites (vs. 28), and Medanites, Hebrew (vs. 36),
being a travelling caravan composed of a mixed association of Arabians.‖ Also of note concerning this passage
are facts uncovered by archaeology that argue against the idea that early Bible stories like that of Joseph were
made up many hundreds of years after they were supposed to have occurred, as the biblical ―minimalists‖
argue.
Notice this from a recent book titled Is the Bible True? by a writer for U.S. News & World Report, Jeffery Sheler:
In Genesis 37:28... Joseph, a son of Jacob, is sold by his brothers into slavery for twenty silver shekels. That,
notes [professor Kenneth] Kitchen, matches precisely the going price of slaves in the region during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries BCE, as affirmed by documents recovered from ancient Mesopotamia and
from Mari, in what is now modern Syria. Other documents show the price of slaves rising steadily during later
centuries. By the eighth century BCE, the price of slaves, as attested in ancient Assyrian records, had risen to
fifty or sixty shekels, and to ninety to 120 shekels during the Persian Empire in the fifth and fourth centuries
BCE. If the story of Joseph had been dreamed up by a Jewish scribe in the sixth century, as some skeptics
have suggested, argues Kitchen, ―why isn‘t the price in Genesis also ninety to one hundred shekels? It‘s more
reasonable to assume that the biblical data reflect reality.‖ (1999, pp. 73-74).
Judah and Tamar (Genesis 38)
The story of Judah and Tamar is of notable significance. It is placed here in the middle of Joseph‘s story, not
because it is directly related, but because the events took place after Joseph was sold into slavery and before
the sons of Jacob traveled to Egypt. As can be seen, the end of the account is the birth of twin sons, Perez and
Zerah, to Tamar. These two boys become important fathers in the lineage of future kings. If Onan and Judah
had had their way, Tamar would not have given birth to the very son whose descendants include both King
David and Jesus Christ.
Although the account does prominently show some of Judah‘s shortcomings, that is not its main purpose. This
account is about proving lineage. Both Luke 3:33 and Matthew 1:3 show that Perez is the son of Judah through
whom Jesus was descended. The Messiah would be a descendant of Judah (see Genesis 49:10). But why the
detailed version of this lineage? Many of the other lineages in Genesis simply list who fathered whom—wouldn‘t
that suffice? No, for without the story of how Tamar conceived and Judah‘s subsequent public acknowledgment
of fatherhood, the Jewish heritage of the descendants of Perez, including Jesus, may have been unknown or
disputed. (For further information on the descendants of Perez and Zerah, including the significance of the
breach and the scarlet thread, please see ―The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future‖ at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials.)
Another interesting item in the account is Judah‘s statement: ―She has been more righteous than I.‖ This was
certainly true. Notice that although Tamar did dress as a prostitute, it was Judah who solicited her. Yet later,
Judah sentenced Tamar to be burned as punishment, even though he had been very willing to go into one
whom he thought was a harlot and participate in such a sin himself. In contrast, Tamar was ensuring that an
heir would be raised up to her husband (compare Deuteronomy 25:5-6), a responsibility that Judah had willfully
abandoned (Genesis 38:14).
Joseph in Potiphar‘s House (Genesis 39)
Joseph was sold again by the Arabian traders to an officer of the Egyptian pharaoh. God surely had a hand in
Joseph being sold to Potiphar, ―in order that in the house of one so closely connected with the court, he might
receive that previous training which was necessary for the high office he was destined to fill, and in the school
of adversity learn the lessons of practical wisdom that were to be of greatest utility and importance in his future
career‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on verse 1).
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Although Joseph prospered in Potiphar‘s house, this was not God‘s ultimate purpose for Joseph in his human
life—God had a greater design for him. To reach that intent, Joseph had to be thrown into prison, creating the
environment where God would later exalt Joseph to the right hand of Pharaoh. This illustrates something very
important for us to remember: Sometimes Christians must endure hardship and trial to reach God‘s final
outcome.
Keep in mind that God has created us for an awesome purpose. While Joseph would eventually be taken from
prison and given a position in Egypt equivalent to what we would call the nation‘s prime minister, we will
eventually be taken from this physical, limiting existence and, along with Joseph, will be made co-rulers with
God over the entire vast universe! So if it takes suffering and tribulation to help us attain that purpose, God will
allow us to be subjected to it. Yet, although things may look quite bleak at times, God will never leave us nor
forsake us (Deuteronomy 31:6; Hebrews 13:5). So we can be patient in times of trial, trusting God and
continuing to serve and obey him, knowing that ―all things work together for good to those who love God‖
(Romans 8:28) and that He will not allow us to be tried beyond what we are able to endure (1 Corinthians
10:13).
We can learn many lessons from Joseph‘s example. Take some time to look up the following scriptures and
notice their relation to this trying period of Joseph‘s life: Proverbs 22:29; 10:4; 12:24; Matthew 25:21; 1
Corinthians 6:18; 1 Peter 3:17; Romans 5:3-4; 8:35-39.
One important lesson is that obeying God in all circumstances ultimately works out for the best. Joseph knew
that adultery was sin and refused—even though it may have cost him his life—for He trusted in God to bless
those who obey Him. (And even if Joseph had lost his physical life, God would have blessed him in eternity.)
Incidentally, this particular episode brings up something else we should notice. Joseph‘s response to Potiphar‘s
wife‘s seduction provides us with important information that has sometimes gone overlooked. Joseph asks,
―How then can I do this great wickedness, and sin against God?‖ (Genesis 39:9). Many today believe that the
Ten Commandments were not in place before the time of Moses.
Yet not only do we see Joseph‘s virtue in his response, but we also find proof that God‘s law was known at the
time. According to Romans 5:13, ―Sin is not imputed when there is no law.‖ Yet Joseph clearly calls adultery
sin, thereby showing that God‘s law was in force prior to its codification around 250 years later at Mount Sinai.
Joseph in Prison (Genesis 40)
It is not clear how long Joseph was in prison, but we can deduce that the total time of his service to Potiphar
and his imprisonment to this point was around 11 years. It had been that long since he was sold by his brothers
at age 17, making him about 28 when Potiphar, captain of the guard, makes him serve Pharaoh‘s chief butler
and chief baker during their confinement. Home may have seemed a distant memory for Joseph by now, given
the time he had been away and the trouble in which he now found himself. Being in prison, he was a long way
from having his family bow down to him—but he continued to make the best of the situation at hand, and God
blessed him for his efforts.
Knowing that God had some big plans in mind, we can assume that these events are His doing. I t surely was
no accident that two high servants of Pharaoh‘s court were both placed in the same prison as Joseph. If they
had been servants of any lesser government official, one may not have been in a place to later tell Pharaoh
about Joseph‘s gift of interpretation. After hearing the prisoners‘ dreams, Joseph explains their meaning—and
the events come to pass just as he foretells. Perhaps after this divine fulfillment, Joseph remembered his own
dream, pondering his past and his future.
It actually seems a little hard to believe that the butler, after seeing Joseph‘s interpretation of the dream come
true before his eyes, would actually forget about Joseph‘s request for a mention to Pharaoh. Perhaps he was so
elated to be restored to his high position that he forgot what Joseph had asked of him. Or maybe after getting
his job back as chief butler, he didn‘t want to give someone else the limelight, or perhaps he feared to remind
the pharaoh that he had previously sent him to prison.
Whatever the reason, God was still orchestrating events to His timetable—leaving Joseph imprisoned for
another two full years before delivering him, illustrating once again that we should be patient as we wait on
God. It may take some time, maybe even a lifetime, but He will come through on His promises.
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Historical Evidence of the Famine and Joseph (Genesis 41)
When Joseph is 30, after another two years of imprisonment, God brings about another major step in the plan
He is working out. He gives Pharaoh a prophetic dream that no one is able to explain. Finally, the butler
remembers the amazing events relating to his prison dream and Joseph‘s interpretation. Joseph is summoned
by Pharaoh and tells him the meaning of his dream: Seven years of plenty were to be followed by seven years
of famine.
Historical confirmation of this time of abundance succeeded by a long period of great food shortage is believed
to exist.
The following is from a book titled The Signature of God by Grant Jeffrey, 1996, pages 42-43: A fascinating
inscription confirming the Bible‘s account of the ―seven years of great plenty‖ followed by the ―seven years of
famine‖ (Gen. 41:29, 30) was discovered during the nineteenth century in southern Saudi Arabia.
―This inscription was found on a marble tablet in a ruined fortress on the seashore of Hadramaut in present-day
Democratic Yemen. An examination of the writing suggests that it was written [in the patriarchal age]… This
inscription was rendered in Arabic by Professor Schultens and was later translated into English by Rev. Charles
Forster. This is his translation of this ancient inscription:
―We dwelt at ease in this castle a long tract of time; nor had we a desire but for the region-lord of the vineyard.
Hundreds of camels returned to us each day at evening, their eye pleasant to behold in their resting-places.
And twice the number of our camels were our sheep, in comeliness like white does, and also the slow moving
kine.
‖We dwelt in this castle seven years of good life—how difficult for memory its description! Then came years
barren and burnt up: when one evil year had passed away, then came another to succeed it. And we
became as though we had never seen a glimpse of good. They died and neither foot nor hoof remained. Thus
fares it with him who renders not thanks to God: His footsteps fail not to be blotted out from his dwelling.‖
While remarkable, this should not surprise us too much. After all, the Bible is the Word of God—and it is true
despite the arguments of skeptics.
The following is also taken from The Signature of God, pp. 44-45:
As the book of Genesis recorded, the seven-year famine was so severe in Egypt that Joseph, as chief
administrator, had to be very careful in selling food from the precious grain reserves to satisfy the hunger of all
the inhabitants of the surrounding countries. Joseph could not sell the grain reserves of Egypt for gold and
silver to everyone because of the danger that the grain would run out. When the famine was at its peak, grain
was much more valuable than gold or money. Explorers during the last century discovered a number of other
fascinating ancient inscriptions in the Middle East that provided confirmation of facts recorded in the sacred
Scriptures…. The greatest treasure of all was a fascinating engraved stone tablet [found in the tomb of a rich
Yemenite noblewoman of the patriarchal age] bearing her final inscription which confirmed the biblical account
of Joseph‘s careful management of the remaining food reserves during the seven years of famine in Egypt.
A Yemenite Inscription About a Famine During the Time of Joseph
In thy name O God, the God of Hamyar,
I Tajah, the daughter of Dzu Shefar, sent my steward to Joseph,
And he delaying to return to me, I sent my hand maid
With a measure of silver, to bring me back a measure of flour:
And not being able to procure it, I sent her with a measure of gold:
And not being able to procure it, I sent her with a measure of pearls:
And not being able to procure it, I commanded them to be ground:
And finding no profit in them, I am shut up here.
Whosoever may hear of it, let him commiserate me;
And should any woman adorn herself with an ornament
From my ornaments, may she die with no other than my death.
(reported in Niebuhr‘s Voyage en Arabie, PL. LIX.
Translation by Rev. Charles Forster).
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It should be noted here that the above translation appears quite credible, since Frieslander Carsten Niebuhr
was a respected pioneer in archaeological exploration of the Middle East and in translating inscriptions found
there, having accurately translated many from ancient Persepolis.
Owning Up and Growing Up (Genesis 42–43)
It had been 22 years now since the brothers had sold Joseph into slavery and deceived their father, Jacob. That
is a very long time to maintain a lie, and it seems to have taken its toll on the sons of Israel. Things got a little
rough in Egypt when Joseph accused them of being spies. The brothers were clearly shaken. Their crime
against Joseph must never have been far from mind, for when Joseph demanded they bring Benjamin to Egypt
as proof of their story, they immediately viewed their trouble as punishment for what they did so long ago.
Reuben adds an ―I told you so‖ since he had originally planned to save Joseph. But he, of course, had become
just as responsible as the others, for he had not told their father the truth either, nor had he attempted to find
and free his enslaved brother once he discovered what had happened.
The many years with unresolved guilt have matured the brothers since their earlier misdeed. Contrast the
younger and older Judah for instance. In Genesis 37, it was Judah who originated the idea of selling Joseph to
the Arabian traders. Now, in Genesis 43, he is willing to offer himself as collateral to protect Joseph‘s brother,
Benjamin. Before, he did not regard his father‘s happiness. But now he is willing to accept blame forever rather
than hurt his father again. Judah will prove the genuineness of his change and the sincerity of his promise in
chapter 44.
While the brothers deal with their guilt, Joseph seems to have a number of mixed emotions. At first, he feels a
little indignant at them when he recognizes that the dreams for which they hated him so long ago (37:8) have
come true. Testing their attitudes, he deals rather roughly with them. But when he hears their sorrow and
distress as they discuss their regret, Joseph weeps secretly. He now forgives them in his heart. Although he
continues to give them a very distressing time openly, he does kind things for them behind the scenes.
The Cup of Divination (Genesis 44)
The brothers still have no idea what is happening, but are as cooperative and humble as can be, neither of
which seems to help them out much. Joseph frames his brothers with an egregious offense: the theft of the very
goblet from which their gracious host had drunk. When Joseph‘s servant confronts the brothers for their alleged
crime, he is told to ask, ―Is not this [the cup] from which my lord drinks, and with which he indeed practices
divination?‖ (verse 5).
Did Joseph really use the cup for prognostication or the interpretation of omens? That would surely not have
been approved of by God. About the cup of divination, the Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary remarks:
―Divination by cups, to ascertain the course of futurity, was one of the prevalent superstitions of ancient Egypt,
as it is of Eastern countries still. It is not likely that Joseph, a pious believer in the true God, would have
addicted himself to this superstitious practice. But he might have availed himself of that popular notion to carry
out the successful execution of his stratagem for the last decisive trial of his brethren‖ (note on verse 5).
In other words, Joseph may have allowed them to think he practiced divination with this cup to instill more fear
in them—as it would look to them like they would be charged with the theft of something of great importance in
Egypt. Also notice that Joseph did not order his steward to tell a direct lie—rather, he simply told him to ask a
question. The real answer would have been no. But the brothers didn‘t know this.
Parallels in Scripture (Genesis 45)
One can see a thematic parallel between the entire story of Joseph and the story of Jesus. Joseph was sent in
bonds to Egypt so that ultimately he would be exalted and his family enabled to survive the famine. In like
manner, Jesus was sent ahead to suffer for others, has been exalted to the highest office and will deliver all
mankind from death as a result.
Joseph saw God‘s hand in everything that had happened—from his first visionary dreams to his enslavement,
imprisonment, exaltation and, at last, reconciliation with his family. In chapter 50, he tells his brothers, ―You
meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, in order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people
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alive‖ (verse 20). And permeating Joseph‘s pronouncement of God‘s guidance of events was the expression of
forgiveness for all that they had done to him.
Similarly, the covenant that offers us eternal salvation through Jesus Christ is surrounded by forgiveness—of
those who brought about the necessity of His death. With this in mind, we should all take special heed to
Joseph‘s petitioning his brothers to ―come down to me, do not tarry‖ (45:9), for Christ likewise calls us to follow
and abide with Him—let us not delay in doing so.
Chapter 45 ends with wonderful news for Jacob. For more than two decades he has believed that Joseph his
son is dead, and has never gotten over it (compare 42:35, 38). Now concerned about the fate of the rest of his
sons down in Egypt, they return with the happiest announcement imaginable—in fact, beyond his imagination:
―‗Joseph is alive,‘ they shouted to him. ‗And he is ruler over all the land of Egypt!‘‖ (45:26, Living Bible). This
seemed utterly and hopelessly preposterous.
―Jacob was stunned at the news—he couldn‘t believe it‖ (verse 26, New Living Translation). Slowly, though, he
finally came around. ―But when they had given him Joseph‘s messages, and when he saw the wagons loaded
with the food sent by Joseph, his spirit revived. Then Jacob said, ‗It must be true! My son Joseph is alive! I will
go and see him before I die‘‖ (verse 27, NLT). Yes, it was possible after all—beyond all hope, beyond all
reason, beyond his wildest dreams—because the God of Jacob and Joseph was, and is, the Ruler of heaven
and earth. And with Him all things are possible.
Israel‘s Journey to Egypt (Genesis 46-47)
Once again, God spoke to Israel (Jacob) to reassure him of His divine protection. Just as Joseph had
recognized, God confirms that it was His plan all along to bring the family of Jacob to Egypt, where he would
make of them a great nation. Only God knew everything He still had in store for Israel‘s descendants—events to
be recorded in the book of Exodus.
In Genesis 45:28, Jacob expressed the desire that will make his life complete: to go to Egypt and see his son
Joseph again. That is enough. Here, God comforts Jacob in a way that must have brought the deepest and
greatest joy to him. God promises not only that Jacob‘s family would be made great in Egypt, but He confirms
that Jacob‘s last hope will be fulfilled—he will most certainly see his long-lost son. The firstborn of Rachel will
be by his side on the day of his death. Their reunion at last arrives and with many tears of rejoicing, Jacob‘s
sorrow has finally ended, his life is fulfilled and he can face the day of his death in peace.
Jacob‘s life has been a long and painful struggle of reaping the seeds of corruption sown in his youth. His own
sons had deceived him about what had happened to Joseph using the same items with which he himself had
deceived his father Isaac to receive the birthright—a slain goat and a special coat. And for more than 20 years
Jacob had believed the lie that Joseph was dead. Jacob told the Egyptian pharaoh, ―The days of the years of
my pilgrimage are one hundred and thirty years; few and evil have been the years of my life‖ (47:9). So sad—
and yet so true.
Jacob‘s life should be a lesson to us about reaping what we sow (see Galatians 6:7). Of course, all of us have
sinned (Romans 3:23). And we can be thankful that, upon our repentance, God will relieve us of some of the
consequences of sin. But He won‘t remove all of them in this life—so that we may learn important lessons, as
Jacob‘s story shows. His life, in the end, wasn‘t all bad. After all, he became a man whose name was changed
to Israel, meaning ―Prevailer with God‖ (Genesis 32:28).
Though he was ready to die upon seeing Joseph, God gave Jacob 17 more years to spend with Joseph and the
rest of his growing family (47:28). Indeed, in our next reading we will see Jacob state at the end of his life that
God had ―redeemed [him] from all evil‖ (48:16), at last finding happiness in his final years.
Still, it was a long and difficult road in getting there. But it didn‘t have to be—if Jacob hadn‘t sown the corrupt
seed he did in earlier years. This lesson is ―written for our learning‖ (Romans 15:4). If we‘ve been sowing bad
seed, the answer is to stop now—asking God‘s forgiveness—and to start, with His help, sowing good seed to
reap a better tomorrow. The choice is ours to make.
Finally, Genesis 46 catalogs the names of all the members of the family of Israel that immigrated to Egypt.
Once there, counting Joseph and his family, the total came to 70 persons. We know from the book of Exodus
that this small group of people will grow to 600,000 men at the time of their deliverance from Egypt (12:37),
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which probably indicates a total population of two to three million people. Joseph settles his father‘s family in
the land of Goshen—the part of Egypt closest to Canaan and a land well watered with rich soil and well
furnished with pastures for their herds—where the family and its descendants will live until the time of the
Exodus.
Ephraim and Manasseh (Genesis 48)
Before dying, Jacob laid hands upon Joseph‘s sons to bless them with the birthright, similar t o the manner his
father had done to him when he was young. At the same time, Jacob adopted the boys as his own sons, and
thus they were to actually be considered full sons of Israel and full brothers of the others. Joseph thought that
Jacob was making a mistake by placing his right hand on the younger of the two boys. But this was quite
deliberate—requiring Jacob to actually cross his arms to bless them as he did.
God was using this situation to indicate that He had special plans for the descendants of the sons of Joseph,
and that Ephraim would indeed be greater in wealth and power than his older brother, Manasseh. As the
chapter begins, they were mentioned in order of age, ―Manasseh and Ephraim‖ (verse 1). But a point is later
made of a switch in name order. Jacob ―blessed them that day, saying, ‗By you Israel will bless, saying, ―May
God make you as [note the order] Ephraim and Manasseh!‖‘ And thus he set Ephraim before Manasseh‖
(verses 18-20).
Furthermore, we see clarified here that the national birthright blessing of a nation and company of nations given
in Genesis 35:11 did not refer to the tribes of Israel generally. Instead, Manasseh was to become the great
single nation and Ephraim the company of nations. Indeed, as incredible as it sounds, Manasseh is today the
United States of America—the greatest single nation the world has ever seen.
And Ephraim comprises the prophesied ―company of nations‖—the related Commonwealth nations of Britain,
Canada, Australia and New Zealand and a small segment of South Africa and other former British colonies.
Prior to America‘s national greatness, Britain ruled over the largest empire in the history of the world. (To learn
the amazing story of how this came to be, request or download our free booklet The United States and Britain in
Bible Prophecy.) We will see more details of the tremendous blessings that were to come upon the family of
Joseph in Genesis 49.
Israel in the ―Last Days‖ (Genesis 49)
Genesis 49 details Jacob‘s last words to his sons shortly before he died. Jacob, under God‘s inspiration,
describes the state of his descendants in the future—each of the 12 sons of Israel is mentioned. Some
commentaries look for the fulfillment of these prophecies for each tribe by looking at the history recorded in
books of the Old Testament. Of course, some of the characteristics and destinies outlined by Jacob were
fulfilled in small measure during those times. However, note when Jacob said these prophecies would come to
pass: ―Gather together, that I may tell you what shall befall you in the last days‖ (verse 1).
The phrases ―in the last days‖ and ―in the latter days‖ appear around 20 times in the Bible. They refer to the
period of time at the end of the age leading into the establishment of God‘s Kingdom on Earth (e.g., Isaiah 2:2;
Micah 4:1; 2 Timothy 3:1; 2 Peter 3:3). So, rather than foretelling the condition of the tribes at the times
recorded in the books of Kings and Chronicles, Jacob describes the circumstances of the tribes at the end of
the age. This tells us something very interesting: All of the tribes of Israel will exist as distinct peoples at the
time of the end, shortly before the return of Jesus Christ—except for Simeon and Levi, of course, who will exist
as peoples, but will be scattered throughout the other tribes.
Many of the prophecies about individual tribes prove difficult to apply with a specific meaning, due to the broad
scope of the language employed. Of all the particulars mentioned, verse 10, regarding Judah, is more readily
interpreted. Since the ―scepter shall not depart from Judah,‖ we know that a succession of kings descended
from Judah would exist until a specified time, being that a scepter is a symbol of kingship. The specific time
frame mentioned is ―until Shiloh comes.‖ Shiloh is interpreted as ―Peaceable and Prosperous One,‖ or as the
―Savior,‖ or even as ―To Whom It [the Scepter] Belongs,‖ all of which are clear references to Christ, to whom
would be the ―obedience of the people.‖
Since the royal line would exist until the ―last days,‖ the coming of Shiloh here must indicate Christ‘s second
coming. Indeed, this prophecy explains that Christ will assume the throne of Judah in the end time—meaning
that there has to be a throne of kings of Jewish descent in existence for Him to return to. And indeed there is.
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(To learn more about it, please refer to ―The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future‖ at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials.) Verses 22-26 give details about the blessings that would later come upon the
descendants of Joseph. To see more about this, request or download our free booklet The United States and
Britain in Bible Prophecy.
Years later, other details about the future of the tribes would be given by Moses in Deuteronomy 33, shortly
before the children of Israel entered the Promised Land under the leadership of Joshua. In fact, Moses, in
relating the future of Joseph in that passage, actually quotes Genesis 49:26.
Death and Burial (Genesis 49–50)
After his father‘s death, Joseph fulfilled Jacob‘s request to be buried in the same cave in which Abraham and
Isaac had been entombed at the time of their deaths. Joseph, who had sworn to take care of this, did as his
father had asked, along with his brothers and even the Egyptian elders and the servants of Pharaoh. Mourning
the death of Jacob with Joseph as they would for Egyptian royalty illustrates the great respect the Egyptians
had for Joseph, the man whom God had used to save them from famine and by whom their nation was greatly
enriched.
Joseph also wished to eventually be buried in the land of his fathers. Knowing that God would later bring the
children of Israel out of Egypt and back to Canaan, he made them swear to ―carry up my bones from here‖
(verse 25). However, as a national figure in Egypt, he was first put in a coffin in Egypt rather than being buried
in his homeland right away. That Joseph anticipated his burial in Egypt and the Exodus as well is clear from the
obligation he bound on the descendants of Israel.
Moses would make good on the oath more than 200 years later by taking Joseph‘s bones out of Egypt during
the Exodus (Exodus 13:19). The bones remained with the children of Israel until they entered the Promised
Land and were eventually buried in Shechem (Joshua 24:32).
The bones of the patriarchs being buried in the land of Canaan may well have symbolized their future
inheritance of the Promised Land, itself representative of God‘s coming Kingdom—and indeed that is where
they will awaken at the inauguration of God‘s Kingdom when Jesus Christ returns. Of course, regardless of
where our bones might be buried, the saints of God will all be awakened at Christ‘s return to establish the true
Promised Land, God‘s Kingdom, over all the earth.
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EXODUS
Introduction to Exodus (Exodus 1)
―Exodus is the record of Israel‘s birth as a nation,‖ says The New Open Bible (introductory notes to Exodus).
―The Hebrew title, We ‘elleh Shemoth, ‗Now These Are the Names,‘ comes from the first phrase in 1:1. Exodus
begins with ‗Now ‘to show it as a continuation of Genesis. The Greek title is Exodus, a word meaning exit,
departure or going out. The Septuagint [Greek translation of the Old Testament ]uses this word to describe the
book by its key event (see 19:1,‗gone out ‘)‖(1990).
Though a nation of slaves, Israel will leave Egypt victorious to meet their God in the wilderness. Exodus is the
second of the five books written by Moses. Jesus Christ affirmed him as the author (compare Exodus 17:14;
Mark 12:26). After calling Moses, God sends him to lead the people. But it is clear that the power to free the
Israelites is not the power of Moses. Rather, it is the power of the divine King of the universe. All the while, the
weakness of man is made quite clear—from Moses‘ own initial resistance of God‘s will to the stubborn
hardheartedness of Pharaoh to the incessant complaining, murmuring and outright rebellion of the Israelites.
God, however, proves ultimately faithful. He will deliver His people. And this is all a mere type or forerunner of
the future deliverance that He will accomplish through sending Jesus Christ—first to die as the true Passover
lamb (represented in type here in Exodus) and then to come again as immortal Savior—to destroy His enemies
and glorify all who choose to serve Him and live according to His law, a law first spelled out for us in the book of
Exodus.
Archaeologists and biblical scholars have entered into lively discussions about whether Israel‘s sojourn in Egypt
and the Exodus really occurred. Biblical ―minimalists‖ dispute the historicity of these events, because there is no
evidence outside of the Bible for them. Yet many distinguished scholars uphold the veracity of the biblical
account.
―‗Absence of evidence,‘ observes Egyptologist Kenneth Kitchen, ‗is not evidence of absence.‘ Nahum Sarna,
professor emeritus of biblical studies at Brandeis University, argues that the Exodus story—tracing, as it does a
nation‘s origins to slavery and oppression—‗cannot possibly be fictional. No nation would be likely to invent for
itself, and faithfully transmit century after century and millennium after millennium, an inglorious and
inconvenient tradition of this nature, unless it had an authentic core.‘ ‗If you‘re making up history,‘ adds Richard
Elliott Friedman, professor at the University of California at San Diego, ‗it‘s that you were descended from gods
or kings, not from slaves.‘
―Indeed, the absence of direct material evidence of an Israelite sojourn in Egypt is not as surprising, or as
damaging to the Bible‘s credibility, as it first might seem. What type of material evidence, after all, would one
expect to find that could corroborate the biblical story?‗ Slaves, serfs and nomads leave few traces in the
archaeological record, ‘notes [respected archaeologist] William Dever. And since official records and
inscriptions in the ancient Near East often were written to impress gods and potential enemies, it would be quite
surprising to find an account of the destruction of the pharaoh‘s army immortalized on the walls of an Egyptian
temple‖ (Jeffery L.Sheler, Is The Bible True?, 1999, p.78).
Though Enslaved, Israel Becomes a Nation (Exodus 1–2)
Here we have a recount of the sons of Israel, interestingly not by order of age, but listed according to the sons
‘mothers. First listed are the sons of Leah, then the sons of Leah‘s handmaid (Zilpah), Rachel‘s son Benjamin
(Joseph was already in Egypt),then the sons of Rachel‘s handmaid (Bilhah). It is stated that Jacob‘s family of
―seventy persons ‖ had come into Egypt (verse 5),just as was stated in Genesis 46:27.
Yet some people see here a conflict with Stephen‘s statement in Acts 7: ―Then Joseph sent and called his
father Jacob and all his relatives to him, seventy-five people‖ (verse 14). Yet, as Christ stated, ―Scripture cannot
be broken‖ (John 10:35). And indeed, a simple explanation is given in John W. Haley‘s Alleged Discrepancies
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of the Bible: ―Jacob‘s children, grandchildren, and great-grandchildren amounted to sixty-six [Genesis 46:8-26].
Adding Jacob himself, and Joseph with his two sons, we have seventy. If to the sixty-six we add the nine wives
of Jacob‘s sons (Judah‘s and Simeon‘s wives were dead; Joseph could not be said to call himself, his own wife,
or his two sons into Egypt; and Jacob is specified separately by Stephen), we have seventy-five persons, as in
Acts‖ (p.389).
But the Israelites were not to remain at these numbers for long. God had promised and covenanted with
Abraham that his descendants would be as numerous as the stars of heaven and as the sand of the seashore
(Genesis 22:17-18). He reiterated that promise with Isaac (26:4) and with Jacob (28:14), who was renamed
Israel (32:28). Now we see in Exodus the beginning of the fulfillment of that promise, emphasized by the use of
five different descriptions: ―were fruitful‖; ―increased abundantly‖; ―multiplied‖; ―waxed exceedingly mighty‖; ―the
land was filled with them.‖ It seems as though God inspired Moses to drive home the point that He was starting
to fulfill the promises made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. It is very easy to forget God‘s Word, especially when
we fall upon difficult times, but this shows God‘s faithfulness to His promises.
Now we read that a number of years have passed since Joseph and his family (including his brothers and their
families) have all died. A new pharaoh has come into power who does not know, remember or acknowledge the
deeds and position that Joseph once held. Ask any number of young adults today whether they remember men
such as Dwight Eisenhower, Winston Churchill, John F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon. It
doesn‘t take long to forget men who once held highly visible positions. Yet in Egypt the tendency was far worse.
There weren‘t textbooks to read or TV news to watch. And a new pharaoh often erased evidence of the glory of
the previous pharaoh to aggrandize himself in the eyes of the people.
This new pharaoh now regards the Israelites as a threat because of their vast and growing population. So the
Egyptians devise a plan to bring the Israelites into total submission through slavery. This is all according to
God‘s plan that He had revealed to Abraham (Genesis 15:13-14). The attempt by the pharaoh to use the
taskmasters to break the spirit of the Israelites, ruin their health through long, hard hours of work and
discourage them from having children who would be born into slavery was not working. So an edict was
proclaimed to kill the male children, thus restraining the population growth.
It‘s interesting to note God‘s intervention here, as the midwives were not punished for disobeying Pharaoh‘s
command. In fact, God blessed the midwives due to their respect for Him! Pharaoh, in turn, commanded the
Egyptians to engage in the murder of the male Hebrew children. Though many were killed, it is improbable that
the edict lasted very long as we can see that by the time Moses returned to lead Israel out of Egypt as a grown
man (in his 80s), the adult males of Israel numbered approximately 600,000.
Moses ―Drawn Out ‖ (Exodus 1–2)
Here we find an attempt by a Levite family to save their son during the time of Pharaoh‘s edict. It‘s interesting to
note that Jesus—the ultimate Deliverer of whom Moses was a forerunner—also had to be hidden in Egypt when
He was born, as a similar edict was issued during His infancy.
It is also wonderful to see here how God intervened during this very sobering time. Moses drifted right into the
bathing area of the daughter of Pharaoh, who desired to save him and raise him as her own son. Though she
recognized him as a Hebrew child, perhaps she viewed him as a gift of the gods, perhaps of the Nile god
Khnum. Moreover, not only was Moses‘ life spared, but his real mother was paid to nurse and rear him! The
name the princess gave him, Moses, means ―Drawn Out,‖ as in birth.
Interestingly, this was a common suffix for the names of various pharaohs of the Middle and New Kingdoms of
Egypt. For instance, Thutmose or Thutmosis is Thoth-mosis, meaning ―Drawn (or born) from Thoth,‖ the god of
wisdom. Another example is Rameses or Ra-meses, meaning ―Drawn (or born) from Ra‖ or Re, the sun god.
Thus, there is reason to believe that Moses‘ name may have originally had a pagan prefix that he, quite
understandably, did not record when he wrote the Pentateuch.
More amazing still, considering that the pharaoh‘s daughter recognized that Moses was a Hebrew child, it
would be rather surprising if the pharaoh himself did not. Yet the pharaoh did not demand the death of the child
(perhaps out of a combination of love for his daughter and a belief that the child may have been a divine gift). In
fact, he allowed the boy to become a prince of Egypt. In Acts 7:22 Stephen tells us that besides the trappings of
royalty, ―Moses was learned in all the wisdom of the Egyptians, and was mighty in words and deeds.‖ Indeed,
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the first-century Jewish historian Josephus informs us that he became a great Egyptian general. But all of this
changed overnight when Moses became a fugitive fleeing for his life.
Acts 7:43 tells us that Moses was 40 years old at the time of his flight from Egypt. Verse 30 reveals that he
sojourned in the land of Midian for another 40 years. And he would later wander with the Israelites in the
wilderness for 40 years (verse 36)—finally dying at the age of 120 (Deuteronomy 34:7). So Moses had three
40-year segments of leadership training: 1) Training as a leader in Pharaoh‘s court; 2) Training as a shepherd
in Midian; 3) Training as a leader of the Israelites.
From this we can deduce that a period of approximately 80 years, or two-thirds of Moses‘ life, transpires in
Exodus 2 alone! Moses was trained for 40 years under Reuel, the ―priest‖ of Midian. This term makes sense
when we realize that the Midianites were descended from Abraham (Genesis 25:1-4) and that, even in Israel,
the head of each family was the one who would offer sacrifices prior to the institution of the Levitical system.
Moses married Reuel‘s daughter Zipporah. It should be noted here that Reuel was also known as Jethro—as
both names refer in Scripture to Moses‘ father-in-law (Exodus 2:18; 3:1; Numbers 10:29). Author John Haley
says that, according to several scholars, ―Jether, or Jethro, is not a proper name, but simply a title of honor,
denoting ‗excellency,‘ and about equivalent to the Arabic ‗Imam‘‖ (Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible, pp.354344).
God Speaks to Moses From the Burning Bush (Exodus 3–4)
The time has come for God to deliver the Israelites in accordance with the prophecy given to Abraham in
Genesis 15. The Almighty calls Moses from tending the flock, confronting him in a miraculous sight—a bush
that, while burning with fire, was not consumed. God stated the fact that He was the God of Abraham, Isaac
and Jacob, to whom the covenant promises were given. And it was now time to fulfill part of that covenant by
bringing the Israelites out of captivity and into the land He had promised to their descendants
Sometimes we must be patient with the trials that beset us. God‘s promises are always certain. At times,
however, it feels like an eternity when we are beset with trials. Yet when God does step in, His intervention is
quick! ―And shall not God avenge His own elect who cry out day and night to Him, though He bears long with
them? I tell you that He will avenge them speedily. Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will He really
find faith on the earth?‖ (Luke 18:7-8).
Just as God prepared Moses for what was going to be taking place, including the very outcome, He prepares
His people today for events that will take place in the future. Continuing in chapter 4, since God knows how the
human mind reasons, He prepared for Moses to have authoritative credibility through certain miracles—not for
Moses to be ultimately regarded but, rather, that God would be the One looked to, and Moses simply as His
truly commissioned servant. You can be certain that God knows exactly how to get someone‘s attention. The
three miracles that God had Moses perform would be a great witness to the Egyptians—and to the Israelites,
who were by now quite influenced by Egyptian religion. The snake was one of the gods of Egypt. Leprosy was
an incurable disease that would have any physician of the time believing in a ―god‖ had their been a cure. Last,
but not least, the Nile was also worshiped, and defiling its waters with blood would draw the attention of
everyone! But we also can begin to see the meek, self-effacing character of Moses being revealed in this
chapter.
The deep humility of Moses (Numbers 12:3) was surely primarily the result of his closeness to God, but it is
apparent that it was also rooted in his natural personality. Even though by this time Moses, as Stephen later
preached, was ―mighty in words and deeds,‖ it seems he lacked self-confidence. It‘s not unusual for talented
and successful people to lack confidence. In this case, this weakness was turned into a strength, because selfconfidence was soon replaced by great confidence in and reliance on God. However, at this point, Moses was
focusing on his own perceived lack of ability, and tried to wiggle out of this overwhelming assignment.
Perhaps he was simply so in awe of God that he thought himself incapable of representing Him. Yet in
consideration of God‘s power and who God was, Moses should not have been so presumptuous to think that
God was making a mistake in choosing him—and that God couldn‘t utilize him as required. Although God
understood Moses‘ personality, Moses was trying His patience by not focusing on all of the miracles and
backing that God had given to Moses. And, as He was quick to point out, He was the Creator God—the very
designer and maker of the human mouth. Yet, God is so merciful and understanding. Though angry with Moses
for what appears to have been a lack of faith, God still gave him the assistance of his older brother Aaron. Of
course, God had probably already intended some involvement by Aaron, who was to serve as Israel‘s high
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priest. But it appears that before long, Moses was talking directly with Pharaoh, rather than through Aaron (see
Exodus 8:9, 26, 29).
When we come to Exodus 4:24, it is shocking to read that God sought to kill Moses! Why? Notice the account in
chapter 4 of the confrontation between Moses and his wife. Part of God‘s covenant with Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob was the acknowledgment of that covenant through the act of circumcision. Whoever was not circumcised
among the males of God‘s people would be ―cut off,‖ or destroyed, from among them. When we review to whom
the covenant promises were made, we can see that they did not extend through the lineage born to Abraham
and Keturah.
The Midianites were the descendants of Abraham and Keturah through Midian. And while Midian himself may
have been circumcised, as Ishmael was, it is apparent that after the children of Keturah were sent away
(Genesis 25:5), they did not continue the practice of circumcising their children. Rather, ―the Midianites
practiced circumcision on a groom right before his marriage instead of circumcising male infants…Many of
Israel‘s neighboring peoples practiced circumcision, but none except Israel circumcised infants‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verse 24).
Now let‘s put together verses 24 through 26. It is apparent that God was holding Moses responsible for
circumcising his son, but Moses had delegated that to his wife, Zipporah, who was objecting to doing it. She
finally did it, but with reluctance and resentment, calling Moses a ―bloody man.‖ We might wonder why only one
son was at issue when Moses had two sons (verse 20; 18:4).
One suggestion is that, ―most likely, Moses had kept one of his sons uncircumcised, despite what God had
commanded‖(same note). Perhaps Zipporah was so upset by the circumcision of one son that she demanded
her next son not be circumcised. In any event, Moses was not following God‘s instructions. And this involved
the very sign of the covenant people—being violated by the one who was to be the national leader. Moses‘
disobedience in light of these factors made it a capital offense. So we find this brief insert —the recording of an
incident that, no doubt, had a great impact on Moses.
Bricks Without Straw—But God Is Faithful (Exodus 5–6)
Sometimes situations get worse before they get better. How do we react before God when we pray? Do we
ever feel that we are not only not receiving an answer but also that things seem to be getting worse? Pharaoh‘s
response to Moses was that the Israelites were getting too much ―free time‖ and that it was allowing them the
opportunity to get distracted from their work. When the Israelites received Pharaoh‘s harsh response to Moses‘
request that they be allowed to hold a celebration to worship God, it was certainly a test for Moses. For all of the
details that God had told him, God did not reveal this as being part of the plan. Part of being a good leader is
the ability to ―turn the other cheek.‖ God allowed Moses to be subject to the anger and bewilderment of the
Israelites. But it was all with a purpose in mind.
God wants to make certain that His people understand clearly that He IS God. So we read references to
Himself such as ―I AM WHO I AM ‖(the literal Hebrew has no definite tense—―I Be Who I Be ‖—denoting past,
present and future). God has always existed and will always exist. Here we read of God introducing a new
name that He had not revealed earlier to Abraham, Isaac or Jacob. (It is used in the book of Genesis, but this is
apparently because Moses, who wrote the book, was inspired by God to use it in relating the stories of the
patriarchs).
The newly revealed name is Yahweh (the exact pronunciation of which is unknown). It is essentially the name ―I
Be Who I Be‖ in the third person—that is, ―He Be Who He Be ‖—and has been variously translated as ―the
Eternal‖, ―the Ever-living‖ or even ―the Self-Existent One.‖ (Jesus later revealed that He was the one the
Israelites worshiped as the great ―I AM‖—see John 8:58.) God was preparing His people to understand that He
was not some passing fad. The miracles that they were going to experience were a demonstration of His power
and supremacy. Most biblical scholars today, if they accept that the events of the Exodus took place at all,
approach it rather skeptically, claiming the plagues that came upon Egypt, for instance, were not miraculous in
nature.
They claim that these were merely natural phenomena exaggerated in the scriptural account. Biblical historian
Eugene Merrill counters: ―They [the plagues] must be understood for what they were—unique but genuinely
historical outpourings of the wrath of a sovereign God who wished to show not only Egypt but His own people
that He is the Lord of all of heaven and earth, one well able to redeem His people from the onerous slavery they
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knew under Pharaoh and to make them, by covenant, His own servant people‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A History
of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p65).
The Israelites were so encompassed with the ―gods‖ of Egypt that they needed to understand that His ultimate
intervention would exceed anything that man could do through sorcery, magic or false worship. Most of the
plagues would be a direct attack on the ―gods‖ of Egypt. Indeed, Jethro will afterward remark, ―Now I know that
the LORD is greater than all the gods; for in the very thing in which they behaved proudly, He was above them‖
(Exodus 18:11). If only mankind would simply believe God! The things of man are temporary. The things of God
are eternal. So while mankind may let us down, God has been, is and will always be our loving God!
The Miracles Begin (Exodus 6–8)
Moses was now in his 80th year. He was beginning the final 40 years of his life in leading the nation of Israel to
the Promised Land. Moses and Aaron had been prepared by God to understand that Pharaoh would be very
stubborn, regardless of the miracles that were to be performed. Pharaoh also had some ―tricks‖ that could be
performed through his magicians—perhaps even with demonic help.
Pharaoh‘s magicians somehow imitated the first three miracles that Moses displayed (those with the snakes
and the first two plagues—the water to blood and the frogs). After that, the magicians could no longer duplicate
or simulate miraculous plagues. The ability to work magic with snakes was a skill in which the Egyptian
magicians apparently prided themselves: ―The power to control and direct the movements of such venomous
reptiles was one of the things of which the Egyptian was most proud, and in which he was most skilfull, already
in the time when the pyramids were being built‖ (E.A. Wallis Budge, Egyptian Magic, 1971, p.5).
This could have been akin to snake charming, a fleshly skill, or something supernatural—originating from
Satan, the chief serpent. The New Testament tells us the names of the chief magicians were Jannes and
Jambres (2 Timothy 3:8). Their magic, though powerful, was not equal to the power by which God worked
through Moses. Nevertheless, even after the power of God prevailed, Pharaoh did not listen.
In the future, the Bible reveals, an awesome geopolitical power known as ―the beast‖ will arise on the world
scene. Its leader will be a dictator like Pharaoh and, as Pharaoh was with the priests of Egypt, he will be in
league with a false religious power that will perform many wonders and miracles.
Will we be able to discern the power of God as opposed to the power of this false system? There are those who
will be deceived (Revelation 13:13-14). Through His written Word, God promises that if we stay close to Him,
we will not be deceived. Let us now examine the first three plagues on Egypt - plagues that even the Israelites
experienced.
1. Waters made blood: Each of the plagues of Egypt was an assault on multiple Egyptian gods. For instance,
the plague on the waters was a slap at Khnum, the giver of the Nile; at Hapy, the spirit of the Nile; at Sodpet,
the god of Nile floodwaters; at Osiris, whose bloodstream was the Nile; at Edjo, the goddess of the Delta; at
Hatmehyt, guardian goddess of fish and fishermen; and at various other deities that should have been looking
out for the Egyptians. Whether the waters were turned into actual blood is unclear. It is possible that the waters
simply appeared this way. The Nelson Study Bible points out, ―The Hebrew word translated blood can refer to a
red color, as in Joel 2:31…[It]might be that God caused torrential rains to flood and pollute the sources of the
Nile to create this plague…Red soil and algae would make the waters of the Nile red, unfit for drinking and
deficient in oxygen for the fish‖(1997).
Indeed, volcanic or meteoric activity could cause a similar pollution of blood-red coloring, as appears to be the
case in a prophesied future event in Revelation 8:8. And the Bible does seem to indicate that there was
geologic upheaval at the time of the Exodus (compare Psalm 114:1-6). In any case, no matter what the actual
change in Egypt‘s waters was, and no matter how God brought it about, the important thing to realize is that He
brought it about. It was clearly a divine miracle.
2. Frogs: One of the gods worshiped by the Egyptians was Heket, whose image was a frog or a woman with
the head of a frog. Heket was the goddess of birth, midwives and safe deliveries (frogs, in moderate numbers,
being seen as signs of life, renewal and happiness). After the overabundance of them, and then the stench of
huge piles of dead frogs, it would seem that the goddess Heket would have lost credibility. Furthermore, the
court of Hapy, mentioned above, included crocodile gods and frog goddesses. And the primordial gods Nun,
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Kek and Heh were each depicted as a man with a frog‘s head. This plague, though imitated by the magicians,
causes Pharaoh to yield. But his stubbornness then prevails and he changes his mind
3. Lice: Though the Egyptians revered no specific god of lice, so far as we know, they did worship an insect
God—Kheper, who was represented as a scarab beetle. Furthermore, we should see how this plague was a
slap at the Egyptian gods in general—who were unable to protect their subjects from the infestation. Indeed,
Har-pa-khered (Horus in child form) was invoked to ward off dangerous creatures, while Imhotep was besought
as a god of medicinal healing. But beseech as they might, there was no relief. Even Pharaoh himself was
considered a god—the divine incarnation of the sky and sun god Horus—yet he personally suffered from this
plague. The lice infestation could not be imitated by the magicians. They, therefore, yield—but Pharaoh does
not.
Still More Plagues (Exodus 8–10)
Before sending the fourth plague, God says that He will prevent it and the remainder of the plagues from
afflicting the Israelites in Goshen. Thus, the first three plagues had been experienced by everyone, including
the Israelites. But the seven last plagues (out of 10) afflict the Egyptians only.
That the ―seven last plagues‖ are distinct is quite interesting in light of the fact that we actually find this phrase
in Revelation 15:1, in reference to the final plagues poured out on rebellious mankind—following a period of
suffering that will come on God‘s people (physical and spiritual) and on the rest of the world. And, just as in
Egypt, God‘s people of the end time will be spared the seven last plagues.
4. Flies: Concerning the word ―flies,‖ the Jamieson, Fausset and Brown Commentary states that these were
―not ‗flies,‘ such as we are accustomed to [or perhaps not only such flies, as Egypt had and still has those too]
but divers sorts of flies [i.e., flying, buzzing insects] (Ps.78:45), the gad-fly, the cockroach, the Egyptian beetle,
for all these are mentioned by different writers…The worship of flies, particularly of the beetle [in the form of the
scarab god Kheper], was a prominent part of the religion of the ancient Egyptians‖ (1961, note on Exodus 8:2031).
Furthermore, as the flies crawled all over them, flew into their eyes, covered their food and buzzed incessantly
around them, adding to their misery, where was the supreme Amun, helper of the pious and god of the wind, to
blow away this plague? Where was the guardian goddess Mafdet and the protector god Sed? Finally, the
―divine‖ pharaoh begins to bargain, agreeing to let the Israelites sacrifice to God in Goshen. But Moses points
out that this would be an abomination to the Egyptians, since they considered it detestable to sacrifice sheep
(see Genesis 43:32;46:34), and that—now really hating the Israelites—they might stone them. So, with flies still
buzzing around him, Pharaoh agrees to let the Israelites travel a short way into the wilderness to sacrifice. But
once again, the stubborn ruler changes his mind.
5. Death of livestock: As in most pagan societies, oxen had strong attachments to various deities in Egypt.
Apis, the bull god, was the living personification of the creation god Ptah. The creator sun gods Atum and Re,
later syncretized into a single deity, were represented by the black bull Mnevis of Heliopolis. Nut and Neith were
both depicted as the great celestial cow who gave birth to the cosmos and other deities. Mehet-Weret, another
goddess associated with creation, was depicted as a cow. The mother goddesses Hathor and Nekbet were
both pictured with the form of a cow. Hesat, the goddess of birth, was depicted as a cow. And the foster mother
of Horus, the cow goddess Sekhet-Hor, was even invoked to safeguard cattle—a prayer that now availed
nothing in the face of the true God‘s power.
It should also be noted here that the Egyptians did possess some sheep (see 9:3), though apparently not for
food or sacrifice (compare 8:26). And ram gods figure prominently in the Egyptian pantheon—Ba, Banebdjedet,
the primeval Heryshaf, and the Nile god Khnum. Even the supreme god Amun was symbolized by a ram with
curved horns. The statement that ―all the livestock of Egypt died‖ (9:6) must actually mean that the vast majority
of their animals died, as livestock are still alive in verses 19-21 and horses in 14:7-9. Even so, we can imagine
that this was a major blow to the economy and military strength of Egypt. Once again, God spares the
Israelites, as Pharaoh discovers. But still he refuses to let God‘s people go.
6. Boils: Once again, the false deities of Egypt are of no help, including Sakhmet, a guardian goddess against
disease (besides her major role as war goddess), Imhotep, the god of medicine, and Isis, goddess of life and
healing. Pharaoh‘s magicians are now too afflicted to be present; yet Pharaoh‘s heart is still hardened.
Interestingly, the narrative for the first time states that God actually hardened Pharaoh‘s heart (9:12)—an intent
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God had earlier stated (4:21; 7:3). Yet before this, Pharaoh is seen as hardening his own heart (8:15,32). God,
then, is now reinforcing Pharaoh‘s stubborn inclination—for the purpose described in verse 16 (see Romans
9:14-24). To better understand this, please refer to the article ―Twist of Fate‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/materials.
7. Hail: This plague killed servants, animals and cattle if they were not under shelter. Plants and trees were
also destroyed, including crops in the field. That this was an extremely severe thunderstorm of icy hail and that
the ―fire‖ darting to the ground was lightning is apparent from Psalm 78: ―He destroyed their vines with hail, and
their sycamore trees with frost. He also gave up their cattle to the hail, and their flocks to fiery lightning‖ (verses
47-48). These destructive elements, of course, had a devastating impact on the nation‘s food supply. And still
the gods of Egypt were shown to be powerless: the sky goddesses Nut and Hathor; the sky god Horus; Shu
,the god of air and bearer of heaven; Seth, the god of storms and protector of crops; Neper, the god of grain
crops; Osiris, the ruler of life and vegetation; Isis, the goddess of life; and all the cow and ram deities mentioned
above proved impotent before the true God. Pharaoh now relents—for the time being. Of course, once the
plague subsides, he again changes his mind.
8. Locusts: By this point, Pharaoh‘s servants are attempting to impress on him that ―Egypt is destroyed‖ (10:7).
So he resorts to bargaining with Moses once again. But as he will not accede to God‘s demands, a mighty wind
brings an infestation of locusts on the land. The results are horrible to behold. Whatever vegetation had been
left after the hail is now devoured by the locusts. The land is stripped bare. It must have been a wonder to look
out over what was once a fertile, bountiful land and to no longer see the color green among the plants (verse
15). Again, Seth, Neper, Osiris and Isis are all defied—as are Shu, god of the air, and Amun, god of the wind.
This terrible plague must have left the nation on the brink of starvation. In desperation, Pharaoh even confesses
sin and asks forgiveness—outwardly. But his contrition is short-lived. By now, Moses may have become
accustomed enough to Pharaoh‘s stubbornness so as to not be surprised when, once again, Pharaoh changes
his mind about releasing the Israelites.
Darkness and Warning of the Final Plague (Exodus 10–11)
9. Darkness: Here is a plague that lasted for three days. People could not even leave their homes due to the
impact of this event. Comparable to being in a dark closet with even the cracks around the door being covered,
this was a major attack on the credibility of the Egyptian sun god—known variously as Re, Ra, Atum, Aten and
sometimes Horus. Indeed, though the Egyptians worshiped many gods, none was worshiped as much as the
sun. Consider, too, that as much as eclipses were feared in the ancient world, this three-day darkness must
have been terrifying beyond belief.
Once again, it did not affect the Israelites living in Goshen. Pharaoh again attempts to make a deal by keeping
the animals of the Israelites that were not affected by the plagues in Egypt. After all, the food supply of the
Egyptians was now at a critical stage—so to him it was not really an unreasonable demand. But before God,
Pharaoh was in no position to be making demands. Yet he was angry, to the point of threatening Moses with
death if he would not get out of his sight.
10. Death of firstborn: Before leaving, Moses warned Pharaoh of the final plague that was to befall Egypt. The
firstborn males of the Egyptians, of their non-Israelite servants and of their animals would surely die—from the
palace of Pharaoh to the dungeons. Perhaps this was, in part, a deserved punishment for the Egyptians‘
slaughtering of God‘ s children—the Israelite infants—in previous generations going back to the time of Moses‘
birth. It was certainly for the reason God had given to Moses in Exodus 4: ―Then you shall say to Pharaoh,
‗Thus says the LORD: ―Israel is My son, My firstborn. So I say to you, let My son go that he may serve Me. But
if you refuse to let him go, indeed I will kill your son, your firstborn‖‘‖(verses 22-23).
Moreover, in killing the firstborn of the animals too, God was again showing His supremacy over the gods of
Egypt: ―For I…will strike all the firstborn in the land of Egypt, both man and beast; and against all the gods of
Egypt I will execute judgment: I am the LORD‖ (12:12). There would be no doubt left among the Egyptians that
the God of Israel was indeed the true God! Besides the many and varied animal deities, God‘s action directly
challenged Osiris, the giver and ruler of life.
Furthermore, in the end, this plague would accomplish the breaking of Egypt—and force Pharaoh to at last
release the Israelites. This forcing of Pharaoh to act against his will would demonstrate God‘s overthrow of his
sovereignty and of the gods who represented it: Hu, the god personifying royal authority; Wadjet, the goddess
of royal authority; Sobek, the god epitomizing the might of the pharaohs; Maat, goddess of cosmic order under
whose aegis the rulers of Egypt governed; and the war goddess Sakhmet, who would supposedly breathe fire
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against the enemies of the pharaoh. God would, of course, prove Himself victorious over them all—and over
Pharaoh too, who, as mentioned earlier, was himself regarded as the divine incarnation of Horus.
Even at the announcement of this warning, Moses and the Israelites were respected throughout the land
because of the miraculous events that had taken place. And not just respected. As The Nelson Study Bible
notes on Exodus 11:3: ―Another remarkable component of the Exodus was the Egyptian‘s favor (or
grace)toward the Hebrews and admiration for their leader. After all that had happened, we might expect the
opposite. But the positive feelings for Moses were shared, amazingly enough, even by Pharaoh‘s servants.
This, too, is a part of the wit and irony of this great victory the Lord had won over His enemy Pharaoh (who
represents evil, sin, ungodliness, and even Satan; see Revelation 15:3).‖ God told the Israelites to ask the
Egyptians for silver and gold items–in effect, compensation for their years of slave labor. And after all the
Egyptians had witnessed, they were not about to complain. But Pharaoh‘s heart was still hardened, even
threatening Moses‘ life, as already mentioned. Moses, then, having delivered the final warning, at last storms
out in anger (11:8). This would be the final confrontation between the two (compare 10:29).
A New Beginning! (Exodus 12–13)
God now gives specific instructions to the Israelites in preparation for the final plague to come upon Egypt. It
was necessary to record God‘s Word, as His instructions were to be repeated each year. This was to be a
reminder of God‘s powerful and miraculous intervention among His people. And it was to foreshadow the
supreme sacrifice of the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ, who would eventually come to offer His unblemished life
as the sacrifice for the sins of all mankind.
On the 10th day of what God declared to be the first month of the year (12:2, the Hebrew month Abib, see 13:4,
which occurred in the spring), the Israelites were to select an unblemished yearling of the sheep or goats. They
were to keep it up until the 14th of the month. In the ―twilight‖ portion of the evening that began the 14th day
(literally ―between the two evenings,‖ which, though disputed, is commonly understood to mean between
sundown and darkness), they were to kill the lamb or kid and prepare it according to the specific instructions
God gave them. The Passover consisted of the events that took place during the course of the night and into
the following morning. What exactly took place?
1. The lamb was killed.
2. Its blood was put on the entrances of the houses.
3. The lamb was roasted.
4. The Israelites ate it with solemnity and in a state of preparedness, knowing that the events of the next day
would entail much organization and travel.
5. The children were to be specifically taught the meaning of these events.
6. None were to go out of their houses until the morning.
7. At midnight, the Lord would ―pass over‖ the homes and, with the evidence of the blood on the entrances, He
would spare the firstborn males of man and animals within from death (males implied from the command in
13:12-15).
8. What remained of the sacrifice was to be burned.
When morning came on the 14th, the Israelites, scattered all over the land of Goshen, faced the daunting
challenge of gathering themselves and all their belongings and driving their livestock to the departure point of
Rameses. For many this required a journey of more than 20 miles, which would have taken all day. We read
that there were approximately 600,000 men, besides children, a mixed multitude (those who were not Israelite),
and a great number of livestock. So we have possibly more than three million people besides animals that
collectively organized and left from Rameses by night, under a full moon (being the beginning of the 15th day).
It was certainly a night to be observed. And it began the Days of Unleavened Bread.
Incidentally, the Days of Unleavened Bread beginning ―the fourteenth day of the month at evening‖ in 12:18 is
shown by other verses such as Leviticus 23:6 to mean the end of 14th and thus the beginning of the 15th—as
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―evening‖ or sundown can apply to the beginning or end of a day, depending on the context (see Leviticus
23:32, where the ―ninth day of the month at evening‖ clearly means the beginning of the 10th, verse 27). For the
Feast of Unleavened Bread the Israelites were to dispose of any leavened bread or leavening agent (for them
this meant yeast) and eat un leavened bread instead.
The sobering events of the previous evening were embedded in their minds as so many people and animals
died throughout the land. Of course, it was also a joyous time. For, finally, after their hopes had risen and fallen
so many times, the promise that God had spoken to the Israelites through Moses was actually happening!
Families that had only known oppression and slavery were now free!
In chapter 13, the details of the Days of Unleavened Bread are again recorded. The Bible reveals that not only
was unleavened bread eaten for seven days, as a reminder of coming out of Egypt in haste, but leavening
represents those things that are contrary to the way of God. Paul told the Corinthians to ―keep the feast [of
Unleavened Bread], not…with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the unleavened bread of sincerity
and truth‖ (1 Corinthians 5:6-8).
During these days, which Paul‘s instructions show that God‘s people are still to observe, all leavened bread and
leavening agents that can be used to leaven bread—which now includes yeast, baking powder and baking soda
(sodium bicarbonate)—are to be removed from the home. (―Bread‖ is here used to refer to anything made
primarily from one or more grains and cooked, including loaf bread, crackers, pancakes, cake, pie crust,
cookies, muffins, pasta, etc.) This is a reminder for us to purge our lives of spiritual leavening, the sin that so
easily spreads and ―puffs up‖ (1 Corinthians 4:6, 18-19; 5:2, 6; 8:1; 13:4).
The Firstborn Are Sanctified (Exodus 12–13)
God instructed the Israelites to sanctify (―set apart‖—for a specific religious or spiritual purpose) the male
firstborn of both man and animals. Why? Exodus 13:15 explains that it was because the firstborn of both man
and beast were slain in Egypt—and the ones God spared, those of Israel, then belonged to Him. The firstborn
males of clean animals were to be sacrificed to God while the firstborn males of men and unclean animals were
to be redeemed (i.e., ―bought back‖ from God).
An unclean animal was to be redeemed with the sacrifice of a lamb. For man, an offering was to be given in
place of a literal sacrifice. Numbers 18:16 reveals the redemption value. Through this offering the Israelites
would always be reminded of the miraculous way God delivered Israel from Egypt.
Miracle at the Red Sea (Exodus 13–14)
God brought Israel out of Egypt through great signs and wonders. He had communicated to them through His
servant Moses and was now miraculously leading them through the wilderness. Israel was now witnessing
another miracle—God leading them by a pillar of cloud during the day, which brought welcome shade during
the afternoon heat (Psalm 105:39; compare Isaiah 4:5-6; 25:4-5), and by a pillar of fire during the night, which
gave them a warm, glowing light. But He was leading them in a way that did not seem to make sense, since it
was not in the direction of Canaan and was, instead, heading toward a dead-end entrapment. Pharaoh had
once again changed his mind, and now the Israelites found themselves trapped between his army and the sea.
One might think that, after witnessing the tremendous miracles that had already taken place, the Israelites
would begin to show evidence of trust and faith in the One who had delivered them thus far. Instead, we find a
continually complaining, murmuring and backsliding group of people who just aren‘t getting the point! However,
God reminds us that these ancient examples have been recorded for our benefit today (1 Corinthians 10:13).
The people, places and events may be different, but the attitudes prevail throughout the ages.
Are we that different today? Do we ever find ourselves questioning the existence or whereabouts of our
Creator? Do we ever doubt God‘s miraculous intervention in our lives? Do we ever complain, gripe or murmur
when things don‘t seem to be going our way? When our backs are to the ―Red Sea‖ with no relief in sight, do
we trust in the words, ―Stand still, and see the salvation of the LORD‖? An end-time event is yet to occur that
will test the faith of God‘s elect (Revelation 12:13-16). Will God‘s people remember His miracles, or will they be
like the Israelites of old? If one can read about and believe in the One who was so patient, loving and merciful
to a stubborn and stiff-necked people, why would one doubt His patience, love and mercy for today? God does
not show partiality (Acts 10:34).
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While the armies of Pharaoh were encompassed by the dark of the night, the pillar of fire was guiding millions of
Israelites, a mixed multitude and millions of animals over the dried bed of the Red Sea. This was an enormous
undertaking. One scholar, estimating the throng numbered 2.5 million—when it was likely closer to 3—
mathematically ―figured that marching ten abreast, the numbers would have formed a line over 150 miles long,
and would have required eight or nine days to march by any fixed point‖ (Jonathan Kirsch, Moses, A Life,
p.175). Obviously since they crossed the Red Sea in a single night, the Israelites were lined up in numbers
much greater than ten abreast—probably more like hundreds or thousands abreast!
Pharaoh‘s rebelliousness was finally brought to an end, then, in a miraculous series of events that all were able
to witness. Many have claimed that the Israelites simply walked across a marsh or shallow lake when the water
level was low. Part of their argument is that the original Hebrew term translated ―Red Sea‖ is Yam Suf, meaning
―Sea of Reeds‖—reeds being plants like cattails, rushes and papyrus. However, the word suf can also mean
seaweed (Jonah 2:5). In fact, the Gulf of Aqaba, a finger of the Red Sea, is actually called Yam Suf in 1 Kings
9:26. Others, accepting this, will argue that the Israelites were walking on a sandbar at low tide—while the
Egyptians got swept away when the tide came in. Yet the Bible clearly says that the waters were a ―wall‖ to the
Israelites on both sides (Exodus 14:22)—an awesome miracle that cannot be explained by a coincidence of
natural phenomena.
To quote biblical historian Eugene Merrill: ―The crossing of the Israel, which immediately preceded the drowning
of the Egyptian chariotry, cannot be explained as a wading through a swamp. It required a mighty act of God,
an act so significant in both scope and meaning that forever after in Israel‘s history it was the paradigm against
which all of his redemptive and saving work was measured. If there was no actual miracle of the proportions
described, all subsequent references to the exodus as the archetype of the sovereign power and salvific grace
of God is hollow and empty‖ (Kingdom of Priests, p.66). Through this incredible symbolic baptism (1 Corinthians
10:2), would the Israelites emerge with a renewed attitude?
A Joyful Song of Praise—to Complaining (Exodus 15)
After watching the Eternal miraculously putting a final end to the Egyptian army, the Israelites were in a state of
elation. A song was composed by Moses and sung by the multitude in grateful appreciation for God‘s
deliverance. Miriam, the older sister of Moses and a prophetess, led the women in dancing with timbrels, a type
of tambourine. If only the chapter would end with this happy event. But it was time to move on, and three days
passed without a water source being found. Their reserves had been depleted and many were very thirsty.
In the arid climate of the region, people and animals alike needed much water every day. Water could be stored
in animal skins, which would ―sweat.‖ When the dry wind passed over the skin, it would have a cooling or
chilling effect on the stored water. But with millions of people and animals, a large supply of water was
essential. Do we find the people crying out to God for their needs—the One who had saved them and had met
all their needs thus far? Sadly, only a few days have passed since the wondrous event at the Red Sea and we
find the Israelites once again complaining before Moses.
On their arrival at an oasis called ―Marah,‖ named so because of the bitter water, God again used a miracle to
teach the Israelites a lesson. As God in His mercy miraculously purified the bitter waters despite their
complaining, He also made a covenant with the Israelites. As long as they trusted in and obeyed Him, He would
also be their Healer. The sicknesses and diseases that they had seen befall the Egyptians as a result of
ignorance, disregard and disobedience to God‘s righteous laws would not afflict the Israelites
A part of God‘s promise to Israel that they would escape disease and illness involved their obeying the many
statutes He gave them that pertained to physical health. Numerous health principles that God gave through
Moses are scattered throughout the Pentateuch. They involved public hygiene, water supply, sewage disposal,
proper diet and control of infectious disease. Since God gave so much detailed instruction in these areas, it
may imply that Israel was not living according to God‘s health code in Egypt.
Medical doctors S.I.McMillen and David E. Stern wrote in their book, None Of These Diseases: The Bible‘s
Health Secrets for the 21st Century (2000, pp.9-11), that Egyptian medical and sanitation practices were
abominable. There is a lesson for us in this. God wants us to be healthy and He is also our healer. However, if
we do not live in accordance with what we know to be sound health principles today, we are not doing what we
can to maintain good health, and we may suffer disease as a result. God expects us to live wisely and do what
we can to sustain good health.
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When the Israelites arrived at another oasis, called Elim, we find that each tribe had a well provided for it. We
also read that there were 70 palm trees there, which, interestingly, was later the number of the elders of Israel
(Numbers 11:24-25).

God Provides Daily Bread (Exodus 16)
Nearly a month and a half since the departure from Rameses, the food that was prepared and stored for the
journey was now depleted. But instead of beseeching God for their needs, the Israelites once again complained
and murmured against Moses and Aaron. Moses reminded them that their complaints were not against him but
against God Himself. Once again, though, God extended His patience and mercy to His people. He used the
next miracle for a test. God now provides the Israelites with their physical daily bread. They called it ―manna,‖
meaning ―what is it?,‖ as it was a food item never before seen by human beings. Indeed, the Bible says it was
―angels‘ food ‖(Psalm 78:25—not that angels, as spiritual beings, needed food but simply that they were
allowed to enjoy the pleasure of eating, as we earlier read about them dining at Abraham‘s home, see Genesis
18).
There were miracles contained in this new provision for the Israelites. Besides the actual miraculous
appearance of the food itself, God gave specific instructions for its collection and storage. Storing the manna on
any of six days of the week would result in spoilage and a foul odor. Yet this spoilage would not take place
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when twice as much manna was collected on Friday and stored for the Sabbath day (Friday sunset to Saturday
sunset). The manna would now nourish the Israelites for the next 40 years until God allowed them into the
Promised Land. God also commanded that a certain amount be set aside in a container to be preserved as a
reminder of His promises—and this manna, kept in a golden pot and eventually stored in the side of the Ark of
the Covenant (Hebrews 9:4), was miraculously kept from spoiling and stinking for centuries! The miraculous
bread from heaven was given as a type of the ―true bread from heaven,‖ Jesus Christ (John 6:32-35).
God provided His people with the nourishment that they needed. For their part, the Israelites were expected to
be obedient to God‘s laws, which He was beginning to reveal to them. Indeed, take note here that this episode
preceded the events at Mount Sinai, wherein the Israelites were presented with the Ten Commandments and
entered into what is now called the Old Covenant. The evidence from scriptures such as Exodus 15:26 and
16:28 as well as others (e.g., Genesis 2:3; 7:2; 26:5) prove that God‘s laws and statutes were in effect well
before the Israelites even arrived at Mount Sinai. Thus, the Old Covenant is not what brought those laws into
force—the fallacy argued by those who attempt to say that God‘s law was done away when the Old Covenant
ended at Christ‘s death.
Again, God provided the miracle of the manna not just to feed the people but to teach them to keep the Sabbath
(see verse 29)—to obey His law (verse 28)—before the covenant at Mount Sinai. And He gave it as a test
(verse 4). Even today, the Sabbath remains a real test commandment, one that really shows in a public manner
who is fully committed to the way of God. Indeed, in today‘s society, others will readily accept us if we live
according to a code of not stealing, not murdering, not committing adultery, not cursing God, etc. But keeping
the Sabbath? That‘s another matter. That‘s just plain ―weird,‖ some would say.
Sabbath-keepers have lost jobs and gone through all manner of other problems to observe the seventh day as
God has commanded. In the end, though, their lives are always better for it—because keeping the Sabbath
results in real blessing. Nevertheless, it sometimes takes real faith and courage to live by this conviction. No
wonder the Sabbath is a true identifying sign of God‘s people (see Exodus 31:13)—a visible badge that shows
who is willing to walk in God‘s way no matter what the obstacles are. Of course, this is not to say that everyone
who observes the Sabbath is truly committed to God—it could be a pretense, as it was for most of the
Pharisees in Jesus‘ day. Still, the Sabbath is an important outward sign that God has given to His people. And
in today‘s society, it is a real test commandment. Are you passing God‘s test? Even those of us who already
know to observe God‘s Sabbath should regularly examine whether we are properly keeping it (see Isaiah 58:1314).
Is God Among Us? (Exodus 17)
By now we see a common thread running throughout the book of Exodus. It is not only Pharaoh who was ―stiffnecked,‖ but the Israelites also. What was the difference? God was setting the Israelites apart as a special
people due to the covenant that He made with Abraham (Deuteronomy 7:7-8). They had a very special
opportunity because of God dealing directly with them. Yet they constantly set their hearts against God‘s love
for them. Once again they complain and murmur against Moses, this time almost to violence.
The event at Massah, meaning ―Tempted,‖ also called Meribah, meaning ―Contention,‖ even saw the Israelites
asking the question, ―Is the LORD among us or not?‖ (Exodus 17:7). Their attitude was outrageous. They had
seen God destroy Egypt through the plagues, had been freed from Egypt by Him, had walked through the Red
Sea on dry ground, had seen the Egyptians swallowed up and had bitter water made drinkable. Every day they
had the daily miracle of His provision of manna. And every moment the pillar of God‘s presence blazed above
them! Yet, like those stiff-necked Israelites, even we sometimes forget God‘s miraculous intervention in our
lives—or, worse still, choose to forget.
Amazingly, God remains incredibly merciful with the Israelites in this situation. He does not even send a rebuke
against the people. Instead, He provides for them. He has Moses strike a rock, causing water to come out of
it—evidently becoming a steady source to supply all the needs of the people and their flocks.
Chapter 17 also presents us with Israel‘s battle against the Amalekites. Amalek was a descendent of Esau or
Edom (Genesis 36). A more detailed description of this confrontation is given in Deuteronomy 25:17, which
explains that, in a cowardly move, the Amalekites attacked the Israelites from the rear, taking the stragglers and
the weary. God regarded this act as dishonorable and despicable. He prophesied that the Amalekites would
eventually be blotted out of existence. This prophecy was carried out in part by King Saul (1 Sam.15:18) and to
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a much greater degree by Simeonites in the days of Hezekiah (compare 1 Chronicles 4:41-43)—and will likely
find its ultimate fulfillment when the Edomites in general are destroyed at Christ‘s return (see Obadiah 18).
In the confrontation with the Amalekites in Exodus 17, God chose to show His dealings with Israel through His
chosen servant Moses—as long as he held aloft the ―rod of God‖ (see verse 9). In this way, though Moses was
God‘s chief human instrument at this time, the miraculous power of God was still the focus. As long as the rod
of God was held up, Israel prevailed in their battle. Indeed, it is interesting that Moses was not able to serve
God and the people on his own. Rather, he needed help—people to hold up his arms—a point made even more
apparent in the next chapter.
Jethro‘s Advice (Exodus 18)
It‘s possible that Zipporah returned to her father in Midian after the confrontation with Moses over the matter of
circumcising the son she bore Moses. It is recorded that Moses sent them back, but the timing of that event is
not clear. There is no account of the entire family coming out of Egypt. We do find here that Jethro now brings
Moses‘ wife and children back to him.
Jethro also gives Moses some advice in carrying out the responsibilities of a leader among a civil nation. Just
as Moses had grown tired in holding God‘s staff up on His own in the previous chapter, so was he wearing
himself out by single-handedly dealing with all the problems of the people himself.
Jethro, witnessing this, recommends that an organized leadership be put into place to handle the day-to-day
issues of millions of people and animals. Remember that Jethro, a leader among the Midianites, had years of
experience in leading people
Some people have argued that such a hierarchy was against God‘s will. However, notice that Jethro said to
institute such a captain system only if God so commanded Moses (verse 23). And it is inconceivable that
Moses, who talked with God every day, would have taken such far-reaching steps without consulting with Him.
Furthermore, that God sanctioned this system is clear, for He later commands that 70 elders be chosen from
among those who are already ―officers‖ over the people (Numbers 11:16)—i.e., having been declared so
through the captain system. Like chapters 15 and 16, chapter 18 also reveals that God‘s laws and statutes were
being taught and expounded even before their formal declaration at Mount Sinai (verse 16).
Israel Arrives at Mount Sinai (Exodus 19)
God reiterated His covenant with Israel to His servant Moses. Moses called for the elders of Israel and repeated
God‘s words to them. The elders then repeated the words to the people of Israel. This gives a clearer
explanation of how Moses communicated with nearly three million people. Now we come to the point where
God was planning to speak with Moses and all the people would be able to hear God‘s voice. But there were
special instructions for the people to follow before they could approach the vicinity of God‘s holy presence.
Boundaries were set about the mountain so the people would be restricted from touching it. The prohibition
against touching the mountain was to teach them a sense of awe and respect toward the living God—and to
demonstrate their need for a mediator. The people were to be clean, having their clothes washed. And on the
day that God appeared to Moses on the mountain, married couples were to forego sexual relations.
Wearing clean clothes and abstaining from marital relations were outward acts signifying that they had
sanctified themselves before God spoke to them. This does not imply that lawful sexual relations are spiritually
unclean. In the New Testament, Paul suggested that it is occasionally appropriate to refrain from marital
relations for a brief time, when specially devoting that time to God through prayer and fasting (1 Corinthians
7:5). After Moses ascended the mountain, God had to send him back down because curiosity was getting the
better of the people. After once again warning the people, Moses again ascended the mountain with Aaron.
The timing of all of this is very interesting. Jewish tradition asserts that the giving of the law occurred on the
Feast of Firstfruits or Pentecost, which can occur no later than the 10th or 11th day of the third month of the
Hebrew calendar, Sivan. Verse 1 does say that it was in the third month after leaving Egypt—but some interpret
the phrase ―on the same day‖ here to mean the same day of the month that the Israelites left Egypt. This,
however, would mean that they arrived at Mount Sinai on the 15th of Sivan, with the law being given on the
17th (compare verses 10-11)—too late for Pentecost. However, if the phrase ―on the same day‖ is understood
to mean the same day that Jethro departed, as stated in the previous verse (18:27), then Pentecost can fit quite
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well. It could also be that the ―same day‖ meant the same day of the week the Israelites had left Egypt—which,
again, would allow for the Ten Commandments to have been delivered on Pentecost.
Indeed, there are clear Pentecost themes to be found here: the consecration of Israel as the chosen people, i.e.
―firstfruits‖; the beginning of the Old Testament ―church in the wilderness‖ (Acts 7:38 KJV), as Pentecost would
mark the beginning of the New Testament Church (see Acts 2); the giving of the law, as God‘s people would
later be given the power to keep that law through the Holy Spirit on Pentecost (compare Luke 24:49; Romans
8:7); God descending on the mountain with great noise and trembling and ―in fire‖ (Exodus 19:18), as His
presence would later descend upon Christ‘s disciples with great noise and in tongues of fire (Acts 2); the
initiation of the Old Covenant, as Pentecost would later mark the giving of the ―better promises‖ of the New
Covenant, particularly the gift of the Holy Spirit (compare Hebrews 8:6). Though typical of the new relationship
God wants with His people, the Old Covenant still involved separation from God, as the boundary markers so
vividly picture. To see this even more, read Hebrews 12:18-28.
The contrast between the Old and New Covenants is vividly illustrated by comparing two scriptures. ―You shall
set bounds for the people all around‖ (Exodus 19:12) and ―let us draw near with a true heart in full assurance of
faith‖ (Hebrews 10:22). Through Jesus Christ‘s sacrifice and intercession as our High Priest today, God has
granted us liberty to come right before His very throne of grace (4:14-16).
The Ten Commandments Spoken (Exodus 20)
Though they were already known before this, here is the first written record we have of all of God‘s Ten
Commandments together—commandments that are founded on His most basic law of love (Mark 12:29-31).
The first four show us how to have a loving relationship with God. The last six reveal how we can share a
loving, respectful relationship with our fellow man. Though knowledge of God‘s laws was clearly available
earlier (Genesis 26:5), it appears likely that most of the Israelites had forgotten His requirements during their
many generations of Egyptian bondage and had to have those laws revealed to them once again.
Many today believe that it was Moses who gave the Ten Commandments to ancient Israel. But the Bible clearly
reveals otherwise. God Himself spoke them with His own voice from the thundercloud above Mount Sinai
(Exodus 20:1). And later, God also wrote them Himself—with His own finger—on two ―tablets of stone‖ (31:18;
24:12; Deuteronomy 5:22). Later still, He even re wrote them (Exodus 34:1). To further define who gave these
commandments, we must realize that by Christ‘s day, centuries later, no one had ever heard God the Father‘s
voice (John 5:37).
The ―LORD,‖ who spoke the commandments, is referred to in the Old Testament as the ―Rock‖ (Deuteronomy
32:4, 15, 31; Psalm 18:2, 31, 46). And according to the New Testament, ―that Rock was Christ‖ (1 Corinthians
10:4). Those who think that Jesus did away with His Father‘s commandments are sorely mistaken. In His
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5–7), He ―filled‖ the commandments by explaining their spiritual intent, in
essence making them even more applicable to us (5:17-20). Indeed, Christ is the One who gave the
commandments on the Father‘s behalf in the first place—both to Israel and the New Testament Church! The
giving of the law was such a tremendous event that the Israelites feared for their lives. They could not only hear
but also feel the ground shaking due to the thunder and the sound of trumpets
There were brilliant flashes of lightning and the mountain smoked. God was exhibiting a fraction of His
greatness and glory before His chosen people. This awesome display was not intended to terrorize the people,
because God was not there to harm them. God‘s purpose was to teach them awe and respect for Him, so that
they would not sin (verse 20). It should have been a very humbling experience for the Israelites. But as God
said: ―Oh, that they had such a heart in them that they would fear Me and always keep all My commandments,
that it might be well with them and with their children forever!‖ (Deuteronomy 5:29). As we will read, the respect
and obedience did not last long.
The Judgments (Exodus 21)
When God gave the Ten Commandments, ―He added no more‖ (Deuteronomy 5:22). It was a complete spiritual
law. Still, God knew that for a physical nation, there would have to be a civil administration with much more
detail about what constituted crime and what judgments to execute against specific violations. He had already
given capital punishment in Noah‘s day. It is not known if He had related any other judgments at that time,
although it seems likely that He would have.
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Frankly, judgments were needed because God knew people would not remain chaste and law abiding (see
Exodus 22:16). He knew that they would take advantage of others wrongly (22:25)—and He provided for these
eventualities. The judgments exist because of human failings. Penalties would not be needed if people always
obeyed. But they don‘t—and this could wreak havoc in a national setting. So besides the tablets of the Ten
Commandments, God here gives Moses the judgments. These judgments were based on God‘s law of love and
pertained to relationships between the people.
God allowed slavery, but in a much different way than one may perceive today. An Israelite may have become
a slave due to poverty, debt or crime. After six years of servitude, God commanded that he be given freedom
and help to reestablish himself so as to better avoid getting in the same situation again (Deuteronomy 15:1215). Israelite slavery was similar to a state of indentured servitude. The purpose was not intended to be heavily
punitive. The intention was to enable a person to make a new start and help him succeed in life. God also gave
laws regulating the treatment of slaves. In fact, it was expected that some would be treated so well that they
would want to stay with their masters even after the time came for them to be set free (verses 16-18).
It was a capital crime to curse or hit one‘s parents. This judgment was based on the Fifth Commandment,
―Honor your father and mother.‖ While the punishment may seem cruel and unusual to our 21st-century minds,
its intent was that Israel not raise a nation of rebellious children, as we see so frequently today in our
supposedly enlightened societies. This law, like many others, acted as a safeguard for society as a whole. If a
rebellious child showed so little respect for authority that he would lash out and strike his own mother or father,
there would be little to prevent him from striking out and injuring or killing others. Thus this law helped remove
those who scorned authority and lacked the will or desire for self-control before they became too great a threat
to innocent people around them. When this law was enforced, society as a whole was kept safe from young,
out-of-control thugs who had chosen to live in a way that made them a danger to everyone else.
The words ―eye for eye, tooth for tooth‖ were not intended to encourage vengeful feelings. Nor were they to be
taken literally (although ―life for life‖ and ―stripe for stripe‖ could be literal). The principle was that the
punishment should fit the crime and not go beyond it. On occasion, capital punishment had to be imposed. But
in other cases, we read that there were various ways the guilty party could be redeemed.
God‘s laws are not given as a burden to His people. On the contrary, they are imposed to prevent problems
from occurring. All people shared a responsibility in both preventing and solving problems. We will be reading
much more about God‘s laws, comprising commandments, statutes, judgments and ordinances. God revealed
them to define what He means by love. Love is the fulfilling of the law (Romans 13:10).
Judgments Concerning Property and Immorality (Exodus 22)
In reading God‘s righteous judgments, we can conclude that these are not old, worn-out, outdated directives
that do not pertain to us today. Rather, these are laws that wisely regulate a civil nation, and we should be able
to understand the common sense of their application. Some modern nations, to their credit, have followed many
of the principles and guidelines of these judgments. These underlying principles—often referred to as JudeoChristian ethics or morals—formed the basis of much of British and American common law over the last few
centuries. Regrettably, however, most nations today are drifting away from this standard.
We see this in the casual attitude towards and practice of premarital sex, extra-marital sex and homosexuality,
as well as other vile sexual practices—so much is ―legal‖ that would have merited a death sentence under the
administration God gave. In ancient Israel, witchcraft was also a capital crime. Yet today, Ouija boards, seances
and delving into the occult are popular pastimes. Television is filled with infomercials inviting people to call and
find out about their future from psychics, astrologers or Tarot card readers.
Prisons today are overcrowded and, far too often, only teach criminals to be more violent or how to more finely
hone their skills. Yet if nations were to follow the laws of restitution, while there might still be a need for
temporary incarceration—i.e., jail until trial if the offender might pose a threat to others—prison overcrowding
and violence would not exist since there would be no prisons.
God‘s people were to be a holy people. They were to represent God in their appearance and dress, in their
speech and conduct, and even in the way that they killed, prepared and ate animals. God has not done away
with these principles. Read these judgments carefully! Various prophecies we will cover later show that God‘s
holy and righteous laws will once again be in force after Jesus Christ returns and establishes His kingdom on
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earth. Then, all people will be given the opportunity to know, understand and live by those just and equitable
laws.
More Than ―Thou Shalt Not…‖ (Exodus 23)
God revealed to Israel laws that prohibit slander, backbiting and lying. All these are based on the Ninth
Commandment, ―You shall not bear false witness against your neighbor.‖ God Himself is not a respecter of
persons and commands that we treat all people equally. He looks on the attitude of our heart, which is
manifested in how we live each day. Obedience to God is much more than just following a list of dos and don‘ts.
The law tells us to perform acts of service for others. Even though we may have a problem with our fellow man,
if we fail to help him when there is a need, we have broken God‘s law.
God also revealed laws that regulate mankind‘s relationship with the environment. One of these laws, the land
Sabbath, is recorded in this chapter. The purpose of this law was to allow the land to regenerate the nutrients in
the soil. When followed, this would allow for a much healthier crop to be harvested in the future. Today, man
disregards this law and dumps all kinds of chemical fertilizers and pesticides on the soil. There indeed is a way
that seems right to a man, but the result is the way that leads to all kinds of unforeseen problems—including,
ultimately, death (Proverbs 14:12; 16:25).
Interestingly, there was another purpose to the land Sabbath law—to allow the poor to glean whatever produce
grew on its own in the year when the land wasn‘t planted or harvested (and there would certainly be produce for
them in the vineyards and orchards). Thus, even this law promoted loving treatment of one‘s neighbor,
particularly those who were less well-off. Moreover, it was also an act of faith—as the Israelites had to trust God
to meet their needs during the year they neither planted nor harvested crops.
A Married People; Dining Before God (Exodus 24)
It was, no doubt, quite a task to put into writing the words that God spoke to Moses. These writings were written
as a part of a book called ―The Book of the Covenant,‖ or, in other places, ―The Book of the Law.‖ Moses read
God‘s words to the people, who agreed to do all that God had commanded—thus affirming the marriage
covenant that God made with the nation of Israel (compare Jeremiah 3:14; 31:32), which was then sealed with
blood. This covenant, continually broken by Israel, was eventually terminated through the very blood of Jesus
Christ—which then initiated the New Covenant.
God‘s command in verses 1-2 of this chapter, it should be understood, are not acted on until verse 9, when
Joshua, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu and 70 of the elders of Israel are allowed to go part of the way up the mountain
with Moses to worship God apart from the congregation. Yet only Moses is allowed to come close to God—
indeed, the implication of verse 11, that God did not touch any of the nobles, i.e. the elders, seems to be that he
did touch Moses. Here, the elders apparently saw a manifestation of God in the person of the preincarnate
Jesus Christ. It seems that they were also given a vision of the very throne of God. The sapphire is used in
other scriptures to describe God‘s throne (Ezekiel 1:26; 10:1). Moses then goes with Joshua up into the
mountain, leaving Joshua below him at some distance, and he was on the mountain with God for 40 days and
40 nights.
Plans for the Tabernacle Interior (Exodus 25)
Now we read of plans for the construction of the tabernacle, where God said He would dwell on earth with the
Israelites. Notice some points that one may otherwise quickly read over. Certain offerings were given by the
Israelites. Only the offerings that were giving willingly were to be accepted. God does not want us to give of
necessity or with a begrudging attitude, but cheerfully and thankfully (2 Corinthians 9:7).
The Ark of the Testimony, elsewhere called the Ark of the Covenant, would contain the two tablets of the Ten
Commandments—indeed, they were apparently the only items that were actually in the Ark (see 1 Kings 8:9).
While Hebrews 9:4 does seem to say that the golden pot of manna and Aaron‘s rod that budded were in the
Ark, it has been speculated that there was perhaps some kind of satchel attached to the side of the Ark
containing these items.
Some have suggested that the pot and rod were originally in the Ark and then removed. But it seems unlikely
that someone would have lifted the Ark‘s lid and trifled with its contents—except perhaps for the one period in
which it was taken by the Philistines and then peered into by the men of Beth Shemesh, 1 Samuel 6:19.
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However, God supernaturally made sure of the Ark‘s return from Philistia and struck the men of Beth Shemesh
for merely looking inside the Ark. He mentions nothing about them taking any items from inside—and why
would He not have ensured their return also. Still, it is possible that the manna and rod were in the ark to start
with and later turned up missing.

Beside the Ark was placed the Book of the Covenant (Deuteronomy 31:26). All the items mentioned are
―testimonies‖—as if witnesses providing evidentiary testimony in court—of God‘s miraculous intervention for the
children of Israel. Placed on top of the ark was the mercy seat, another ―testimony‖ of God‘s everlasting mercy,
which represented His very throne.
God also gave understanding of the appearance of the cherubim, part of the angelic realm created in service to
God. Embroidered patterns of cherubim were also woven into the curtains of the tabernacle (Exodus 26:1). The
artistic representations of these wondrous creatures, which are described in greater detail in the book of
Ezekiel, were the only ―images‖ of heavenly beings permitted in God‘s worship system. They were, of course,
not to be worshiped. And it is clear that there was no image of God in all of the tabernacle accoutrements—as
was so common in pagan temples.
The showbread, constituting 12 loaves for all the tribes of Israel, is itself described more fully in Leviticus 24:59. Its name derives from its symbolic placement before the face of God. Other translations render it ―bread of
presence‖ or ―bread of the Presence.‖ That is, it was in the presence of God, just as the nation of Israel was—
since God‘s presence was among them.
The last verse of the chapter informs us that Moses was not only told how to make the implements, but he
actually ―saw‖ a heavenly pattern for them. Indeed, the book of Hebrews assures us that the tabernacle and the
items within it were ―copies of the things in the heavens‖ (see 8:5; 9:11, 23-24).
The Tabernacle: More Detail in Design (Exodus 26–27)
The word tabernacle comes from a Latin word meaning ―tent.‖ The Hebrew word translated tabernacle literally
means ―dwelling place.‖ It may refer to either just the tent—or to the tent with the surrounding courtyard. In any
case, the sense of being portable and temporary is obvious. And this sense of God having a temporary dwelling
will continue all the way up to Solomon‘s time, when the tabernacle is replaced by the temple, a more fixed
structure. This later event is seen by many as a foreshadowing of the Kingdom of God—when Christ takes up
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permanent residence on earth. The time of the tabernacle is thus seen as God inhabiting His people in the
fleshly tent of our temporary bodies (compare 2 Corinthians 5:1-4).
In Exodus 26 and 27, we again read of the intricate designing of the Master Builder Himself. Only the finest
materials available were used in construction of the tabernacle and its contents. Acacia wood was a light,
strong and beautiful wood—durable and resistant to insects and disease—that grew in this region. God was
very specific in His instructions for the building of the tabernacle. His instruction to be very precise in following
the detailed building plan was repeated. He is the same when it comes to His righteous laws. Mankind is not to
add to His laws or take away from them (Deuteronomy 4:1-2; Revelation 22:18-19).
Whenever God designs and builds anything, He does so according to a careful advance plan. His creation is
not the result of some massive random cosmic explosion with colliding planetoids later accidentally forming a
globular mass right where the earth needed to be in the solar system to make it advantageous for human life.
Could you imagine reading the words, ―In the beginning, God said, ‗OOPS‘‖? When reading these chapters,
take time to appreciate the fine detail of our Creator‘s perfect craftsmanship. And consider the lesson in Luke
16:10 to see how God judges our character: ―He who is faithful in what is least is faithful also in much; and he
who is unjust in what is least is unjust also in much.‖
Garments for the Priesthood; The Urim and Thummim (Exodus 28)
As Moses was the civil leader of the nation of Israel, the priesthood would be perpetuated through Aaron‘s
lineage. The service of the Levites in general is not yet here established—as it is not implemented until after
Israel‘s rebellion with the golden calf, which we‘ll soon read about. Consider once again the attention that is
given to the wondrous and planned detail that God laid out for the adorning of the priesthood. Worshiping God
is not a matter that is to be taken casually. When we come before God today, these principles still exist. Since
God calls His Church a holy and royal priesthood (1 Peter 2:5, 9), our dress and grooming at worship services
should, to the best of our ability, be of the highest standard.
Everything God does is filled with purpose. In this case, He sent His Spirit to guide the artisans in fashioning the
priestly garments. The onyx stones engraved with the names of the tribes of Israel and the breastplate with their
names symbolized the priest‘s intercessory work of representing the people before God. They were to be over
his heart to impress upon him his responsibility. And over his forehead, representing the thoughts of the mind,
was the engraving denoting devotedness to God
The bells on the garment ―would tinkle as the priest moved about within the sacred places. This sound would
assure those outside that the priest was interceding on their behalf‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 33-35).
Note the mention in verse 30 of ―the Urim and the Thummim‖—literally, in Hebrew, ―the lights and the
perfections.‖ The Greek Septuagint renders this ―revelation and truth.‖ Indeed, as light often represents the
knowledge of God in Scripture, perhaps the Hebrew wording denoted perfect knowledge of His will—discerned
through this device, which seemed to constitute a plurality.
Actually, we don‘t know for sure exactly what the Urim and Thummim was except for the testimony of the firstcentury Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, who, in relating the details of the ephod (Antiquities of the Jews,
Book 3, chap.7, sec.5), refers to the breastplate as the ―oracle‖ (Greek logion or ―words‖)—as it evidently
communicated a message from God. He goes on to imply that the Urim and Thummim was the breastplate
stones shining in concert with the onyx (or sardonyx) stones on the shoulders, which held up the ephod on
which the breastplate was affixed: ―For as to those stones which we told you before, the high priest bare on his
shoulders, which were sardonyxes…the one of them shined out when God was present at their sacrifices; I
mean that which was in the nature of a button on his right shoulder, bright rays darting out thence, and being
seen even by those that were most remote; which splendour yet was not before natural to the stone.
‖This has appeared a wonderful thing to such as have not so far indulged themselves in philosophy, as to
despise Divine Revelation. Yet will I mention what is still more wonderful than this: for God declared
beforehand, by those twelve stones which the high priest bare on his breast, and which were inserted into his
breastplate, when they should be victorious in battle; for so great a splendour shone forth from them before the
army began to march, that all the people were sensible of God‘s being present for their assistance‖ (chap.8,
sec.9).
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God used this same device to impart more specific information as well. David consulted the Urim and Thummim
concerning whether King Saul would come down to the city of Keilah and destroy it lest the residents betray
David into his hands (1 Samuel 23:9-12). The answer? ―He will come down‖ (verse 11). Exactly how this
decision was communicated, we don‘t know. Perhaps they shone a certain way to indicate yes and no.
Whatever happened, it should be pointed out that the Urim and Thummim was not in itself ―magical.‖ It was
clear that God, who had Himself ordained this manner of contact—probably to demonstrate the importance of
His nation approaching Him through His priesthood—was the one communicating. And it was clearly He who
caused any supernatural emanations such as those described.
Preparing Aaron and His Sons for Service (Exodus 29)
In order to be placed in the service of God‘s tabernacle, there needed to be specific duties carried out that
would prepare and purify Aaron and his sons. Aaron and his sons were consecrated (purified) and sanctified
(set apart for a special purpose) before God. The priests officiated at the earthly altar of the Creator God of the
universe. They were to carry out their duties with a sense of awe, because of His holiness (Psalm 99:9). They
were not to be careless in any way. To violate what might have been viewed as minor details in their duties
could have resulted in death. God is holy and He must be obeyed and worshiped according to His will.
As The Nelson Study Bible notes on Exodus 28:43: ―It is difficult for us to grasp the gravity of the priests
‘responsibility as they ministered before the living God. They had to serve God with a pure heart, to represent
the people without guile, and to worship without deviating from the commands of God. To fail would invite
judgment—even death. Sadly, priests did die because they failed to show respect for the holiness of God
(Leviticus 10:1, 2; 1 Samuel 4:17; 2 Samuel 6:7). Of course, these are major issues with which we must all be
concerned. In light of the fact that, as mentioned before, God refers to His people today as ―a holy priesthood‖
and even ―a royal priesthood‖ (1 Peter 2:5, 9), we should consider such passages very soberly. Still, God is a
God of grace. If we slip up and sin, the answer is to repent and go to Him for forgiveness and restoration,
trusting in His kindness and mercy.
Incense, Water and Oil; Ransom Money (Exodus 30)
In Exodus 30, we pick up the rest of the instruction for the furnishings that were to be placed in the tabernacle.
In this chapter Moses was given the instructions on making an altar to burn incense upon. This altar was to be
located just before the veil that separated the Most Holy Place from the Holy Place (verse 6). Sweet and
compelling, the incense represented the prayers of God‘s people coming before His throne (compare Psalm
141:2; Revelation 5:8). He therefore wanted His typical throne room filled with this incense. But He certainly did
not want ―strange incense‖ (Exodus 30:9), for as the book of Proverbs explains concerning ―one who turns
away his ear from hearing the law, even his prayer is an abomination‖ (28:9).
The bronze laver was placed outside of the Holy Place for Aaron and his sons to wash their hands and feet in
water before entering to officiate—symbolic for spiritual cleansing. Also, instructions were given for making the
holy anointing oil, which—like the incense—was not to be copied by others in the congregation for personal
use. Only the priests could administer the holy anointing oil, just as only ordained elders today can anoint the
sick with oil. Oil in such contexts is clearly representative of God‘s Holy Spirit.
One other thing in Exodus 30 that is very interesting is the offering for atonement collected at the census, also
known as the ransom money. Moses was instructed that when he took a census of those 20 years of age and
older, an offering of one half-shekel was to be taken up from each person for the service of the tabernacle. The
point here was that each person was paying a price for his life—acknowledging that his life was from God and
that God was owed because of it. It is noteworthy that the same amount was required of everyone, be they rich
or poor.
Tabernacle Artisans, the Sabbath and the Tablets of the Testimony (Exodus 31)
Bezalel of the tribe of Judah and Aholiab of the tribe of Dan were chosen to build the items for the tabernacle.
Though naturally born with these talents—and, as a result, skilled in working with gold, silver, bronze, stone and
wood, as well as in carving and embroidered work—the most important thing to notice is that, just as He did
with the garment makers, God also filled them with wisdom by His Spirit to enable them to accomplish this most
important responsibility.
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Also in this chapter, God stresses that it is important to keep His Sabbaths (weekly and annual), as they are a
sign between God and His people. It serves as a visible badge and witness to others manifesting those who
serve the true God. Furthermore, verse 12 says, ―It is a sign…that you may know that I am the LORD who
sanctifies you.‖ Thus, it is a sign that regularly points us to the true God. Indeed, the weekly Sabbath
memorializes creation, as stated in this passage—and creation points to the Creator, the true God. The
Sabbath is a reminder that we do not worship ―gods‖ of rocks and trees, sun moon or sky, or figments of human
imagination, but the very Creator who made all these things—including the human mind. And all of God‘s
Sabbaths reveal His plan for the salvation of all mankind. Notice that the Sabbath is given as a special
covenant—a perpetual covenant—distinct from the Sinai covenant (verse 16).
Indeed, God‘s Sabbaths are important for us even today, as He said they would be ―a sign between Me and the
children of Israel forever‖ (verse 17). Notice: ―…for in six days the LORD made the heavens and the earth…‖
(same verse). Why would this only be for the Jews alone? That wouldn‘t make any sense. Rather, it is clear
that, as Christ said, ―the Sabbath was made for man‖ (Mark 2:27-28)—that is, for all mankind. What ties it all
together is that all people must become part of spiritual Israel (compare Romans 11:17, 24; Galatians 3:28-29;
6:16)—and that is defined as those who obey God‘s law (Romans 2:25-29), which includes His Sabbath.
After God finished talking with Moses, He gave him the two stone tablets of His Ten Commandments, which He
had already written (24:12) with His very finger (31:18). Though we often think of each of these tablets as
containing separate sections of the Ten Commandments, it is possible that ―all ten commandments appeared
on each tablet. Middle Eastern treaties were typically written in duplicate‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 24:12).
As these were ―tablets of testimony,‖ it would seem that this would provide the testimony of ―two witnesses,‖ a
requirement of God‘s law for judgment to be carried out (Numbers 35:30; Deuteronomy 17:6; 19:15). Perhaps
that is even one reason the Ten Commandments are recorded twice in the Bible (Exodus 20; Deuteronomy 5).
Still, as the front and back of the tablets were written on (Exodus 32:15), it is possible that the first four
commandments, concerning duty to God, were inscribed on one side, while the last six commandments,
concerning duty to man, were engraved on the other side. In that case, putting the two tablets together, with
one turned over, would still yield the traditional picture.
The Golden Calf (Exodus 32)
With Moses gone for almost a month and a half, the people quickly became disoriented and asked Aaron to
give them another god-symbol to lead them. Interestingly, they still seem to have viewed this idol as a
representation of the Eternal (verses 4-5). God, however, saw it otherwise, saying that they ―worshiped it and
sacrificed to it‖(verse 8) rather than ―to Me.‖ With all God had done for them, it is amazing how quickly they
forgot His commands—and dismissed Moses as if he were a fraud. The apostle Paul even warns us to learn
from what they did and not do the same thing (1 Corinthians 10).
Another incredible aspect of this whole affair is Aaron‘s part. It seems almost stupefying that he would consent
to it—and seemingly so readily. When the people approached Aaron with the suggestion to make an idol that
they could worship, it was he who told them to give him their golden earrings. It was then Aaron who formed
and shaped the idolatrous object. Perhaps Aaron himself had begun to wonder what had become of Moses. It is
likely that he viewed the people‘s ―request‖ as an implicit threat—which it probably was—that if he didn‘t go
along with what they wanted, the consequences would be dire.
Aaron likely feared for his own safety and that of his family if he opposed the movement underway. He should
have shown more stamina and trust in God, but he went along. To top it off, rather than face up to his
responsibility, he told Moses a ridiculous lie (verse 24). In any case, there was certainly a failure of leadership
at a high level. This too should be a lesson for all of us. No matter who we are, no matter how much we have
seen God do in our lives, we can be led astray if we aren‘t constantly on guard spiritually.
Concerning the Israelites‘ chosen object of idolatry, they were well acquainted with Egyptian calf worship,
detailed in the discussion of the plagues. It‘s not surprising that they would choose a calf as a symbol of their
worship, because it was common in the Egyptian culture in which they had been immersed for many
generations. Centuries later the Israelite king Jereboam would fashion similar idols (1 Kings 12:28) after being
banished to Egypt (11:40), and this idolatrous worship would remain prevalent throughout most of the time of
the northern kingdom of Israel. Among the Canaanites, the bull was also seen as an embodiment of Baal.
Perhaps the widespread worship of oxen in paganism, as in India today, has been directly inspired by Satan, as
his main face—him being a cherub—is that of an ox (compare Ezekiel 10:14; 1:7-10).
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―The bull was revered throughout the ancient Near East as the symbol of fertility‖ (Jonathan Kirsch, Moses: A
Life, 1998, p.264). It may have been the fertility connection involved in this idolatrous worship that stimulated
some of the Israelites to become involved in sexual ―play‖ (verse 6). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary has this
to say about verse 6: ―The verb sahaq signifies drunken, immoral orgies and sexual play (‗conjugal caresses‘)‖
(1990, Vol.2, p.478). In reaching this level, the unseemly episode had probably gone way beyond what Aaron
had agreed to or perhaps even imagined. We read earlier that the apostle Paul compared sin to leavening (1
Corinthians 5:8).
He even used an example to show that sin, like leaven, can spread to affect more and more people unless it is
stopped in its tracks (verses 1-7). The incident with the golden calf seems like a classical case of allowing some
leaven in and, as is the proclivity of leaven, before long the leaven had permeated insidiously. We need not
necessarily think that the entire congregation of Israel had degenerated into extensive sexual immorality, but it
was widespread enough that God told Moses, ―Your people whom you have brought out of the land of Egypt
have corrupted themselves‖ (verse 7)—effectively disassociating Himself from the Israelites.
Though God forgave Israel‘s sin—including that of Aaron—they paid a costly fee for such gross violation of
God‘s law. Moses told the Levites to take their swords and begin to slay the people. About 3,000 were killed
(verse 28). Those who were slain may have been among the ringleaders or those who pushed things to an
extreme once the partying started. Verse 35 states that God plagued the people because of the golden calf
incident. This may be a reference to the slaying of the 3,000, or it may refer to an additional, unspecified
punishment. The lesson that rings loud and clear from all this is that sin exacts a penalty. There is no exception
to this principle.
Moses Intercedes for God‘s Presence and Asks to See His Glory (Exodus 33)
Following the incident with the golden calf, God told Moses to go ahead and lead the people to the Promised
Land, and that His angel would go before them (32:34; compare 23:20-23)—a statement He repeats in this
chapter (33:1-2). It is not clear whether this ―angel‖ (Hebrew malach, ―messenger‖) refers to the preincarnate
Christ (as He sometimes conveyed the words of the Father) or to an angel such as Michael, who stands watch
over Israel (compare Daniel 12:1). In favor of the latter is God‘s statement that He Himself would not go up in
Israel‘s midst (Exodus 33:3) and Moses‘ complaint to God: ―You have not let me know whom You will send with
me‖ (verse 12).
Understandably, the people having to go to the Promised Land without God‘s presence is perceived as ―bad
news‖ by them (verse 4). However, if this is what God meant, He relents and agrees to accompany the people
after Moses intercedes for them (verses 12-17)
Yet there is, perhaps, another explanation—one in which God intended to go with them all along. The Lord, we
see, informs Moses that His presence would be with him (verse 14). And as Moses was leading the people,
God‘s presence would necessarily be going before them. The key to this explanation is God‘s statement that He
would not go up to the Promised Land in the midst of the people. The pillar of cloud and fire would lead them,
but it would not come right down into the camp.
Rather, the Lord descended in the pillar to meet Moses outside the camp. This is why Moses set up His own
tent outside the camp and called it the ―tabernacle of meeting‖ (verse 7)—God, at this time, would not meet with
the nation. Moses‘ intercession is that it is not enough that He alone have God‘s presence with Him—all the
people needed it (verses 15-16). So God responds that He will do as Moses has spoken. Thus, we later see
that the tabernacle of the sanctuary is set up right in the midst of the people—and it becomes known as the
―tabernacle of meeting‖ (40:2; Numbers 2:17), where God would, in a sense, meet with the entire nation. Of
course, God‘s promise that His Presence would go in the midst of His people was ultimately fulfilled in the
coming of Jesus Christ as a human being and then dwelling in His people through the Holy Spirit—eventually to
bring them permanent rest in His Kingdom.
Indeed, Moses, the intercessor, was himself a type of Jesus Christ. In this chapter we see quite clearly the very
special relationship that developed between this man and the Everliving One. God, the preincarnate Jesus,
spoke to Moses face to face as to a friend (verse 11). Perhaps this was similar to the way Christ was
manifested to Abraham. But Moses was allowed to see even more of God than is recorded of Abraham‘s
experience. When Moses requested to see God‘s glory, God explained to him that no physical person could
see His glory as it blazed from His face and survive—so He would let Moses see His back, proving that God
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does have form and shape, even as a Spirit Being. Indeed, God later says, ―Hear now My words: If there is a
prophet among you, I, the LORD, make Myself known to him in a vision; I speak to him in a dream. Not so with
My servant Moses; he is faithful in all My House. I speak with him face to face, even plainly, and not in dark
sayings; and he sees the form of the LORD ‖ (Numbers 12:6-8).
Covenant Relationship Renewed and a ―Shining Example‖ (Exodus 34)
Since Moses had broken the tablets of the Ten Commandments that God had given him previously, God
instructs him to carve out of stone two more tablets so that God could again write His commandments, the
basis of the covenant relationship between Him and His people. This was an act of tremendous mercy on the
part of God, who, despite the Israelites‘ terrible disobedience, was willing to renew His covenant relationship
with them.
God then passes before Moses, showing him part of His glory. As He does, He proclaims the glory of His
character—focusing on His tremendous mercy and graciousness, the very thing that enables the covenant
relationship to be renewed (verses 5-7). Yet He still warns that sin has consequences (verse 7). Upon hearing
this, Moses is quick to again seek God‘s merciful pardon of the people‘s sins, also asking again that God would
―go among‖ them (verse 9).
God‘s response? He renews the covenant relationship. And He begins this renewal with the wonderful
announcement that He will do an ―awesome thing‖ in driving out the inhabitants of Canaan from before the
people (verses 10-12). The Israelites were to make no treaties with the Canaanites, to prevent their being
corrupted by pagan customs and ideas. They were certainly not to adopt pagan worship practices.
God considered His relationship to Israel to be one of marriage (Jeremiah 3:1-14). For the Israelites to ―play the
harlot‖ with pagan gods (Exodus 34:15-16)—to worship them or adopt their religious rites—was thus a kind of
marital infidelity and spiritual adultery. But the phrase also had a direct literal application, as sexual rites with
temple prostitutes, both male and female, was a major part of the disgusting and debasing pagan religions of
the land the Israelites were to enter.
Here, as with God‘s reaction to the golden calf incident in chapter 32, we see that pagan religious practices are
abominable and utterly unacceptable to Him—something we should consider whenever we examine the origins
of today‘s popular religious traditions and customs (be sure to read our eye-opening booklet Holidays or Holy
Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?). Notice that God also warns in this context that intermarriage with
those outside the true faith is a dangerous path that can lead to compromising His truth. God then goes on to
repeat some of the terms of the covenant that He gave in chapters 21–23.
Exodus 34:26 repeats the prohibition from 23:19 about boiling a young goat in its mother‘s milk. Regarding the
earlier verse, The Jerome Biblical Commentary states: ―The legislation in 19b (and in Dt 14:21) puzzled
commentators for centuries; however, the discovery and publication of the Ras Shamra literature (UM [Cyrus H.
Gordon, Ugaritic Manual, 1955] 52:14, ―Birth of the Gods‖) have eliminated this conundrum. It is now clear that
this practice was a cultic one among the Canaanite neighbors of the Hebrews. Hence, the Israelites were to
refrain from it, lest they also adopt some of the Canaanite cultic inferences.‖
Referring to the same verse, Matthew Henry‘s Commentary states: ―At the feast of ingathering, as it is called
(v.16), they [the Israelites] must give God thanks for the harvest-mercies they had received, and must depend
upon him for the next harvest, and must not think to receive benefit by that superstitious usage of some of the
Gentiles, who, it is said, at the end of their harvest, seethed a kid in its dam‘s milk, and sprinkled that milkpottage, in a magical way, upon their gardens and fields, to make them more fruitful next year. But Israel must
abhor such foolish customs.‖
As we are to avoid customs that originated in pagan worship, it would still seem prudent to refrain from
intentionally boiling a young goat in its own mother‘s milk. Yet, on the basis of the restriction in question,
Orthodox Jews will not eat meat and dairy products together at all. In fact, these foods must be prepared in
different places with different utensils in order to be considered ―kosher‖ by them.
The Jews see a general principle in these verses—that what was given to nourish life (milk) not be used to
destroy it. However, this was clearly not God‘s intent. Abraham, who kept God‘s statutes and laws (Genesis
26:5), had Sarah prepare meat and milk products together to serve to God (the preincarnate Christ) and two
angels: ―So [Abraham] took butter and milk and the calf which he had prepared, and set it before them; and he
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stood by them under the tree as they ate‖(Genesis 18:8). Thus, even God Himself, while manifested in physical
form, ate milk and meat together.
Yet some Jews, while admitting the restriction is a narrow one, will argue against eating meat and dairy
products together on the basis that there might be a chance, however remote, that a particular milk product was
derived from the mother of the animal being eaten. But if we applied remote possibilities to our diet in general,
we could never eat anything, for fear that a molecule of something unclean had somehow gotten onto it. This is
certainly not what God had in mind.
After being in the presence of God this time, Moses came down from the mountain with his face shining—a
muted reflection of the glory that had shone upon him while in God‘s presence. It appears that this happened
each time Moses met with God hereafter. Moses would then appear before the people—and they would know
he had come from God because his face was shining. Then, as Paul later explained, he would put on a veil to
conceal the fading of this temporary glory (2 Corinthians 3:7, 13). We may view Moses‘ shining face as typical
of the glory of God‘s character as it is reflected in us. In seeing it, others will know that we represent God and
have been close to Him. As time passes between our contacts with Him, our spiritual power and focus wanes,
as does our example—something we don‘t want reflected. Then we go to God for renewal and are ready to let
our light shine before others once again.
No Fire on the Sabbath? (Exodus 35)
Chapter 35 begins with instruction about the weekly Sabbath. God said, ―You shall kindle no fire throughout
your dwellings on the Sabbath day‖ (verse 3). A long-held Jewish interpretation is that it is wrong to start any
fire on the Sabbath, such as a fire in a fireplace or just lighting a match. On the basis of this verse, some even
argue that it is not permissible on the Sabbath to light a stove, turn on an oven or use any electrical device with
a heating element, such as a hairdryer. Others go so far as to say that we can‘t start a car or even turn on a
light switch on God‘s weekly Holy Day.
Yet the context here is important. There certainly may be a need to limit personal fire usage—as major fire
maintenance can certainly become a violation of the Sabbath if a great deal of obvious work is involved (for
example, moving logs and chopping them up or a major gathering of sticks, such as that in Numbers 15:32).
However, this passage, occurring at the beginning of Moses‘ relaying of the instructions for building the
tabernacle, is most likely referring to tabernacle construction. God, it appears, was telling them to not kindle
industrial fires on the Sabbath—to melt silver or gold or forge other metals for the construction of the
tabernacle. No doubt some minor smelting was done in individual homes, which was also forbidden by this
proscription. Instead, all industry was to cease, even the special work of building the tabernacle, so people
could give full attention to resting and worshiping God on the Sabbath as He commanded.
God has always wanted His weekly Sabbath day to be a blessing and a delight to us (Isaiah 58:13-14), not an
intolerable burden as some would later make it out to be through their focus on overly restrictive rules.
However, there are certainly general rules we should follow. For instance, as a general rule we must not be
conducting our regular business on the Sabbath or using the Sabbath as a time to plan our regular work.
Moreover, the Sabbath is not a time for sports and personal hobbies. Instead, the Sabbath is a time to focus on
our relationship with God (To learn more about God‘s Sabbath, download or send for our free booklet Sunset to
Sunset: God‘s Sabbath Rest).
The People Bring Too Much (Exodus 36)
Even though many of the Israelites had stiff necks and hard hearts, those whose hearts were willing gave more
than enough for the house of God, which was at that time the tabernacle. The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―The
offerings for the tabernacle are perhaps the most impressive offering ever taken from God‘s people for any
endeavor! The key was the stirring of the heart and the willingness of the spirit of those who gave. Both men
and women gave. Even in this patriarchal time, women participated actively in God‘s work. All people came with
gifts that were sumptuous, varied, and abundant. At last they had to be told to stop giving (see 36:2-7)!‖
Perhaps they were inspired to be extra generous after receiving God‘s abundant forgiveness for their idolatry in
the golden calf incident. This should give us the example we need to follow when God wants something done—
we should have this same willingness of heart and generosity of spirit (see Acts 20:35; 2 Corinthians 9:6-7).
Like the Israelites, we should be stirred to give generously when we realize the abundance of mercy God has
given to us.
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Among the gifts the people brought was the wood for the tabernacle. The wood was from the acacia tree
(shittim tree in the older King James). The Interpreter‘s Dictionary of the Bible makes some interesting
comments about it. ―Ideally suited for cabinet making, the hard orange-brown wood…is still common in the
desert regions of the Negeb and Sinai. These acacias produce a very durable wood.‖ Although the account of
the Israelites‘ generosity is inspiring, it didn‘t necessarily mean that they would be just as zealous about
opportunities that were more spiritual in nature, and it didn‘t mean that such zeal would necessarily last for long.
Indeed, as we will see, the people would sink into rebellion again and again. For this is the nature of human
beings unaided by spiritual conversion from God.
The Tabernacle Accoutrements (Exodus 37–38)
The building of the tabernacle and the items God commanded to be in it was a monumental task. In chapters 37
and 38, Bezalel makes the implements of the temple according to the commands God had earlier given Moses.
No doubt the details are repeated to show that all was done exactly as God had instructed. And it should be
pointed out that Bezalel did not work alone. He was the overseer and had many artisans working under him
(see 36:8). Aholiab and those under him did all of the weaving and engraving (38:23).
Chapter 37, concerning the furnishings of the sanctuary, begins with the manner in which Bezalel constructed
the Ark of the Covenant, including the mercy seat and the cherubim. The text exactly follows the instructions
God had given Moses on how the construction was to be done (see 25:10-22). The only thing left out here is
God‘s instruction that the tablets of the Testimony be put into the ark and that the mercy seat be put on top of
it—which we will later find Moses doing once the tabernacle is complete (40:20). In the same way, all of the
instructions God gave regarding the table of showbread (25:23-30) are followed by Bezalel in chapter 37.
The only detail not repeated is God‘s instruction that the showbread be placed on the table—which, again, is
something that happens once the tabernacle is finished (40:4, 22-23). Then we see here the construction of the
lampstand or menorah—also according to God‘s instructions in chapter 25 (verses 31-40). The only thing left
out is the lighting of its lamps, which, still again, is done when the tabernacle is completed (40:4, 25). Then we
are presented with the making of the altar of incense, following the instructions God gave in chapter 30.
Chapter 38 concerns the court of the tabernacle. It begins with the construction of the altar of burnt offering,
according to God‘s instructions in 27:1-8. Then follows the bronze laver or washbasin, according to God‘s
instructions from 30:17-21. Finally, we see the construction of the court itself, following what God told Moses in
27:9-19. Notice that the various furnishings, including those inside the sanctuary, were made with rings to slide
poles through for carrying. This was to keep people from touching the holy implements. God‘s perfection and
glory were symbolized by these items, and thus they were not to be profaned.
The chapter ends with a summary of the precious metals that went into the building of the construction of the
tabernacle and its furnishings. As a talent weighed about 70 pounds, equaling 3,000 shekels, the weight of all
the gold used may have been around a ton. The weight of the bronze was around 2 1/2 tons. And the silver
added up to the enormous weight of 3 1/2 tons! Indeed, silver was used in even the most basic elements of the
tabernacle and its accoutrements.
As The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―Although the tabernacle was a tent, it was not a makeshift dwelling. It was a
glorious shrine that symbolized the presence of the living God in the midst of His people.‖ Lest we think these
are unimportant or insignificant details, Hebrews 8:5 and 9:23 remind us that the tabernacle and its furnishings
were ―the copy and shadow of the heavenly things‖ and ―copies of the things in the heavens.‖
Priestly Garments; The Work Completed (Exodus 39)
The priestly garments were made according to the fashion God had instructed Moses in chapter 28. The only
thing left out here is the placement of the Urim and Thummim in the breastplate (see 28:30)—a step that takes
place in Leviticus 8:8. Notice here the short trousers that were part of the priestly uniform. This linen
undergarment, God had earlier explained, was for modesty‘s sake—―to cover their nakedness‖ (Exodus 28:42).
―Given the sexually preoccupied worship of Israel‘s neighbor‘s, this provision was decidedly countercultural‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 42).
―This modesty communicated to the Israelites that human sexuality could not influence God. That idea was a
central feature of Baal worship, which continually tempted the Israelites. The priests of Baal would use obscene
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gestures and actions in the pagan worship of their depraved god‖ (note on Leviticus 6:10). In stark contrast,
―Nothing obscene or unseemly was permitted in the pure worship of the living God‖ (note on Exodus 20:26).
With the completion of the priestly garments, the work of construction was finally finished.
Verses 32-43 of chapter 39 list ―all the work‖ that God had commanded through Moses. It was now finished.
―Then Moses looked over all the work‖ (verse 43)—a final inspection. And the result? ―And indeed they had
done it; as the LORD had commanded, just so they had done it‖ (verse 43). May the same be said of us as we
strive to please God in our lives. In the end, Moses blessed them, just as Christ will bless us if we follow God‘s
instructions.
The Finished Tabernacle Filled With God‘s Glory (Exodus 40)
God gave Moses explicit instruction regarding every detail of the building of the tabernacle. And the Bible
makes two interesting statements regarding the care with which Moses followed these instructions. Verse 16
says, ―Moses did according to all that the LORD had commanded him,‖ while verse 33 simply says, ―So Moses
finished the work.‖ Moses was a faithful man of God. He strove for excellence in everything God gave him to
do. The book of Hebrews comments on his faithfulness, ―Moses indeed was faithful in all His house as a
servant‖ (Hebrews 3:5).

The tabernacle was finally set up and its furnishings arranged on the first day of the first month, Abib or Nisan
on the Hebrew Calendar, of the second year of Israel‘s journey out of Egypt (verses 2, 17). This was around 10
months after the people had arrived at Sinai and nearly two weeks before their second keeping of the Passover.
When everything God had commanded had been completed, He came near in a dramatic descent that
manifested His glory among the Israelites, filling the tabernacle with His glory so that even Moses could not
enter.
The appearance of God‘s glory is sometimes called the Shekinah or the Shekinah glory, coming from the
Hebrew for ―to dwell.‖ The Nelson Study Bible states: ―The glory of the Lord filling the tabernacle demonstrated
His Presence with the Israelites, His significance to them, and His awe-inspiring wonder. The words of John
1:1-18 are appropriate to recall here. In the Incarnation, the glory of God was manifest not in a tent, but in His
Son…How wonderful that the Book of Exodus concludes with this image of the gracious God, hovering
protectively over His people…A faithful Israelite follower of God could see the tabernacle and realize that God
was there in His splendor and power. And with Him the people advanced to Canaan, the land He had promised
to them.‖
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LEVITICUS
Introduction to Leviticus (Lev. 1)
Moses evidently wrote much of Leviticus sometime in the first month [Abib or Nisan on the Hebrew calendar,
corresponding to March–April] of the second year of the wandering of Israel (compare Exodus 40:17; Numbers
1:1;10:11)—perhaps putting it in its final form shortly before his death nearly 40 years later. The book‘s Hebrew
name, Wayyiqva, meaning ―And He Called,‖ is taken from the first words of the book. The Greek title, from the
Septuagint, is Leuitikon—Latinized in the Vulgate as Leviticus—which means ―pertaining to Levites.‖ However,
this title is somewhat misleading as the book does not deal with the Levites as a whole but more with the priests
the family of Aaron, a segment of the Levites. (The Levites as a whole are not sanctified until the book of
Numbers.)
Perhaps more appropriate titles for the book would be those found for it in the Jewish Talmud—―The Law of the
Priests‖ and ―The Law of the Offerings.‖ The Aaronic priesthood was divinely ordained by God as a mediator
between Him and the nation of Israel. As this book directed, the priests were to officiate over an elaborate
system of sacrifices and rituals. The book of Hebrews tells us that ―all this is symbolic, pointing to the present
time [of Christ‘s redemption]. The offerings and sacrifices there prescribed cannot give the worshipper inward
perfection. It is only a matter of food and drink and various rites of cleansing—outward ordinances in force until
the time of reformation‖ (9:9-10, New English Bible)—that is, the time of Christ‘s death and resurrection
followed by the giving of the Holy Spirit to the New Testament Church.
Nevertheless, the sacrificial system was from God—and served a valuable purpose in that it was part of what
was ultimately intended to lead people to Christ (see Galatians 3:24-25). Indeed, there will again be sacrifices
after Christ returns (see Ezekiel 46:1-15).
Jesus has, of course, become the true sacrifice for all mankind. Thus, there is no need for the sacrifice of
animals at this time: ―For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and goats could take away sins. Therefore,
when He [Jesus] came into the world, He said: ‗sacrifice and offering You did not desire, but a body You have
prepared for Me. In burnt offerings and sacrifices for sin You had no pleasure. Then I said, ―Behold, I have
come—in the volume of the book it is written of Me—to do Your will, O God.‖‘ Previously saying,‘ sacrifice and
offering, burnt offerings, and offerings for sin You did not desire, nor had pleasure in them‘ (which are offered
according to the law), then He said, ‗Behold, I have come to do Your will, O God.‘ He takes away the first that
He may establish the second. By that will we have been sanctified through the offering of the body of Jesus
Christ once for all. And every priest stands ministering daily and offering repeatedly the same sacrifices, which
can never take away sins. But this Man, after He had offered one sacrifice for sins forever, sat down at the right
hand of God‖ (Hebrews 10:4-12).
It should also be noted that the Melchizedek priesthood of Jesus Christ has now taken over from the Aaronic
priesthood. Jesus is now the Mediator between God and man (see Hebrews 7–10). And, in fact, Christians are
now priests serving under Him (1 Peter 2:5, 9). Indeed, the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus Christ was not the only
thing typified in the various sacrifices of the Old Testament. They also represented our following Christ‘s
example today, presenting ourselves as offerings: ―I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God,
that you present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable to God, which is your reasonable service‖
(Romans 12:1).
Realizing this amazing fact, as The Nelson Study Bible‘s introductory notes on this book explains, ―modern
Christians can learn much from Leviticus. The holiness of God, the necessity of holy living, the great cost of
atonement and forgiveness, the privilege and responsibility of presenting only our best to God, the generosity of
God that enables His people to be generous—these are only some of the lessons. Leviticus reveals the
holiness of God and His love for His people in ways found nowhere else in the Bible. Ultimately, Leviticus calls
God‘s people of all ages to the great adventure of patterning life after God‘s holy purposes.‖
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Before looking at each of the five main offerings detailed in the first seven chapters of Leviticus, it is
recommended that those wishing to study them in much greater depth read a 19th-century book by author
Andrew Jukes titled The Law of the Offerings. It is available to order through the Internet or you can probably
find it at your local library or Christian bookstore, as it is considered the standard work on this topic. While we
would not agree with Jukes‘ book in a number of particulars, it is biblically sound in many important respects
and offers some incredible insights into the subject. Be warned, however, that because of its older and
somewhat elevated style, it does not always make for easy reading.
Burnt Offerings (Leviticus 1)
We often think of Old Testament sacrifices as simply typical of Christ‘s death. But there is far more to it than
that. As Andrew Jukes explains, offerings were ―divided into two great and distinctive classes—first, the sweet
savour offerings, which were all…oblations for acceptance; and secondly, those offerings which were not of a
sweet savour, and which were required as an expiation for sin.
‖The first class, comprising the Burnt-offering, the [Grain]-offering, and the Peace-offering—were offered on the
[bronze] altar which stood in the Court of the Tabernacle. The second class—the Sin and Trespass-offerings—
were not consumed on the altar: some of them were burnt on the earth without the camp; others the priest ate,
having first sprinkled the blood for atonement. In the first class, sin is not seen or thought of: it is the faithful
Israelite giving a sweet offering to [the Eternal].
‖In the Sin-offerings it is just the reverse: it is an offering charged with the sin of the offerer. Thus, in the first
class—that is, the Burnt-offering, the [Grain]-offering, and the Peace-offering—the offerer came for acceptance
as a worshipper. In the second class, in the Sin and Trespass-offerings, he came as a sinner to pay the penalty
of sin and trespass. In either case the offering was without blemish…
‖But in the [sweet aroma offering], the offerer appears as man in perfectness, and in his offering stands the trial
of fire—that is, God‘s searching holiness; and accepted as a fragrant savour, all ascends a sweet offering to
[the Eternal]. In the other, the offerer appears as a sinner, and in his offering bears the penalty due to his
offences‖ (pp.55-56).
In the case of the burnt offering, we are not ―to consider Christ as the Sin-bearer, but as man in perfectness
meeting God in holiness. The thought here is not, ‗God hath made Him to be sin for us‘ [2 Cor. 5:21], but rather,
‗He loved us, and gave Himself for us an offering and a sacrifice to God of a sweet-smelling savour‘ [Eph. 5:2].
Jesus…both in the Burnt-offering and Sin-offering, stood as our representative…We have here what we may in
vain search for elsewhere—man giving to God what truly satisfies Him‖ (pp. 56-57). But it is not only the way
that Christ lived His life on earth 2,000 years ago that is pictured here. Rather, Christ lives in us today as the
same burnt offering. Thus, we are enabled to present ourselves as ―living sacrifices‖ (Rom. 12:1)—offering a
―sweet smelling aroma, an acceptable sacrifice, well pleasing to God‖ (Phil. 4:18) by giving ourselves wholly to
Him (cf. 2 Cor. 8:5).
Indeed, the burnt offering was wholly consumed, symbolizing ―that the worshiper must hold nothing in reserve
when coming to God; everything is consumed in the relationship between God and the sincere worshiper‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on Lev. 1:3).
Jesus, of course, set the perfect example in this. Jukes explains, ―Man‘s duty to God is not the giving up of one
faculty, but the entire surrender of all…I cannot doubt that the type refers to this in speaking so particularly of
the parts of the Burnt-offering; for ‗the head,‘ ‗the fat,‘ ‗the legs,‘ ‗the inwards,‘ are all distinctly enumerated. ‗The
head‘ is the well-known emblem of the thoughts; ‗the legs‘ the emblem of the walk; and ‗the inwards‘ the
constant and familiar symbol of the feelings and affections of the heart.
―The meaning of ‗the fat‘ may not be quite so obvious, though here also Scripture helps us to the solution [Ps.
17:10; 92:14; 119:70; Deut. 32:15]. It represents the energy not of one limb or faculty, but the general health
and vigour of the whole. In Jesus these were all surrendered, and all without spot or blemish. Had there been
but one affection in the heart of Jesus which was not yielded to His Father‘s will…then He could not have
offered Himself or been accepted as ‗a whole burnt-offering to [the Eternal].‘ But Jesus gave up all: He reserved
nothing. All was burnt, all consumed upon the altar‖ (pp.63-64). This is the same end to which we strive—
through Christ living His life in us today.
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Grain Offerings (Leviticus 2)
The King James Version of the Bible labels these as ―meat‖ offerings. However, this Elizabethan English word
simply means ―food.‖ Sometimes also called ―meal‖ offerings, they consisted of grain. This all makes sense
when we consider that man‘s most consistent source of sustenance, the ―staff of life,‖ has been bread. In this
symbolism, we may perhaps observe that the grain offering symbolized worship of God through providing for
fellow man. Christ has done this perfectly as the ―bread of life‖ that came down from heaven, which we are to
eat of as our food (see John 6;Matthew 4:4). Indeed, this offering provided a major portion of the food for God‘s
priests.
It was not wholly burned upon the altar as the burnt offering was. For rather than symbolizing total devotion to
God, it, again, included the service of fellow man as part of that devotion. And yet, though it was not wholly
burnt, it was totally consumed—by the fire of God as well as by the priests—with nothing left for the offerer. The
offerer, as in the burnt offering, was to give of himself completely.
Let us examine, then, some of the ingredients of the grain offering. First is flour. ―Bread flour must be ground‖
(Isaiah 28:28)—or ―bruised,‖ as the King James has it. ―Christ our staff of life is here represented as the bruised
One. The emblem, [grain] ground to powder, is one of the deepest suffering…The thought is one of bruising
and grinding; of pressing, wearing trial. Jesus was not only tried by ‗fire‘; God‘s holiness was not the only thing
that consumed Him. In meeting the wants of man, His blessed soul was grieved, and pressed and bruised
continually. And the bruising here was from those to whom He was ministering, for whom He daily gave
Himself‖ (Jukes, p.80). And, of course, there was His actual physical bruising as a service to mankind.― And
what a lesson is there here for the believer who wishes to give himself in service to his brethren![—to be a food
offering!]
This scripture, as in fact all Scripture, testifies that service is self-surrender, self-sacrifice. Christ, to satisfy
others, was broken: and bread [grain] must still be bruised: and the nearer our ministry approaches the
measure of His ministry—immeasurably far as we shall ever be behind Him—the more we shall resemble Him,
the bruised, the oppressed, the broken One‖ (p.83). Jukes also brings out the fact that fine flour, as it was
supposed to be, has no unevenness—just as with Christ, who was consistent in being fully godly in all areas.
He goes on to explain the oil in the grain offering as symbolic of God‘s Holy Spirit, which, in the burnt offering,
was represented as water (Leviticus 1:9). ―The third ingredient of the [Grain]-offering is frankincense—‗he shall
put frankincense thereon‘; in connexion with which, and yet in contrast, it is commanded—‗ye shall burn no
honey unto the Lord.‘ These emblems, like all the others, are at once simple yet most significant. Frankincense
is the most precious of perfumes, of enduring and delightful fragrance: fit emblem of the sweetness and
fragrance of the offering of our blessed Lord. Honey, on the other hand, though sweet, is corruptible; soon
fermented, and easily turned sour. In frankincense the full fragrance is not brought out until the perfume is
submitted to the action of fire. In honey it is just the reverse; the heat ferments and spoils it. The bearing of this
on the offering of Jesus is too obvious to comment. The fire of God‘s holiness tried Him, but all was precious
fragrance. The holiness of God only brought out graces which would have escaped our notice had He never
suffered. Yea, much of the precious odour of His offering was the very result of His fiery trial‖ (p.88).
The fourth and last ingredient of the grain offering was salt—in contrast to leaven, which was forbidden to be
offered on the altar. ―The import of these emblems is obvious: the one positively, the other negatively…‗Salt,‘
the well-known preservative against corruption, is the emblem of perpetuity and incorruptness; while ‗leaven,‘
on the other hand, composed of sour and corrupting dough, is the as well-known emblem of corruption‖ (pp.8990).
A case in which leaven could be offered was that of the ―offering of the firstfruits‖(2:12)—that is, in the leavened
loaves offered at Pentecost (23:15-21). But it could not be burned on the altar for a sweet aroma (2:12). These
leavened loaves represented the Church, still beset with sin (compare 1 John 1:8-10) yet finding acceptance
through Christ‘s sacrifice and His living within its members. Just as Christ did, we are to offer ourselves as food
for the world around us—serving our fellow man as an offering to God (compare Matthew 25:31-46). Also, the
sacrifice mentioned in Leviticus 7:13, which is called, ―the sacrifice of thanksgiving of his peace offering‖ was
made with leaven. Here again, this sacrifice was not burned on the altar.

67

Peace Offerings (Leviticus 3)
As The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―The Hebrew word for peace means ‗wholeness, completeness, soundness,
health.‘ When a person has this, in all its dimensions, that person is at peace. The peace offerings were times
of feasting, drinking, talking, singing, and enjoying salvation as a great gift from God (see 7:11-21). Paul
describes Jesus Christ as our perfect peace offering (see Col.1:20)‖ (note on Leviticus 3:1).
In the peace offering, unlike other offerings, the offerer was allowed to eat and thus find satisfaction in the
offering: ―God, man, and the priest, all fed together, all finding satisfaction in the offering. God first has His part
and is satisfied, for He declares it to be very good. ‗It is an offering made by fire of a sweet savour unto the
Lord.‘ Man (in Christ) as offerer has his part, and is permitted to share this offering with his friends. And the
priest, that is, Christ in His official character, is satisfied also, and His children are satisfied with Him. What a
picture is here presented to us! The offerer feasts with God, with His priest, and with the priest‘s children‖
(Jukes, p.108).
In this picture, not only is God satisfied but so is the whole priestly family—symbolic of Christ‘s family, the
Church of God. So, too, is the offerer himself. Christ set the example here. Isaiah prophesied of Him, ―He shall
see the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied‖ (Isaiah 53:11, King James Version). Indeed, His life offering in
God‘s service sustained Him as food. He said, ―My food is to do the will of Him who sent Me, and to finish His
work‖ (John 4:34). Indeed, there normally had to be a ―burnt offering‖ in order that a peace offering could follow.
For the peace offering was to be offered ―upon the burnt sacrifice‖ (Leviticus 3:5). Being in alignment with God‘s
will, as represented by the burnt offering, the worshiper would then be in a position to fellowship with God and
with his or her family in the sharing of the peace offering.
As with the other offerings, there is much more to the peace offering that could be said—particularly when it
comes to their being used in chapter 7 as thanksgiving or praise offerings or for taking a vow. Again, you are
encouraged to study this subject on your own, as it is much broader than can possibly be covered here.
Sin Offerings (Leviticus 4)
As we‘ve already seen, ―in the Burnt-offering and other sweet-savour offerings, the offerer came as a
worshipper, to give in his offering, which represented himself, something sweet and pleasant to [the Eternal]. In
the Sin and Trespass-offerings, which were not of a sweet savour, the offerer came as a convicted sinner, to
receive in his offering, which represented himself, the judgment due to his sin or trespass…
―In the one case the offering was accepted to shew that the offerer was accepted of the Lord; and the total
consumption of the offering on the altar shewed God‘s acceptance of, and satisfaction in, the offerer. In the
other case the offering was cast out, and burnt, not on God‘s table, the altar, but in the wilderness without the
camp; to shew that the offerer in his offering endures the judgment of God, and is cast out of His presence as
accursed…And yet the Sin-offering needed to be ‗without blemish,‘ as much as the Burnt-offering…A part
indeed, ‗the fat,‘ was burnt on the altar, to shew that the offering, though made a sin-bearer, was in itself
perfect…‗The fat,‘ as we have already seen in the other offerings, represents the general health and energy of
the whole body. Its being burnt to God was the appointed proof that the victim offered for sin was yet in itself
acceptable‖ (Jukes, pp.142-143, 146, 165).
There were different regulations for the sin offering depending on who the offerer was. If the sin being atoned
for was that of the entire congregation or the priesthood, the blood of a sacrificial bull was to be brought inside
the Holy Place and sprinkled on the altar of incense. This was not necessary in the case of a civil ruler or
common person. One guilty individual would not necessarily upset the entire spiritual life of the nation. But sin
among all the people or the priests would. And, thus, the incense altar, which represented the prayers of God‘s
people ascending up to His throne and therefore their contact with Him, had to itself be purified of the taint of
sin. It should also be recognized that when the sacrifice was not for themselves, the priests were to eat part of
it. They were, thus, satisfied when the demands of divine judgment were met and the spiritual life of the nation
preserved. But when a priest was atoning for his own sin, the whole animal was to be burnt outside the camp—
for no one was allowed to profit from his own sin.
Special sin offerings for priest and congregation were sacrificed on the Day of Atonement (see Leviticus 16:1119, 27). The only differences were that on Atonement the animal for the whole congregation was specified as a
goat (goats being used as a sin offering for the congregation in other special circumstances as well) and, on
that one day only, the blood was taken beyond the altar of incense into the Most Holy Place. Clearly Jesus
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Christ fulfilled the sin offering by dying in our place. But there is a sense in which this offering is also fulfilled in
us—in a secondary way.
Jukes explains: ―God forbid I should be mistaken upon this point, as though I thought that the saint could atone
for himself or others…Still, there is a sense and measure in which the Sin-offering has its counterpart in us, as
bearing on our self-sacrifice: there is a sense in which the Christian may bear sin, and suffer its judgment in his
mortal flesh…Christ‘s death in the flesh for sin is made our example: we too must also, yea therefore, die with
Him…The saint, as having been judged in the person of Christ, and knowing that for him Christ has borne the
cross, follows on by that cross to judge and mortify all that he finds in himself still contrary to his Lord. The flesh
in him is contrary to that Holy One [compare Romans 7:18, 23]: the flesh in him therefore must die…God‘s truth
is, that so far from ‗the flesh‘ or ‗old man‘ being saved from death by the cross, it is by it devoted to death and to
be crucified [Romans 6:6; Galatians 2:20]; and that Christ‘s death, instead of being a kind of indulgence for sin,
or a reprieve of the life of the flesh, the life of the old man, is to His members the seal that their flesh must die,
and that sin with its lusts and affections must be mortified [Colossians 3:5]‖ (pp.204-206).
Trespass Offerings and Accompanying Regulations (Leviticus 5–6)
Though the trespass offering is sometimes called a sin offering (compare 5:6-9), there is a general distinction to
be made between sin and trespass. Some have argued that sin is against God while trespass is against fellow
man. But the Bible makes it clear that it is possible to commit trespass against God (compare verses 15-19).
What then, is the difference between sin and trespass?
Jukes explains, ―With our shortsightedness, our inability to see beyond the surface, we naturally look at what
man does rather than at what he is; and while we are willing to allow that he does evil, we perhaps scarcely
think that he is evil. But God judges what we are as well as what we do; our sin, the sin in us, as much as our
trespasses. In His sight sin in us, our evil nature [compare Romans 7], is as clearly seen as our trespasses,
which are but the fruit of that nature. He needs not wait to see the fruit put forth. He knows the root is evil, and
so will be the buddings…Thus in the Sin-offering no particular act of sin is mentioned, but a certain person is
seen standing confessedly as a sinner: in the Trespass-offering certain acts are enumerated, and the person
never appears. In the Sin-offering I see a person who needs atonement, offering an oblation for himself as a
sinner: in the Trespass-offering I see certain acts which need atonement, and the offering offered for these
particular offences …
―Of course, in the Sin-offering, though the man is seen rather than his acts, proof must needs be brought that
he is a sinner. But let it be noticed that this is done, not by the enumeration of certain trespasses, but simply by
a reference to the law; which, though no particular transgression is mentioned, is said to have been neglected
or broken‖ (pp.148-149).
Of course, there will be particular acts to show that the person is guilty of sin. Yet the sin offering does not
atone for these specifically—it atones for sinful nature in general, which stands in rebellion against God
(compare Romans 8:7). ―In the Trespass-offering, on the other hand, it is exactly the reverse. We have nothing
but one detail after another of particular wrongs and offences; the first class being of wrongs done against God,
the other of wrongs against our neighbor‖ (pp.149-150). The trespass offerings, then, are to atone for specific
sinful acts. It is these specific acts of trespass that require restitution, as detailed in this section.
A Perpetual Fire (Leviticus 6–7)
This section is basically a review of the various offerings, albeit with many interesting additional bits of
information. One fascinating fact we find in this passage is that the fire upon the altar was to be kept burning
(6:9,12-13). The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―The fire on the altar was never to go out. This was
accomplished at night with a burnt offering that was not extinguished. It could have been stoked with wood
through the night to keep it burning. After being renewed in the morning [with wood](see v.12), the fire was kept
going throughout the day for the succession of [various offerings]…Five times in this paragraph the priests are
instructed to keep the fire burning. There are at least three reasons for this: (1) The original fire on the altar
came from God (9:24). (2) Perpetual fire symbolized the perpetual worship of God. (3) Perpetual fire
symbolized the continual need for atonement and reconciliation with God, which was the purpose of the
offerings‖ (notes on 6:9 and verses 12-13).
When the altar was transported, the ashes were removed and a cloth was put on top (Numbers 4:13-14). The
Jamieson, Fausset and Brown Commentary states in its note on verse 13: ―No mention is made of the sacred
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fire; but as, by divine command, it was to be kept constantly burning, it must have been transferred to some pan
or brazier under the covering, and borne by the appropriate carriers.‖ Though we can‘t be certain about this, it is
plausible since sacrifices were offered every morning and evening, which may well imply that they were done
even at times of transport. When tabernacle worship was later transferred to the temple at the time of Solomon,
God ignited that fire too. However, it is not known whether the same fire was kept burning through periods of
apostasy when temple worship was abandoned, although it certainly could have been. However, there is no
indication that God ignited the fire of the altar built after Judah‘s Babylonian captivity.
Aaronic Priesthood Consecrated (Leviticus 8)
The incredible mercy of God is demonstrated in the appointment of Aaron as Israel‘s ecclesiastical leader.
Aaron, after all, had presided over Israel‘s idolatry with the golden calf. Yet, now forgiven, God gives him
another chance—this time to serve as God‘s own high priest, with Aaron‘s sons serving as priests under him.
Indeed, the priesthood was to be perpetuated through his family from then on.
This also serves as a reminder that when God forgives, He forgives us completely. In Psalm 103:12, King David
proclaims that God removes our transgressions ―as far as the east is from the west.‖ Isaiah 43:25 and Jeremiah
31:34 tell us that He remembers our sins no more. In Isaiah 1:18 God says that our sins, formerly as scarlet,
―shall be white as snow.‖ God‘s mercy and forgiveness toward Aaron are proof that God is equally merciful
toward us, both forgiving and forgetting our sins.
This is possible because, although God has perfect memory of the past, while we continue in the process of
repentance and overcoming He looks on the new person within that He is forming and shaping as distinct from
the sinful nature we battle (see Romans 7:17). Our old sinful self will one day be eliminated at our
transformation to immortal incorruption (see 1 Corinthians 15) and only the sinless new self will remain. But
thankfully, we don‘t have to wait until then to be considered forgiven and reckoned as sinless. When we repent,
God forgives us totally right then and there.
Leviticus 8 records the consecration, or setting apart, of Aaron and His sons for their important responsibility.
The entire nation came out to witness the important event. As God‘s prophet and chief servant on earth, Moses
was the only one qualified to ordain Aaron and his sons to their offices. Aaron, as the high priest, was anointed
through the pouring out of oil upon his head (Leviticus 8:12)—symbolic of a special dispensation of God‘s Holy
Spirit (compare Acts 10:38). In ancient Israel, the high priests and kings were anointed. Interestingly, both
offices looked forward to the coming of an ―Anointed One‖—which is the meaning of Mashiach (or Messiah) in
Hebrew and Christos (or Christ) in Greek. And indeed, Jesus Christ now fills both of these positions, king and
high priest.
Though Aaron‘s sons were not anointed in the same manner he was, they were, along with him, sprinkled with
anointing oil and blood (Leviticus 8:30;compare 10:7). Furthermore, Aaron and his sons were all specially
consecrated by the blood of a ram being applied to the right ear, right thumb and right big toe of each of them.
Some have speculated that this anointing of their extremities, top to bottom, represented a total covering by the
sacrificial blood. Or perhaps it meant something else.
The ear often represents hearing—so perhaps their willingness to listen to and heed God‘s instructions was
being sanctified. After all, the phrase ―this is what the Lord commanded,‖ or similar words, is stated 10 times in
this chapter (verses 4, 5, 9, 13, 17, 21, 29, 34, 35, 36). The right thumb is the part of the right hand that allows it
to function—and the right hand is often symbolic in the Bible of a person‘s actions. The priest‘s actions had to
be holy. And as for the big toe, it enables balance in walking and standing—which are often representative in
Scripture of walking with God, i.e., leading a godly life, and remaining steadfast in the faith respectively. These
are important qualities for God‘s priests—qualities we must exemplify too, as we are now God‘s chosen holy
priesthood (1 Peter 2:5, 9).
We should also take note of the washing of Aaron and his sons. The Keil & Delitzsch Commentary states
regarding Leviticus 8:6 that Moses ―directed them to wash themselves, no doubt all over, and not merely their
hands and feet. This cleansing from bodily uncleanness was a symbol of the putting away of the filth of sin; the
washing of the body, therefore, was a symbol of spiritual cleansing, without which no one could draw near to
God, and least of all those who were to perform the duties of reconciliation‖(Vol.1, p.544). Many of the washing
rituals of the Old Testament foreshadowed the baptism of the New Testament, and that would seem to be true
in this case. Again, the New Testament Church is a holy priesthood, each individual being cleansed
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symbolically through washing in water when baptized—although it is actually the grace of God through ―the
blood of Jesus Christ‖ that ―cleanses us from all sin‖ (1 John 1:7).
Nadab and Abihu (Leviticus 9–10)
In chapter 9 Moses instructs Aaron to proceed and offer the first offerings as God‘s high priest. In verse 15, the
offering for the people is a goat. While the animal specified as a sin offering for the congregation in Leviticus
4:14 was a bull, a goat was used for this purpose on some occasions (16:9, 5; Numbers 28–29; 15:22-26; 2
Chronicles 29:20-24; Ezra 6:17; 8:35).
At this inauguration of sacrifices, Aaron pronounces a blessing on Israel (verse 22). The specific wording of the
priestly blessing that God commanded to be bestowed upon Israel is given in Numbers 6:23-26. This may be
the blessing to which Leviticus 9:22 refers.
In verses 23-24 we see a spectacular event. ―The sacrifices were consumed, not by fire ignited by Aaron, but by
fire from before the LORD. This is the first of only five times that the Old Testament records fire from God as a
sign that a sacrifice was accepted (Judg. 6:21; 1 Kin. 18:38; 1 Chr. 21:26; 2 Chr. 7:1). Since the fire on this altar
was never to go out [see Leviticus 6:9, 12-13], all Israel‘s sacrifices from this time forward would be consumed
by fire that originated from God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 9:24). However, while certainly plausible, it is not
absolutely clear that this was the case.
After Aaron‘s sons are later killed for bringing profane fire before the Lord, Moses explains to Aaron why God
has done this and then instructs Aaron‘s cousins to remove the dead men from the sanctuary. God then
commands Aaron and his sons to not drink alcohol before going into the tabernacle of meeting. But the account
had only spoken of Nadab and Abihu bringing profane fire and incense before God—so why is this particular
instruction regarding intoxicating drink given to Aaron in the midst of what had just happened? Although it is
possible that God was simply relating another way that one could show disregard for him during these rituals,
the text here may be indicating that the inappropriate use of alcohol had played a role in the two brothers‘ poor
judgment and behavior.
The punishment God inflicted on the two was very severe. We know there are certainly many times where
people have ―worshiped‖ God in a way that He does not recognize or appreciate, yet for which He does not
strike them down immediately. However, at the time of this account, God was playing a very visible role in the
nation of Israel and was actually teaching the people the magnitude of reverence they needed to have for Him:
―By those who come near Me I must be regarded as holy; and before all the people I must be glorified‖
(Leviticus 10:3)—it was critical for them to understand.
What Aaron‘s sons did was not in ignorance, for God had already given clear instructions through Moses on
how He was to be regarded. In this situation, Nadab and Abihu‘s disregard and carelessness could not go
uncorrected—it was not only offensive to God, but would have fostered a careless attitude about God‘s
instructions among the people. When God says to regard Him as holy, He means it. The instructive nature of
this event was so important that Aaron and his remaining sons were not allowed to show any outward sign of
grievance—they were required to maintain their composure and to continue their priestly duties to illustrate the
justice and righteousness of God‘s wrath.
The NIV Study Bible notes regarding the death of Nadab and Abihu: ―They are regularly remembered as having
died before the Lord and as having had no sons. Their death was tragic and at first seems harsh, but no more
so than that of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5:1-11). In both cases a new era was being inaugurated…The new
community had to be made aware that it existed for God, not vice versa.‖
Moses pointing out that the goat of the sin offering (Leviticus 10:16) was not to be burned but eaten by the
priests shows that this particular sin offering was not for the whole congregation or priesthood (see Leviticus 4).
It is thus a later offering than the one referred to in 9:15. Following the death of his nephews, Moses was rather
concerned about making sure everything was being done correctly. In verse 18, he isn‘t rebuking Aaron‘s sons
for failing to bring the blood into the holy place, but rather pointing out that, because the blood was not brought
in, the offering was to be eaten, not burned (see 6:29-30).
Aaron explains that he himself did not eat of the offering because he was afraid God would not accept it. Eating
of the sin offering was an act of worship symbolizing satisfaction with God‘s justice, and Aaron understood the
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need to be in a proper and reverential frame of mind. Yet he and his sons were sorely grieved and distracted by
what had happened—perhaps even unnerved and unhappy with God‘s judgment for the moment.
―Aaron did not eat of the sacrificial meat because he was afraid of what more God might do. He was not being
rebellious, as his dead sons had been in burning the incense. Aaron was arguing that in circumstances such as
the one he faced that day, God would prefer the priest to err on the side of caution rather than
presumption…Rebellion arises from a heart that is not right toward God. Moses recognized that Aaron‘s failure
was not rebellion, that his argument had merit, and that Aaron could be forgiven‖ (Nelson Study Bible, notes on
verses 19-20).
Laws of Clean and Unclean Meat (Leviticus 11–12)
These dietary laws, repeated in Deuteronomy 14, were around long before the institution of the Levitical
priesthood—indeed, long before Israel even existed. For even before the Flood of Noah‘s day, almost 1,000
years earlier, we see the distinction between clean and unclean animals. At that time, God commanded Noah to
take two of every unclean animal onto the ark and seven (or seven pairs) of every clean animal (Genesis 7:2-9).
Regrettably, many today argue that the dietary laws were done away in the New Testament. However, there
are no scriptures that support this view, even though some have misused certain verses to try to make the
point. To counter one popular argument, the dietary laws were not done away by the ending of the Old
Covenant initiated at Sinai, because, again, they were in force long before that covenant came into being.
Nowhere does the New Testament abrogate God‘s laws regarding clean and unclean animals. Indeed, frogs
are still viewed as ―unclean‖ at the very end of the Bible, along with certain birds (compare Revelation 16:13;
18:2).
While the Jewish people have preserved the dietary laws—along with some dietary traditions not enjoined by
Scripture—the people of the ―lost 10 tribes‖ of Israel, influenced by their Gentile neighbors, gradually stopped
observing them. And God remains very displeased about this fact. In Isaiah 65, speaking of the end time, He
says: ―I have stretched out My hands all day long to a rebellious people, who walk in a way that is not good,
according to their own thoughts; a people who provoke Me to anger continually to My face…who eat swine‘s
flesh, and the broth of abominable things is in their vessels ‖ (verses 2-4).
In fact, the next chapter of Isaiah prophesies that Christ, at His return, is going to punish such people for eating
unclean meat as part of their willful ignorance of and disobedience to God‘s instruction, even though they may
not view it as such. Notice what God says: ―For behold, the LORD will come with fire and with His chariots, like
a whirlwind, to render His anger with fury, and His rebuke with flames of fire. For by fire and by His sword the
LORD will judge all flesh; and the slain of the LORD shall be many. ‗Those who sanctify themselves and purify
themselves, to go to the gardens after an idol in the midst, eating swine‘s flesh and the abomination and the
mouse, shall be consumed together,‘ says the LORD. For I know their works and their thoughts. It shall be that I
will gather all nations and tongues; and they shall come and see My glory‖ (66:15-18). Ultimately all nations will
come to know God‘s truth—including His laws regarding clean and unclean meats.
We will see more about clean and unclean meats as pertaining to holiness (see Leviticus 11:44-47) in the
highlights for Leviticus 20:25-26. To learn more about our responsibility in this matter, and to read what several
medical professionals have to say on the subject and its impact on human health, request or download our free
booklet What Does the Bible Teach About Clean and Unclean Meats?
Laws Regulating Disease and Bodily Discharges (Leviticus 13–15)
Modern leprosy, also called Hansen‘s disease, is, according to Mosby‘s Medical, Nursing, & Allied Health
Dictionary, a ―chronic, communicable disease…that may take either of two forms, depending on the immunity of
the host. Tuberculoid leprosy, seen in those with high resistance, presents as thickening of [skin] nerves and
[insensitive], saucer-shaped lesions. Lepromatous leprosy, seen in those with little resistance, involves many
systems of the body, with widespread [deposits forming hardening] and [small lumps] in the skin, [eye
inflammation], [corneal inflammation], destruction of nasal cartilage and bone, testicular atrophy, [swelling of
extremities], and involvement of the [immune] system. Blindness may result. Death is rare unless tuberculosis
[or a related illness] occurs concurrently. Contrary to traditional belief, leprosy is not very contagious, and
prolonged, intimate contact is required for it to be spread between individuals‖ (4th ed., ―Leprosy‖).
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Still, it is contagious nonetheless. As the Encylopaedia Britannica states in its article on the disease: ―The
prevention of leprosy rests upon the recognition of bacteriologically positive cases so that they may be isolated
and treated‖ (1985, Vol.7, p.287). And this is quite biblical. While treatment is not emphasized in Leviticus, the
priests, as medical control officers, were to diagnose individuals and then take action to protect the community
from further infection—by isolating those displaying the disease‘s symptoms.
It may even be that the ―leprosy‖ identified in Leviticus 13–14 was far more communicable than the modern
disease of that name. ―There is some debate among medical scholars about whether the Hebrew word
translated ‗leprosy‘ in the Bible is exactly the same disease as the modern variant. It may have been another
deadly infectious disease that differs from modern forms of leprosy‖ (Grant Jeffrey, The Signature of God:
Astonishing Biblical Discoveries, 1996, p.147). Indeed, The Nelson Study Bible notes on the word ―leprous‖ in
Leviticus 13:2, ―Hebrew saraath, disfiguring skin diseases, including leprosy.‖ So there may have been an
immediate concern about a very infectious disease at the time God inspired Moses to write Leviticus.
Of course, it is also possible that the leprosy of the time was the same as today. In that case, God may have
simply been instituting a general way of dealing with communicable illness—that is, quarantine. In any case, He
was also illustrating the need for removing spiritual uncleanness by the lesson of such physical separation—
and made this even clearer by certain ritual or ceremonial ordinances. ―Leprosy‖ on house walls and garments,
it should be pointed out, was almost certainly ―decomposition by mildew, mold, dry rot, etc.‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on 14:34)—spreading fungus.
―All of these were harmful growths, whether on human skin, clothing, or the wall of a house.‖ It is especially
interesting to read the requirements of shaving and washing in water. Incredibly, the idea of microscopic germs
passing on illness, which Leviticus seems to take for granted, was not even generally believed in until very
modern times. Indeed, Ignaz Semmelweis, a Hungarian doctor, was ridiculed by the entire medical
establishment in the mid-1800s for instituting handwashing before examining patients—as if there were some
invisible infectious agents to be worried about. Thankfully, his notion eventually caught on—but not until many
died unnecessarily and until he died as well, following decades of rejection that, sadly, drove him into a mental
institution (Jeffrey, pp 145-146, from S.I.McMillen, None of These Diseases).
Yet consider the time during which Moses wrote the Pentateuch. Ancient Egyptian medical knowledge was
primitive compared to that of the 1800s. It is obvious from the Papyrus Ebers manuscript and other ancient
sources that there was no sense of sanitation in Egypt whatsoever. For instance, dung, from many different
animals, was a primary ointment ingredient for all manner of ailments. The ancient laws of the Israelites, on the
other hand, show nothing but concern for sanitation. They would have protected against microscopic
pathogens. Yet how could Moses have known of the existence of such germs? The Egyptians certainly did
not—nor did any other ancient culture.
In fact, ―until this century, all previous societies, except for the Israelites who followed God‘s medical laws
regarding quarantine, kept infected patients in their homes—even after death, exposing family members and
others to deadly disease. During the devastating Black Death [or bubonic plague] of the fourteenth century,
patients who were sick or dead were kept in the same rooms as the rest of the family. People often wondered
why the disease [which killed half of Europe and seemed unstoppable] was affecting so many people at one
time. They attributed these epidemics to ‗bad air‘ or ‗evil spirits.‘ However, careful attention to the medical
commands of God as revealed in Leviticus would have saved untold millions of lives. Arturo Castiglione wrote
about the overwhelming importance of this biblical medical law, ‗The laws against leprosy in Leviticus 13 may
be regarded as the first model of a sanitary legislation‘ (Arturo Castiglione, A History of Medicine, 1941, p.71).
‖Fortunately, the church fathers of Vienna finally took the biblical injunctions to heart and commanded that
those infected with the plague…be placed outside the city in special medical quarantine compounds. Care
givers fed them until they either died or survived the passage of the disease. Those who died in homes or
streets were instantly removed and buried outside the city limits. These biblical sanitary measures quickly
brought the dreaded epidemic under control for the first time. Other cities and countries rapidly followed the
medical practices of Vienna until the Black Death was finally halted‖ (Jeffrey, pp.149-150).
No, Moses simply could not have understood the need to institute such laws through the natural means
available to him at the time. But the Creator God did understand. And in commanding that His instructions for
handling such situations be preserved in the Bible, the Eternal has given us one more amazing proof that this
wonderful book is truly His inspired Word.
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The Day of Atonement (Leviticus 16)
While the term ―Day of Atonement‖ is nowhere mentioned in this chapter, we know that this Holy Day is the one
referred to here based on the fact that the events described were to transpire on the 10th day of the seventh
month (verse 29). And according to Leviticus 23:27, this is the date of the Day of Atonement. There is, of
course, a clear ―atonement‖ theme running throughout Leviticus 16, that very word being used 16 times in the
chapter. Further explanation of the rich meaning behind the actions that were carried out on this day is given in
our booklet ‖God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind‖ (pp.38-43).
Holiness, the Centralization of Sacrifice and the Sanctity of Blood (Leviticus 17)
When God brought Israel out of Egypt, He constituted them as a nation and as His special people. From the
beginning of His dealing with the people of Israel, God made it very clear that He was not like the gods of the
nations. His terrifying judgments on Egypt showed His indisputable reality and supreme sovereignty over the
natural world, the animal creation, men, nations, kings and the so-called gods feared and worshipped by the
gentiles. Indeed, the very first lesson He impressed upon Moses when He called to him from the burning bush
was that God was holy (Exodus 3:5).
The fundamental idea behind holiness is separation or setting apart. Throughout the Pentateuch, holiness is
usually seen when God declares certain things holy—that is, to be separated from other things by special
means for special purposes. The Holy Days, for example (see Leviticus 23), are declared to be holy because
they are days separated from other days, imbued with special meaning and reserved for special activity defined
by God. Similarly, the furnishings of the tabernacle were holy because they were set apart for special Godordained uses and treatment.
The high priest‘s garments were holy garments (Exodus 28:2) because they were designed especially for him
and reserved only for his use during the performance of the duties of his office. The anointing oil was also holy
(Exodus 30:22ff) because it was set apart for special purposes and no other oil could be made like it (verses
31-33). Likewise the incense made to burn on the altar of incense was holy and the mixture was not to be
duplicated for common use. ―Whoever makes any like it, to smell it, he shall be cut off from his people‖ (verses
37-38).
Because God is holy—utterly unique, separate from all else—His people must be holy and He must be
approached in a holy way. Moreover, because He was in the midst of the camp of Israel (Numbers 5:3), the
camp must also be holy. God gives special instructions here concerning sacrifice to ensure that the sacrificing
is done in a certain place; Israel is not to sacrifice throughout the camp, but only at the tabernacle. Any man
who makes a sacrifice must do so at the door of the tabernacle; anyone who does otherwise will be executed.
Why so strict? Why so severe a penalty? God gives one reason in verse 7—namely, to prevent Israel from
ignorantly falling into idolatry. Carnal man‘s natural inclination is to syncretize—to innovate in religion,
combining pagan elements with true religion—and to fall headlong into perverse, unholy idolatry. Israel,
following bondage in pagan Egypt for more than 200 years, was prone to idolatry. Remember the golden calf?
To deter idolatry, a sufficiently severe penalty was required. And, to greatly reduce the natural tendency to
syncretism, God enacted a centralization of sacrifice. Here, too, is seen a principle that runs through much of
Scripture: There is safety, security, stability and unity in having a degree of centralization. In the Church of God
today, the lesson does not imply rigid control of outlying areas—nor that all aspects of God‘s work must be
carried out from a single location. That is neither required nor practical. Rather, we should understand the need
to be one of general administration, guidance and direction from a centralized authority, such as a governing
ministerial council.
Furthermore, this chapter clearly continues the developing theme of holiness. That ritual holiness is in view is
seen by the fact that 1) the instructions in this chapter are specifically directed to Aaron and his sons as priests,
and then to all Israel; 2) that the instructions are given with regard to sacrifice; and 3) that the last two verses of
the chapter are clearly regulations for ritual purity.
God gave Israel strict instruction regarding blood—He categorically forbids its consumption. Today, some try to
justify the prohibition against consumption of blood by referring to the many health dangers involved in eating
blood. For example, blood corrupts very quickly, and thus disease can be avoided by not ingesting it. Similarly,
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modern science has proven conclusively that many viral diseases are carried in the blood and consumption of
blood can transfer those diseases to the one who eats. But this is not the reason God gives for the prohibition.
God declares that the life of an animal is in its blood (verses 11, 14). And this is scientifically accurate since
oxygen in the inhaled ―breath of life‖ is carried to each cell of the body by the bloodstream. When blood is shed,
life is ―poured out,‖ so to speak. This being the case, God reserves blood for a special purpose—namely,
making atonement for sin upon the altar, the giving of life for another. These, then, are the specific reasons God
mentions for prohibiting the consumption of blood.
This is not to say there are no health benefits from avoiding the ingestion of blood—there are.
And God may have had this in mind as well. (Although it is also possible that eating blood is harmful because
God has made it so as a penalty for those who would disobey Him in this way.) From this we may learn an
important lesson: God‘s laws often have multiple effects, even beyond what is stated in the giving of the law. As
mentioned in the highlights on leprosy, the ancient Israelites were in no position to scientifically determine that
blood carries bacterial and viral diseases—the technology necessary to do that was thousands of years away.
Nevertheless, those who respected God and His commands unknowingly accrued the blessing of good health
by avoiding blood consumption, while also learning the spiritual lessons of the use of blood in sacrifice. Truly,
God is a most marvelous and merciful lawgiver.
Laws Concerning Sexual Immorality (Leviticus 18)
Chapter 18 continues the theme of holiness and separation. The instructions here are directed to all Israel, and
no mention is made of the priesthood. Hence, the instructions are not for ritual sanctification, per se. Since the
instructions regard prohibited sexual relationships, they appear to be for social holiness, that is, for producing
right relationships between the basic units of society—men and women.
Sexual immorality has been a persistent problem in all human cultures. The societies of Israel's time committed
a variety of sexual perversions, as do ours today. To create a holy nation, a nation whose individual and
societal conduct was pure and stable, God had to make clear which sexual relationships were forbidden.
The list of prohibited relationships includes marriage between (1) parent and child, (2) stepparent and stepchild,
(3) full siblings, (4) half-siblings, (5) grandparent and grandchild, (6) uncle and niece, or aunt and nephew, (7)
father-in-law and daughter-in-law, and (8) brother-in-law and sister-in-law. Also, a man was forbidden to marry a
woman as well as her daughter or granddaughter. God also now prohibited a man from taking his wife's sister
as a second wife while his wife was alive; such a marriage would likely ruin the relationship between the sisters
and produce endless rivalry and strife within the family
These prohibitions, which are still in force, prevent destructive sexual relationships with the near of kin,
prohibiting sexual relations with persons within two generations of an individual. As can be seen, these
prohibitions, had they been enacted earlier, would have prohibited the marriages of any of Adam and Eve‘s
children (per prohibition 3 above), Abraham and Sarah (per prohibition 4 above), as well as Jacob and Leah
and Rachel (per the prohibition against marrying a wife‘s sister). No particular reason is given for the
prohibitions, but medical science has demonstrated that the children of unions between near of kin, as defined
by God, have a greater risk of genetic abnormality—and it is possible that this was a factor in the enactment of
these prohibitions.
God also prohibits sexual relations with a woman during menstruation. While no reason for the prohibition is
given, it is possible that a sensitive God gave it to provide a measure of protection for women during this oftenuncomfortable period. Menstruation frequently produces mild or even severe physical discomfort, and a
woman's emotional condition at this time can be fragile. Moreover, medical science has shown that sex during
menstruation poses a greater risk of tissue injury or infection to the woman, as well as of transmitting bloodborne disease from one partner to another.
God‘s giving of this law may also be tied to the special role of blood for the atoning of sin, as blood seems to be
the major concern in Leviticus 20:18. Whatever the reason, God takes this matter very seriously—in the verse
just cited, where God imposed a severe penalty for violation, as well as in Ezekiel 18, where it is declared a
matter of righteousness (verses 5-9).
God concludes his instruction regarding illicit sexual relations and practices by pointedly reminding the Israelites
that such conduct defiles not only them but also the land. It is easy to assume that bad conduct only affects the
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perpetrator and those immediately around him. Not so. The moral quality of a people extends far beyond them
to the very land upon which they dwell.
God reminds Israel that because such abominable acts were committed by the people of Canaan, that land was
going to ―vomit them out.‖ Far from being a figure of speech or a poetic device, God's warning reveals a very
real moral law of the universe. Sin has a material impact on the natural world. Lucifer sinned and Scripture
seems to indicate that the creation was devastated as a result. Adam sinned and the plant and animal natures
were corrupted. Just so, when a nation becomes sinful, even its land is defiled. Sin affects everything—man,
beast, vegetation and land.
Various Holiness Precepts (Leviticus 19)
Parts of this chapter sound like they came from the New Testament. Indeed, in it we find the Old Testament
statement of the second great commandment, as defined by Jesus Christ (verse 18; compare Matthew 22:3740). The chapter opens with an explicit statement of the purpose for what has gone before and of what is to
follow: Because God is holy, so must His people be also. This chapter will continue with sundry laws designed
to maintain holy relationships with God and men.
The first two laws focus on a fundamental necessity for right relationships: reverence. Reverence is the high
respect paid by one individual to another, with special attention to submissive behavior. God commands
reverence for parents, the teachers of their children, and the observation of all of His Sabbaths, which are
teaching occasions between Him, our spiritual Parent, and us, His children. He further enjoins reverence for
Himself by again prohibiting idolatry. When children revere their parents and God—heeding their instruction—
right relationships based on mutual respect and honor are produced, and a whole multitude of blessings follow.
The regulation concerning peace (or fellowship) offerings again addresses the relationship between God and
Israel. God has produced peace and fellowship between Himself and Israel, and that fellowship, symbolized by
the peace offerings, must be respected. Thus, peace offerings are not to be treated in a common manner just
because they were widely shared among family members. It was very important to remember that, as the family
feasted on the offering, God also had His part in it and dined with the family. With such an honored guest in
fellowship, care needed to be taken to ensure decorum and respect.
The laws concerning gleanings may not seem like a holiness issue, but they do constitute one, for, as already
mentioned, the fundamental idea behind holiness is separation. Here God sets apart a certain portion of a
harvest for the poor. In effect, a certain portion was holy to the poor and reserved for their use. Notice, however,
that those who received this set-aside portion were still required to work for it. Unlike too many modern welfare
systems, the recipients of God‘s generosity toward them still had to gather their food from the fields and
vineyards themselves. This was consistent with the biblical principle Paul later expressed so succinctly: ―If
anyone will not work, neither shall he eat‖ (2 Thessalonians 3:10). The law was just to all concerned. It was
generous toward the poor, but also fair to the property owners—since God was the one who promised to bless
their crops if they would obey Him. By enacting this law, God ensured that He provided for the destitute among
His people—and made all Israel participants in that provision.
Attention to truth and justice is prominently addressed. When a people separate themselves to truth and justice,
they are unified and blessed with peace. God‘s priestly nation Israel needed to be just such a people if they
were to serve as examples to the rest of the world. A major part of doing justice is to never allow your brother to
continue in sin. Such ―tolerance‖ will destroy your brother and, eventually, your community and nation. It is not
―broadminded‖ or ―big-hearted‖ to allow sin to continue (compare 1 Corinthians 5:1-2, 6)—it is foolishness and
dangerous to all around! Remember, sin affects everything. When a brother is sinning, we must make an effort
to restore him spiritually (Galatians 6:1-2)—in humility, but with open rebuke if necessary (Proverbs 27:5).
Toward the close of the chapter, God addresses blood, divination and soothsaying, hair, beards, body piercing,
tattoos, prostitution and Sabbaths. Why? What do all these have in common? Much. All these prohibitions
concern pagan practices. Blood consumption was a part of Canaanite worship, as were divination and
soothsaying (that is, prognostication based on pagan practices). Shaving around the sides of the head refers to
certain tonsures or hairstyles laden with pagan sun symbolism (this practice of tonsure was widely practiced by
the Roman Catholic clergy during the Dark and Middle Ages, and still is to some degree today). Trimming of the
beard in a certain style was also part of pagan worship. Body piercing and tattoos served to mark a person as
the worshiper of a particular god, but God desires that we honor and glorify Him through the clean presentation
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of our bodies (1 Corinthians 6:20). And, as noted earlier, ritual prostitution was a ubiquitous feature of
Canaanite religion.
Come Out From Among Them and Be Separate! (Leviticus 20)
God‘s purpose was to bring Israel into the Land of Promise—and He would do just that. But the land was filled
with people who practiced abominable wickedness. Because Israel was a carnal people, not having the Holy
Spirit, and because they had been raised in an oppressive pagan culture, they would be tempted to syncretize
and ―borrow‖ pagan elements in their worship of God. This, of course, was completely unacceptable to God.
One of the practices of the people of Canaan was child sacrifice. Children, most often the firstborn, were burned
alive to the false god Molech in the belief that their innocence and sinlessness would appease him and make
the prayers the children supposedly brought before him more acceptable (hence the mention of mediums and
familiar spirits, which were other forms of communication with a god). While it may seem incredible to us that
anyone could be seduced into such horrific practice, Israel would not have found it unthinkable—it was simply
one of many religious practices of the day.
God, however, found it utterly loathsome! So, He unambiguously condemns child sacrifice in the first seven
verses of the chapter. The penalty for such conduct was death, and the executioners were to be the people, not
the state. This crime was so appalling that God wanted the entire community involved in its eradication. And
notice, God directly connects holiness and sanctification not with such abhorrent practices, but with
conscientious obedience to His laws.
This chapter also contains a repetition of the laws of sexual morality, albeit in a condensed form. The laws
regarding sexual relations are repeated, but the emphasis is on the punishment and the enormity of the crime.
Once again, notice the connection between sin and the defilement of the land.
Notice also that the dietary laws of clean and unclean meats are mentioned and specifically connected to
holiness—that is, separation from the people of the surrounding lands. The dietary laws, too, were given
primarily for holiness purposes rather than physical health. Indeed, the dietary laws do have many health
benefits, and no doubt God so intended them; but their primary purpose is stated as being for holiness. By
creating such dietary laws, God added a dimension to daily living that constantly reminded the Israelites that
they were to continue to be separate from the people of the world, and the laws created a significant frustration
to fellowship with non-Israelites.
Does God want such a distinct separation between Christians and the world? Yes! Notice what the apostle Paul
wrote: ―And what agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you are the temple of the living God. As God
has said: ‗I will dwell in them and walk among them .I will be their God, and they shall be My people.‘ Therefore,
‗Come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive
you. I will be a Father to you, and you shall be My sons and daughters, says the LORD Almighty‘‖ (2
Corinthians 6:16-18).
Laws for the Priests and Fitness for Service (Leviticus 21–22)
Because God is holy, His priests, who serve Him and represent Him to His people, must also be holy. This
chapter details several regulations concerning only the priesthood.
God is eternal and wholly separate from sin. Human death is the product of sin. So, God‘s priests must be
separate from defilement through death. To accomplish this, the priests were forbidden to become defiled with
the death of any person who was not a direct and close family member. Proper mourning was appropriate, and
hence mourning for a father or mother, brother or sister, son or daughter was permitted. But otherwise, the
priest had to be kept far from the defilement of the dead.
For the high priest, even defilement for parents was not permitted, nor outward signs of mourning allowed.
Again, tonsures, certain beard trimming and body piercing for the priests are prohibited. Such practices were
pagan in origin and God wanted His priesthood to be distinctively non-pagan.
Priestly marriages were also subject to stipulations not bound upon the average Israelite. In the case of the high
priest, it very clearly states that he could marry only an Israelite virgin. Moreover, the priests of God had to be
physically unblemished to perform certain rites. A blemished or deformed priest could not enter within the Holy
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Place, nor could he officiate at the altar. He could, however, engage in the other duties of the priesthood and
partake of the offerings. The spiritual parallels with Jesus Christ, our High Priest, should be obvious.
Not only did the priests‘ conduct and station in life have to be holy before a holy God, but even their momentary
circumstances had to be holy. To officiate at the altar, a priest had to have no ritual defilement upon him. If
defiled by disease, bodily discharge, a dead body, a discharge of semen (which may have symbolized the
unfruitful going forth of life), an unclean animal, an unclean person, or by any other means, the priest could not
officiate until he was ritually cleansed. Ritual uncleanness was representative of sin. And the holy God cannot
be defiled by sin—so everything connected with approach to Him must be without its stain.
Furthermore, if defiled, the priest could not partake of the holy offerings. The priests received portions of certain
offerings, which they and their immediate families could eat. But those who partook of the offerings had to also
be ritually pure. Thus, as we can see, those who serve God and benefit from His service, must all be clean. As
Christians, we have cleansing through the blood of Christ (1 John 1:7), without which we cannot come to the
Father, and through Christ we have access to holy things (Hebrews 13:10; compare 1 Corinthians 10:16-18; 1
Peter 2:5). Since the Church is the Israel of God (Galatians 6:16), intended to show forth the praises of God to
the world (1 Peter 2:9), it too must be cleansed, without spot, and holy.
The concluding portions of this section deal with sacrificial fitness. The animals sacrificed to God were symbolic
of Christ in different ways .Christ was morally and spiritually perfect and unblemished. Thus, the animals that
typified Him had to be physically perfect and unblemished. A sacrifice or offering made with a defective animal
was rejected, and an insult to the perfect God.
Carnal man would prefer to give God the defects and keep the good for himself. But this God will not allow.
Moreover, it was required that sacrifices be from the worshiper‘s own goods—not from a foreigner‘s goods.
Every sacrifice must ―cost‖ the one sacrificing. Finally notice, once again, that the chapter closes with an
emphasis on holiness.
The Feasts of the Eternal (Leviticus 23)
This chapter provides the first full listing in Scripture of the feasts of God, which lay out His incredible plan of
salvation for mankind. Stressed here is the fact that these are not just the Israelites‘ feasts but God‘s feasts,
including the weekly Sabbath, as well as the fact that the Holy Days within them are ―holy convocations‖—
commanded assemblies. We must always obey God in observing these feasts—to be in His presence and
receive instruction from Him. They are His appointed times to show Him proper appreciation, respect and
honor.
The general instructions apply fully to mankind today. The instructions about what offerings to make are
included here because the book of Leviticus focuses on the responsibilities of the priests and Levites. Some
instructions given here are especially valuable because they are more complete than elsewhere in the Bible,
including those about the wave-sheaf, the counting for determining the timing of Pentecost, and staying in
booths (tabernacles or tents)—emphasizing temporarily staying in dwellings other than one‘s home—during the
Feast of Tabernacles. To learn more about God‘s feasts, request or download our free booklet, God‘s Holy Day
Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind.
Keep the Fire Burning; Eye for an Eye (Leviticus 24)
The lamps of the menorah were to be lit and kept burning every day (verse 2; Exodus 27:20; 30:7-8). This was
symbolic of God‘s Spirit and His laws. Each day, we must have the light of God burning in us through His Spirit
and living by His Word. David prayed to God, ―Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light to my path‖ (Psalm
119:105). Echoing this, Solomon wrote: ―For the commandment is a lamp, and the law a light; reproofs and
instruction are the way of life‖ (Proverbs 6:23). When people see us, they should see God shining through us.
―Let your light so shine before men, that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven‖
(Matthew 5:16). Just as with the tabernacle lamps, this requires attentiveness and vigilance.
The phrase ―from evening until morning indicates tending the lamps twice a day, not tending them throughout
the night‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Leviticus 24:2-4). Similarly, we must seek God when we awake each
day and before we go to sleep each night to make sure that our spiritual ―oil‖ is renewed (compare Matthew
25:4; 2 Corinthians 4:16)—allowing us to shine every day.
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In verses 19-20 of Leviticus 24, we come to the ―eye-for-an-eye‖ principle, mentioned earlier in Exodus 21:2325. We stated in our highlights on that passage that this was apparently not generally meant to be a literal
requirement in meting out justice—that just recompense was the concern. The judges of Israel might have
required death or beating with a certain number of stripes. And that would have been literal. But we have no
evidence that the judges ever required a hand to be cut off or other bodily mutilation (although it is possible that
they did since there is no way at present to really know).
It may be that they would allow the offended party to exact that penalty from someone who had cut his hand off
(similar to God‘s allowance for the nearest of kin to a murder victim to act as an avenger of blood). As
mentioned in the highlights for Exodus 21, a big reason for the principle was not just so that the punishment
would fit the crime but so that the punishment would not go beyond the crime. The Nelson Study Bible notes on
Leviticus 24:19-20: ―Its purpose was not to require the injured party to inflict equal bodily harm on the one who
had injured him, but to forbid him from inflicting greater bodily harm.‖
Of course, while God‘s system may have allowed justice to be measured out in kind as described, His desire
was for mercy in the face of remorse—and also for restitution and care for the victim. If someone cut another
person‘s hand off, the person who lost his hand would be wiser to not cut the offender‘s hand off. The judges
would perhaps order a beating for pain and suffering and that the offender work (maybe for the rest of his life) to
provide the lost livelihood to the one who lost his hand and was no longer able to work. (If the offender‘s hand
was cut off too, he could not work to help the victim. So it would not seem to really help matters—except in
giving some sense of justice and providing a deterrent in the society.) The same goes for blinding an offender if
he has blinded someone else. This would create two needy beggars instead of just one. It seems wiser to
demand that the seeing criminal be indebted and perhaps indentured to the victim.
Proclaim Liberty Throughout the Land (Leviticus 25)
These words of verse 10 are engraved on the American Liberty Bell, a traditional symbol of U.S. freedom that
sits outside Independence Hall in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. While it was first rung on July 8, 1776, to
celebrate the first public reading of the Declaration of Independence, it was actually commissioned by the
Pennsylvania Provincial Assembly in 1751 to proclaim the Jubilee year. (Ironically, the bell was first cast in
London.) In any event, it was seen by Revolutionary America as a symbol of freedom from tyranny. And the
verse quoted is quite fitting in that regard.
In actuality, the proclamation of ―liberty‖ in the 50th year specifically referred to the fact that all debts were
canceled, all Israelites who had sold themselves into slavery were freed, and all land went back to its original
owners. The phrase ―proclaim liberty‖ also occurs in Isaiah 61:1, where it is proclaimed to the ―captives,‖ along
with ―the opening of the prison to those who are bound.‖ To whom is this referring? Those who are in ―the snare
of the devil, having been taken captive by him to do his will‖ (2 Timothy 2:26), i.e., the world at large.
This is also seen as proclaiming ―the acceptable year of the LORD‖ (Isaiah 61:2), another name for the Jubilee.
When Christ began His earthly ministry, He explained that He was fulfilling these very verses in Isaiah (Luke
4:16-21). We should easily see how this relates to the issue of debt and servitude. The penalty earned for sin is
compared to debt in the Scriptures. And in Romans 6, the apostle Paul explains that the way of sin is actually a
form of bondage or slavery. It is the debt of sin that has separated mankind from his intended inheritance. Land,
in this picture, is quite important. Notice this from The Nelson Study Bible on ―Redeeming the Land‖:
―An ancient Israelite was in desperate straits if he had to sell his family‘s land. Both food and income came from
the proceeds of the land. Dispossessed family members would quickly become someone else‘s servants. Most
people would work hard to avoid such a situation.
‖However, illness, crop failure, or other misfortunes could force a person into debt to the point that his only
alternative was to sell his land. Even in this distressing situation there was hope. A dispossessed family could
be saved from poverty and hardship: ―First, a redeeming relative could redeem (or buy back) the land (Lev.
25:25). From the proceeds, the man could pay off his creditors. The land stayed in the extended family; the
poor family stayed on their land; and eventually the redeemer was repaid. The redeemer was the nearest male
relative. If he could not fulfill this privilege and obligation, it passed down the kinship line until someone could.
This is the scenario of Ruth 4: Boaz acted as a kinsman-redeemer and bought Naomi‘s field.
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―If a man did not have any relative who would redeem his land, he could save enough to buy it back himself.
The purchase price would be prorated according to the number of years left until the next Jubilee year, the
fiftieth year (25:26, 27). A man might have to wait until the Jubilee year to reclaim the land of his inheritance
(25:28). Even in this most desperate situation there was the hope and promise that at the Jubilee year the
family would be able to return debt-free to their land and make a fresh start.
―The law of redemption and the law of the Jubilee year are vivid symbols of what Jesus Christ did on the Cross
for every person [1 Corinthians 6:20; Ephesians 1:7; 1 Peter 1:18-19]. What our first father and mother lost in
the Garden [i.e., man‘s dwelling in the paradise of God and opportunity to eat from the Tree of Life], we cannot
retrieve by any means [on our own]. We cannot go back to Eden [of ourselves].Yet Jesus Christ, our elder
Brother, redeemed it for us. We have been evicted from our inheritance, but in the Year of Jubilee, we will be
allowed to return (cf.Is 51:3; Ezek. 36:33-35; Rev. 2:7; 22:1-2, 14). We will live with Jesus in Paradise.‖
Moreover, we will at last inherit the whole universe with Him (Romans 8:16-19; Hebrews 2:8-9; Revelation
21:7], which was God‘s intent for mankind from the beginning (compare Deuteronomy 4:19). What a glorious
redemption—of both us and our heritage.
Blessings and Curses (Leviticus 26)
God had made promises of national greatness to Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and Joseph that were unconditional.
He committed Himself to bestow them on their descendants to remain true to His Word. However, God had not
as yet bound Himself to any time frame in this regard except that the national greatness had to occur in this age
in order for the Israelites to possess the ―gate of their enemies‖ (see Genesis 22:17). Since Israel was not even
a nation until the time of Moses in the mid-15th century B.C., this allowed a nearly 3,500-year window until this
end time for the birthright blessings of national greatness to be poured out.
So would God bestow the blessings at the beginning of that window—that is, to the newly formed nation of
Israel here heading toward the Promised Land? It appears that He would have—if Israel had met the condition
of continued obedience as outlined in this chapter, Leviticus 26, and its parallel passage, Deuteronomy 28.
(Again, the blessings themselves were unconditional, but God was free to attach conditions as to the time in
which He would give them.)
Right up front in Leviticus 26, God stresses prohibitions against idolatry and Sabbath breaking, the very sins for
which Israel would be punished by national captivity under the Assyrians more than 700 years later (compare
Ezekiel 20:18-24). Then the Eternal lays forth the conditions that had to be met in order for them to begin
receiving the birthright blessings right away: ―If you walk in My statutes and keep My commandments, and
perform them, then I will give you…‖ (verse 3). Perfect weather and soil conditions would yield one bumper crop
after another. They would have so much that they would have to get rid of their vast surplus to make room for
the next incredible harvest (verses 4-5). Their country would not be overrun by deadly snakes, swarms of
locusts or disease-bearing tse-tse flies, which plague the African continent. Savage lions and tigers would not
ravage small villages, terrifying and devouring their inhabitants, as happens in some areas of Africa and India
today. And the Israelites would dwell in continuous peace at home, with no fear of invasion by enemy armies
(verse 6).
Blessed in natural resources and with power to repel all military aggression (verses 7-8), they would soon
constitute the most powerful and prestigious nation in the world. This was the birthright that Israel had been
promised! Disobedience, however, would bring a different result—for a time, at least. The Israelites would be
victims of sickness and disease, drought, crop failures, famine and pestilence. They would be invaded,
defeated, plundered and, as they had been in Egypt, enslaved. Sadly, these exact kinds of curses came on
them time after time during the period of the judges. Yet they failed to learn their lesson. The period of the
divided monarchy saw Israel wallowing ever more in the worship of Baal and other false gods. And finally, the
rest of the curses of Leviticus 26 befell them, including national captivity and a 2,520-year delay in receiving the
birthright blessings (see ―Birthright Blessings Delayed for 2,520 Years‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
At last, God did bestow the birthright of national greatness on the modern descendants of Israel as He had
promised—and the United States, Britain, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, other British-descended areas and,
to a lesser extent, the other northwest European nations have been tremendously blessed as a result (for
details, request or download the free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy ). But the timing is
still in His hands. He is not required to continue the blessings indefinitely in this age. Indeed, many prophecies
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make it clear that the curses of Leviticus 26 are again going to befall the modern-day descendants of Israel—in
a worse way than ever before.
―Indeed all the nations will wonder, ‗Why has the LORD done thus to this land? What caused this great display
of anger?‘ They will conclude, ‗It is because they abandoned the covenant of the LORD, the God of their
ancestors‘‖ (Deuteronomy 29:24-25, New Revised Standard Version).
Some conclude that because God divorced ancient Israel and because the Sinai marriage covenant ended with
the death of Christ, God no longer deals with His physical people based on the principles of Leviticus 26 and
Deuteronomy 28. Yet, while the Husband/wife relationship based on the Sinai covenant has ended between
God and physical Israel, the God/people relationship, based on much earlier promises to Abraham as well as
other covenants God made with Israel besides the Old Covenant marriage, has certainly not ended.
Indeed, when Leviticus 26 was given, the Old Covenant marriage was already in existence—making the
blessings and curses distinct from it. This becomes even clearer when we consider that immediately following
virtually the same terms in Deuteronomy 28, we are told, ―These are the words of the covenant which the LORD
commanded Moses to make with the children of Israel in the land of Moab, besides the covenant which He
made with them in Horeb‖ (29:1). The principles delineated in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28, then, are still
in force.
We should also consider that many of God‘s laws are self-enforcing, meaning that breaking them brings about
punishing consequences: ―Your own wickedness will correct you, and your backslidings will reprove you‖
(Jeremiah 2:19). For example, earlier in Leviticus we read of God‘s instructions about which animal flesh is
suitable for human consumption. Eating those animals God designates as ―unclean‖ and unfit for eating can
bring about any number of diseases and other health problems on those who disregard His instructions (you
can read what several medical doctors and nutritionists say in our free booklet What Does the Bible Teach
About Clean and Unclean Meats?)
Similarly, flaunting God‘s laws regarding marriage and sexual relationships can lead to crippling and deadly
epidemics such as AIDS and other sexually transmissible diseases along with other consequences like
fatherless homes and resulting increases in poverty, crime, child abuse and substance abuse. Furthermore, we
can‘t ignore the fact that a drop in moral standards weakens the very fabric of any society and, if not reversed,
makes a people or nation a tempting target for military attack and conquest—as has happened repeatedly
throughout history. Whenever we‘re tempted to think God‘s laws don ‘t apply to us or are no longer in force, we
should consider their benefit and the possible unforeseen consequences of violating them. This is certainly part
of the warning inherent in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.
Redeeming Dedicated Persons and Property (Leviticus 27)
Based on the redemption amounts, some might think God is sexist and ageist. But God does not play favorites.
The amounts here have only to do with a practical valuation of how useful the various classes of people would
be in carrying out the heavy work of the tabernacle.
Certain dedicated property could be redeemed through paying the valuation plus an additional one fifth. This
could even be done with tithes of produce (verses 30-31), but not with the tithe of livestock (verses 32-33).
―Every tenth animal was part of the tithe that belonged to God. The owner was not allowed to adjust this
procedure so that the animal for the tithe was small, weak, or sickly, nor could he substitute a poor animal for a
better one ‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 32-33).
Some today have taken the verses regarding the redeeming of tithes to mean that it is permissible to borrow
from their monetary tithes and pay them back by adding a fifth. Yet this is not at all what is meant here. The
regulation is about exchanging, not borrowing. Tithes were owed directly to God as the firstfruits of increase. It
was not permissible to borrow from them. God said in Exodus 22:29 that the people were not to delay in turning
over their firstfruits to Him. Consider that if someone owed some carrots as a tithe, he could redeem them by
adding one fifth to their evaluation and paying that in cash. But he could not simply eat the carrots and later
grow new carrots to replace them, giving the new ones plus one fifth. That was not allowed. And it would still be
wrong today. (To learn more about the subject of tithing, download or send for our free booklet What Does the
Bible Teach About Tithing?)
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NUMBERS
Introduction to Numbers (Numbers 1)
Numbers doesn‘t sound like an interesting name for a book of the Bible. But don‘t let that fool you. The name of
the book, translated from its title in the Greek Septuagint, comes from the first counting or numbering of Israel,
which takes place 13 months after the Exodus from Egypt. ―Take a census of all the congregation of all the
children of Israel‖ (verse 2). Yet Numbers is not filled with endless genealogies, as one might expect. Quite the
contrary, it contains a great deal of interesting information on the people of Israel as God leads them out into
the ―wilderness,‖ i.e.,a wild, uninhabited land. Indeed, the Hebrew name for the book is Bemidbar, taken from
the first words in the book, translated into English as ―In the Wilderness.‖ Herein they are taught principles,
lessons and even doctrine. Moreover, the book of Numbers reports on many of God‘s miraculous acts that are
mentioned nowhere else. Furthermore, it is filled with many parallels, pictures or symbolic representations of
Jesus Christ. The priesthood and tabernacle service anticipates His ministry.
The focus is on the wilderness because previous revelations of the LORD had been given to Moses on Mount
Sinai. The Book of Numbers covers the remaining 39 years of the 40-year history of the Israelites in the
wilderness. Only 11 of the tribes of Israel were numbered—a total of 603,550 men who were able to go to war.
The numbering, or census, was conducted by tribal leaders, each head of the house of his father‘s tribe.
Because of their tabernacle duties, the Levites were not included in this numbering for battle (verse 47). The
Levites were instructed to make camp near and around the tabernacle, and all others were to keep their
distance on pain of death.
Organization of the Families (Numbers 1–2)
In chapter 2 we find the organization of the tribes of Israel. God made it clear to Moses that every Israelite was
personally responsible for pitching his camp with his tribe. There was a recognizable standard—akin to the
national flags of more modern times—that bore the emblem or ensign of each tribe and marked the area of
encampment. A leader was chosen for each tribe, the same man who had been charged with taking the tribe‘s
census.
In the center of all the camps were the Levites, surrounded by the 12 other tribes. The 12 tribes were sorted
into four main assemblies. First in the order of procession of this great body of people was Judah on the east
with Issachar and Zebulun. On the south side of the camp, Reuben was accompanied by Simeon and Gad. The
tribe of Ephraim was in the west with the tribes of Manasseh and Benjamin. Dan took the northernmost camp
with Asher and Naphtali. Not only did all Israel camp in this fashion, they traveled in this order, all 603,550 men
with their wives and children, in addition to the Levites in the center of the formation with the tabernacle.
The four main standards surrounding the tabernacle, those of Ephraim, Judah, Reuben and Dan, probably
carried the emblems of a bull, a lion, a man and an eagle respectively. This is fascinating when we discover that
these are the respective faces of the four living creatures surrounding God‘s throne in heaven (Revelation
4:7)—and that cherubim have all these faces (Ezekiel 1:10).
Numbering the Children of Levi (Numbers 3)
Though God had chosen the family of Aaron to serve as the priesthood of Israel, He had also earlier mentioned
that the firstborn of all the tribes of Israel were to be His—and therefore directly in His service, evidently to
support the work of Aaron ‘s family in caring for the tabernacle and instructing the people in God‘s ways. But the
incident with the golden calf demonstrated the general unworthiness of the people as a whole. Yet at that time,
the tribe of Levi, to which Moses and Aaron belonged, stood with Moses ―on the LORD‘s side‖ (Exodus 32:26).
And this stand for God was apparently part of the reason that God determined to choose the entire tribe of Levi
as His direct servants. They were to, in this sense, replace the firstborn (verses 11-13).
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As we have already read, the tribe of Levi was to encamp around the tabernacle, take care of it and administer
all the sacrifices and rites (Numbers 1:50-53). The Aaronic priesthood was a subset of the general Levitical
priesthood—albeit the leading subset. Aaron and his sons were to be the priests, while the rest of the Levites
were divided into family groups to serve in the physical areas, such as setting up and taking down the
tabernacle and as ushers, porters, teachers, scribes, musicians, officers and judges, etc.(see 1 Chronicles 23)
It is interesting to note in Numbers 3 the different method of numbering used to count the Levites. Whereas the
count for the rest of the Israelites was according to men 20 years and up, the Levites were counted even as
male infants one month old—and still the Levites were the smallest of all the tribes at only 22,000 men and
boys (verse 39). So small, in fact, that there weren‘t enough Levites to redeem merely the firstborn males a
month and older of the other Israelite tribes (verses 40-43). Therefore, the Israelites of other tribes had to make
up the difference in money (verse 49).
The Service of the Sons of Kohath (Numbers 4)
Who was Kohath? In this chapter we see a lot of him.When Jacob (Israel) traveled down into Egypt with his
sons and grandsons, Kohath, the son of Levi, was among them—along with his brothers Gershon and Merari.
God had promised Jacob that in Egypt He would make of him a great nation (Genesis 46:3, 11). And with the
passage of time, Kohath‘s family grew large in Egypt, as did the families of his brothers. Now, while the
descendants of Gershon and Merari are given different Levitical responsibilities, the Lord gives the charge of
the ark, the table of showbread, the menorah, the altars, the veil, the utensils of the sanctuary, the screen and
all the work related to them to the sons of Kohath (3:30-31).
In reading through this section of Scripture, we again see some of the artful creations and beautiful objects
associated with the service of the tabernacle: the blue and purple coverings, the badger skins, the golden
instruments and the golden menorah must have been magnificent to behold.
Yet most of the sons of Kohath, though they were responsible for carrying these things, were not allowed to
actually touch them or look upon them (verse 15;1 Chronicles 13:9). Only one group of Kohathites was allowed
to do that—the family of Aaron! Yes,the priests were descendants of Kohath. Perhaps this is even one of the
reasons that the Kohathites were given charge of the sacred articles.
The age range of those in this service to be counted in the census was 30 to 50 years of age, a span of 20
years. The taking down, transporting and setting up of the tabernacle was difficult work. It demanded
concentration and precision. Part of the reason for starting their official duties at 30 years of age, then,seems to
be that the work of this office took not just strength but, more importantly, training and maturity. Interestingly,
God later selected this age for certain ministerial careers to commence. John the Baptist and Jesus Christ both
began their ministries at around this same age.
The Trial of Jealousy (Numbers 5)
The offering of jealousy can seem to be one of the strangest offerings in all the Bible, offered by a jealous
husband who suspects his wife of infidelity. Stranger yet, perhaps,is the awful ritual the wife is required to
undergo. But there is a purpose to everything God commands. The Nelson Study Bible notes, ―This text can be
read as an exceptionally harsh judgment on an unfaithful wife [or even a faithful one!]. But there is a sense in
which this law ameliorated the harsh realities for a woman in this time period. A woman could be divorced in the
ancient world on the mere suspicion of unfaithfulness [thus leaving her destitute]. Without the limitations of laws
such as this, a woman might even have been murdered by a jealous husband just on the suspicion of
unfaithfulness. Here at least there was an opportunity for the woman to prove her innocence before an enraged
husband‖ (note on 5:11-31).
Still, to some this whole proceeding might conjure up images of witch trials from medieval to colonial times, in
which women were dunked in water to see if they drowned. A survivor was considered a witch and burned at
the stake, leaving drowning as the only proof of innocence. Yet there are major differences here. For one, the
faithful wife did not die but was exonerated in childbirth, and her unjustly jealous husband made to look the fool
for his unfounded accusation.
Yet there is another, even more important difference. Whereas God never commanded and had no part in the
completely absurd witch trials just described, He directly commanded and was an integral part of the trial of
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jealousy. Notice: ―Bitter water that brings a curse was not a ‗magic potion,‘ nor was there some hidden
ingredient in the water. The addition of dust from the floor of the tabernacle to a vessel of holy water and the
scrapings from the bill of indictment (verse 23) were signs of a spiritual reality. Holy water and dust from the
holy place symbolized that God was the One who determined the innocence or guilt of the woman who had
come before the priest‖(note on 5:18)—not freak happenstance or the reasoning of ignorant people.
The Nazirite Vow (Numbers 6)
We usually think only of men as Nazirites, as John the Baptist apparently was (compare Luke 1:15). But,
surprisingly, women too could take the vow of a Nazirite (Numbers 6:2). However, in the case of the woman,
her husband or father could disallow the vow and God would not hold her to it (30:5). Nazirites neither drank
wine or strong drink, and stayed away from grapes altogether for the duration of the vow. They were to let their
hair grow long, and bring special offerings to the tabernacle.
The vow was for a set time, at the end of which they were to be purified for seven days (compare 6:9; Acts
21:27), cut their hair and burn it, and partake of certain offerings, including unleavened bread and oil. When the
vow was fulfilled they could, once again, drink wine and eat grapes. The vow was usually voluntarily taken for
the purpose of making a special request of God, to give thanks to God, or to dedicate themselves to some other
such purpose. There are biblical examples of the vow being a lifelong one (Judges 13:5). A vow was often
made in thanksgiving to God; it was not something to replace weakness of character in the sense of someone
needing the vow and its visibility to others in order to be kept in line with God ‘s way.
Incidentally, we should not confuse the words Nazirite and Nazarene. The word Nazirite comes from the root
nazir, meaning to ―separate‖ or ―keep away from,‖ while Nazarene denotes a resident of Nazareth. Confusing
the words, some have argued that Jesus Christ was under a Nazirite vow, and they employ this reasoning to
argue for Him having had long hair. But Jesus was not a Nazirite, for He drank wine (Matthew 11:18-19) and on
at least one occasion touched a dead body (Luke 8:51-54). And thus, He would not have had long hair
(compare 1 Corinthians 11:14). The apostle Paul actually did take a Nazirite vow, not cutting his hair until the
vow‘s completion (Acts 18:18). And he later paid for and shared in the purification rites of four others completing
a Nazirite vow (Acts 21:23-27).
Interestingly, since ―Nazirite‖ means ―separated one,‖ Christ and all Christians are Nazirites in a spiritual
sense—our lives being consecrated to God. The Nazirite vow is one of a number of Old Testament actions or
rites that can be viewed as parallels to the Christian‘s commitment to God at baptism
Priestly Blessing (Numbers 6)
―In 1979 the Israeli archaeologist Gabriel Barkay was excavating some ancient burial caves overlooking the
Hinnom Valley, just to the south-west of the Old City of Jerusalem, when to his surprise he found one that was
undisturbed. It contained the bones of at least ninety-five people, some with pottery, arrowheads, pieces of gold
and silver jewellery buried alongside them. But Barkay‘s most spectacular find in this cave was a pair of small
cylindrical scrolls made of pure silver.
‖Although insignificant-looking when first found, the largest no more than 4 inches long, they were both found to
bear eighteen lines of Palaeo-Hebrew script when unrolled, including the words: ‗May Yahweh bless you and
keep you. May Yahweh cause his face to shine upon you and grant you peace.‘
―As palaeographic specialists are generally agreed, the date when these words were incised on the scrolls can
be no later than the 7th century BC, i.e. the time of [the prophet] Jeremiah. Since they are none other than the
‗priestly blessing‘ of Numbers 6::24-26, still used in both Jewish and Christian liturgies, they are by far the
oldest portion of Biblical text yet discovered‖ (Ian Wilson, The Bible Is History, 1999, p.173).
This discovery was a major blow to those scholars and other Bible critics who claim that the books of Moses
were actually not written until the Hellenistic period in the third century B.C.
The Dedication of the Tabernacle (Numbers 7)
In Exodus 40 we read of the dedication of the tabernacle on the first day of the first month and the glory of the
LORD filling the tabernacle. The first day of the first month, spoken of here as the day Moses had fully set up
the tabernacle, is a significant day, as there are other historical occurrences of this date mentioned in Scripture:
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when Hezekiah cleaned up the temple and restored it (2 Chronicles 29:17); the day Ezra left Babylon (Ezra
7:9); and the day Ezra had the returned captives put away their foreign wives (10:17). And after Jesus Christ
returns, we will witness the cleansing of the sanctuary once again on this first day of the first month (Ezekiel
45:18).
In Numbers 7 we also read some of the details of the tremendous offerings of the leaders of Israel that were
brought on that day to the temple to dedicate the altar in the day when it was anointed (verse 84). In chapter 1
we saw that the census was conducted by these leaders, each head of the house of his father‘s tribe. Now we
see their offerings, literally by the wagonloads, of precious gifts brought to the tabernacle. Note, however, that
the sons of Kohath had no wagons, as the holy things of the sanctuary, such as the Ark of the Covenant, were
to be carried by poles on their shoulders (verse 9). The order of the names of the leaders, with their offerings,
varies from chapter 1, yet they are the same men. The leaders of Israel brought their offerings ―before the
LORD‖—yet actually presenting them to Moses, who gave them to the Levites (verses 3, 5).
Separating the Levites for Tabernacle Duty (Numbers 8)
The system of sacrifices and offerings in the Old Testament often seems too complicated for us to grasp. Yet in
this chapter another dimension is added—we see the Levites themselves being offered to God by Aaron as a
wave offering—as if he lifts them up to present them to God for His acceptance. Indeed, waving overhead was
the typical way of presenting something to God, who dwells above in heaven (compare Exodus 29:24, 26, 27;
Leviticus 7:30, 34; 8:27, 29).We see that God does accept the Levites, stating that they are now His (Numbers
8:14).
Interestingly, the High Priest today, Jesus Christ, also ―lifts‖ His servants—His priesthood the Church (see 1
Peter 2:5, 9)—to present them before God the Father as if a wave offering. We find this in Ephesians 2:4-7:
―God, who is rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us, even when we were dead in
trespasses, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved), and raised us up together [out
of spiritual death and into God ‘s presence], and made us sit together in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,
that in the ages to come He might show the exceeding riches of His grace in His kindness toward us in Christ
Jesus‖ (emphasis added).
Of course, ―the ages to come‖ is what we are really waiting for, when we will be perfected and sinless and given
God‘s Kingdom. But we are ―raised up‖ and ―waved‖ before God for Him to accept us right now. And He does—
thanks to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ that covers our sins. We find this portrayed in the ceremony that took
place in ancient Israel on the Feast of Pentecost, when two leavened loaves of the firstfruits of the wheat
harvest were waved before God. These ―wave loaves‖ represented God‘s converted followers of Old and New
Testament times, the ―firstfruits‖ in God‘s plan of salvation (compare Romans 8:23; James 1:18; Revelation
14:1-4; Hebrews 12:23). The leaven shows that these firstfruits are not yet perfect and still beset with sin (see
Leviticus 2:11-12; 1 Corinthians 5:6-8; and highlights covering the grain offering in Leviticus 2). Yet the loaves
were accepted because a sin offering was waved with them (see Leviticus 23:16-20). The same is true today.
When Christ presents His followers before the Father, His perfect sacrifice is presented with them—and they
are accepted.
Returning to the Levites, there was a training period of five years, a sort of apprenticeship, for them before they
assumed their full duties at age 30 (verse 24; 4:3). After age 50, it seems they went into a kind of semiretirement with limited duties (8:25-26; 4:3).
The purpose of the laying on of hands, mentioned here, is to set someone apart for a specific purpose such as
in ordinations and healings. The first mention of laying on of hands in the Scriptures is when Israel (Jacob)
placed his blessing and name on Ephraim and Manasseh (Genesis 48:13). In this case of the Levites, we see
representatives of all Israel laying on their hands to set the Levites apart for the special service of the
tabernacle (verse 10). The laying on of hands, according to the book of Hebrews, is one of the basic doctrines
of the Bible (6:1-2).
Observing the Passover (Numbers 9)
In Exodus 12 we received the original instructions for the Passover. Now, however, because some men had
become defiled by coming into contact with dead bodies, thus becoming ceremonially unclean, they would have
to miss the Passover. They appealed to Moses because they really didn‘t want to miss out entirely on this
divinely commanded feast (Leviticus 23:5).
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God reveals Himself in encounters like this one. He isn‘t the harsh, heavy-handed, unreasonable God some
would make Him out to be. This event gives us a glimpse at how compassionate and understanding He actually
is in making it possible for us to follow Him. He is giving and serving, not willing that any should perish, but that
all mankind should ultimately be in His Kingdom. Thus, He establishes the second Passover for those who, for
reasons beyond their control, miss the first Passover.
It isn‘t usually published on sacred calendars, so how can you tell when to keep the second Passover? There is
an easy rule of thumb to use so as not to get confused. Just add four weeks and two days to the first Passover.
For example, if the first Passover was on a Tuesday night the second Passover will be on a Thursday night.
Of course, we must never purposely skip the first Passover. God the Father literally gave up His Son Jesus
Christ so that Christ could come to earth and die to take away our sin. Passover pictures this aspect of God‘s
incredible plan of salvation. By God‘s good graces some have been called to be a part of that plan at this time.
Moses explained that those who disregarded the Passover would be cut off and bear their sin. It is the same for
us today. To skip, or treat the Passover lightly, is to say to our Savior, ―Thanks, but no thanks.‖ We would
remain in our sin (verse 13). Let us never drift down such a dangerous spiritual path. (To better understand the
significance of the Passover request or download our booklet ‖God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for
All Mankind.‖)
Two Silver Trumpets (Numbers 10–11)
The two silver trumpets (Hebrew chatsotserah) are not to be confused with the more traditional trumpet
(Hebrew shofar), an animal‘s horn that was also blown on the Feast of Trumpets. The two silver trumpets were
used to signal the entire encampment. We can imagine their use as similar to modern army buglers sounding
an assembly or charge. The sound must have carried over the heads of the Israelites for miles. The new month
and feast days were marked, various assemblies could be called, alarms sounded to move forward, or even to
go to war, depending on the signal given, not unlike the system still used on naval vessels today. One trumpet
blown (Hebrew teru ‘ah) a prolonged blowing, called the leaders of Israel to Moses (verse 4).
Eleazar and Ithamar, sons of Aaron, were to blow the two silver trumpets as an ordinance forever (verse 8). Of
course, there is no functioning Levitical priesthood today to carry out this ordinance. These trumpets were a
type or a picture of the heavenly trumpets that will sound at the return of Christ (1 Thessalonians 4:13-17).
During the time of Solomon (whose peaceful kingdom pictured the coming Kingdom of God), the Levites
created a beautiful choir and orchestra with an astonishing 120 priests playing trumpets! (2 Chronicles 5:12)
Graves of Lust (Numbers 10–11)
The second part of chapter 10 sees Israel departing from Mount Sinai in great drama and pageantry—just a
month and a half after first setting up the tabernacle. Preparing to leave, Moses appeals to his brother-in-law
Hobab to go with them. Hobab declines because he wants to return to his native land and people. But Moses
persists, and it appears that Hobab continued with the Israelites (see Judges 1:16).
The people were setting out for the Promised Land with high hopes and expectations. It is interesting to
compare this episode with the departure of the Israelites from their great deliverance from Egypt at the Red
Sea. Only three days‘ journey into the wilderness from that point, the people turned to murmuring against God
for lack of water (Exodus 15:22-24). And here, too, it is only three days from leaving Mount Sinai (Numbers
10:33) that the people again turn to complaining (11:1-3).
Again we see just how wrong it is to be ungrateful. After all God had done for them, they griped and
complained. To teach them how sorely displeased He was, God struck the outskirts of the camp with fire,
possibly lightning, as a lesson to those who would be unappreciative. That lesson was meant for us today as
well, for God hasn‘t changed the way He views things like ingratitude and rebellion. But despite the warning,
ingratitude increased—to the point of the people weeping for what they didn‘t have (thus showing little regard
for the extent to which God had incredibly blessed them).
Amazingly, they even said they wanted to be back in Egypt, where they had been whipped and beaten as slave
laborers! The insanely needless moaning and crying takes its toll on Moses. Not only is he helpless to deal with
the situation himself, but the people hold him personally responsible for the predicament they are in. It all gets
to be more than Moses can deal with, so he pleads to God. He didn‘t father all these people; he doesn‘t have
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food for them; why does he have all the responsibility? Just to get a feel for the burden Moses thought he was
carrying, consider the size of this encampment of people. For Moses to give every Israelite a quarter-pounder,
just one hamburger each, it would have required 375 tons of fresh ground meat! Moses asked to be put out of
his misery.
Indeed,Moses was so upset that he was actually blaming God of evildoing. The King James and New King
James Versions, however, give only a hint of this—in verse 11, where Moses asks God, ―Why have you
afflicted your servant?,‖ and in the first words of verse 15, ―If you treat me like this…‖ This shows that Moses
considered God responsible for His plight but not that Moses actually thought God morally wrong because of it.
Yet of great interest in this regard are the last words of Moses in verse 15—―my wretchedness.‖ This should
literally be translated ―my evil‖ (J.P.Green,The Interlinear Bible ).
Yet Moses is certainly not confessing His own faults in this passage. Rather, what he must be saying is, ―the
evil of my situation‖ or ―the evil that has come upon me,‖ which, in either case, by direct implication, means ―the
evil that You [God] are doing to me.‖ To see this more clearly, notice how The New English Bible translates
verse 15: ―But if I have won thy favour, let me suffer this trouble at thy hands no longer.‖ And even more
poignantly, notice the same verse in the Good News Bible :―If you are going to treat me like this, have pity on
me and kill me, so that I won‘t have to endure your cruelty any longer.‖ So Moses was actually accusing God of
evil—of deliberate cruelty.
Yet God, who knows the heart, was merciful to Moses. Remember always that God has promised that He will
put no burden on us we can‘t bear (compare 1 Corinthians 10:13). In His lovingkindness, God responded to
Moses‘ plea by calling for the appointment of 70 elders to help carry the burden of the people—men who would
be helped by God‘s Holy Spirit.
Nevertheless, God was sorely displeased with the ungrateful attitude of the people who were saying it was
better back in Egypt. Did they consider it a small thing that God was giving them manna enough for all their
needs? Evidently. And rather than be content with that—or at least pray to God to supply the desires of their
hearts—the people just moaned and bellyached for the meat they didn‘t have. Moses had doubted whether it
was possible to find enough meat for the whole congregation. To carry the previous analogy a little further, two
Big Macs a day, for a month, would come to more than 30,000 tons of meat altogether! We can‘t imagine that
much meat—and neither could Moses.
Are there that many fish in the sea? Yet God was able to provide—and did. But angered by the voracious lust of
such rebellious ingrates, God smote the people with a great plague, killing many. The place where this
happened, now named Kibroth Hataavah or ―Graves of Lust,‖ was a vast graveyard of needlessly ravenous,
ungrateful people.
Miriam‘s Leprosy (Numbers 12–13)
Resisting God-ordained authority has been as common a temptation as presuming to speak for God when not
appointed to do so. Often in the case of sedition and rebellion, we see both. And in chapter 12, we find Miriam
and Aaron doing both. Moses was the most humble man on the face of the earth (verse 3)—a note probably
inserted by Joshua or a later biblical editor to put the challenge against Moses in perspective. And this humble
man patiently waited on the LORD to intervene and uphold him. He did nothing to refute his sister and brother.
People who are jealous of someone will often run them down, which is what Miriam and Aaron proceed to do.
They start by attacking him over ―the Ethiopian [or Cushite] woman whom he had married‖ (verse 1). Many
have built theories on this accusation. We have no other record in Scripture of the woman mentioned here, for
the only wife we do know of, Zipporah, was a Midianite.
Thus, we cannot know for sure when Moses married this woman. It is possible that he married her decades
earlier while a prince in Egypt, after winning a victory against Ethiopia, as this is what Josephus records. This
first-century Jewish historian refers to her as Tharbis, daughter of the king of Ethiopia (Antiquities of the Jews,
Book 2, chap.10). Moses may have retrieved her when he returned to Egypt to free the Israelites—we simply do
not know. In any case, there is no record of God issuing any criticism of Moses in this circumstance. Indeed,
God exonerates Moses as being faithful in all His house (verse 7).
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But do not Miriam and Aaron also speak for God? Is not their disapproval sanctioned by Him? The question is
even raised as to whether Moses was unique in his role as the one through whom God communicated. At the
very least, Miriam and Aaron wanted to have an equal say with Moses.
Perhaps it was jealousy, perhaps it was pride, perhaps a family argument. They convinced themselves that they
had a valid claim—after all,Miriam was a prophetess (Exodus 15:20) and God spoke to Aaron, too (Leviticus
10:8; 11:1;1 3:1; Exodus 6:13; 12:1; etc.). God does, then, speak to all three of them. Yet, while exonerating
Moses, He comes down hard on Miriam and Aaron. Miriam, it appears, may have been the instigator of the
criticisms of Moses, as her name is mentioned first (verse 1) and the principal punishment befalls her (verses
10, 14). Remarkably, Moses‘ wonderful character shines through as he intercedes for his brother and sister
despite the personal betrayal he must have felt.
Two Witnesses Against an Evil Report (Numbers 12–13)
While we see God here telling Moses to send men to spy out the land (13:1-2), Deuteronomy 1:21-23 shows
that this idea was initially brought to Moses by the people. The idea pleased Moses, who evidently took it to
God for approval—which God gave with more details here in Numbers 13.
(It is, of course, likely that God intended this plan all along—perhaps inspiring the people to come up with it.)
Twelve men, one from each tribe, were chosen to spy out the land. They were to check out the soil, trees,
people, cities, everything, and then report back. These 12 men are different leaders of Israel than those we saw
in chapters 1 and 7. Only two of these men brought a favorable report, Caleb and Joshua. Caleb said, evidently
because of his faith in God, ―Let us go up at once and take possession, for we are well able to overcome it‖
(verse 30).
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No doubt God inspired the decision to send these two who He already knew to be faithful—ensuring that there
would be at least two faithful witnesses among this generally faithless group to fulfill His requirement that we
are to accept something on the testimony of two or three witnesses. Interestingly, in the end time, after the
organized work of God is publicly silenced, there will still be two witnesses (Revelation 11:3) who will give a
faithful report on the nature of the future promised land, the Kingdom of God. Yet, as before, the vast majority of
those reporting on God ‘s Kingdom will be false witnesses—as is the case even now.
Another important factor to consider is that even if everything the evil witnesses said were actually true, the
omnipotent God was easily able to defeat obstacles like giants and massive fortresses—a fact that should
already have been evident from the plagues upon Egypt and the parting of the Red Sea. God had, after all,
brought low the most powerful kingdom on earth—the Egyptian empire—right before their eyes, and the citystates of Canaan were much weaker in comparison.
Besides not expanding fears about the dangers of the land beyond all proportion, Joshua and Caleb knew—had
the faith—that God would deliver on His promise. They were the ones the Israelites should have listened to.
Sadly, however, this was not to be.
―You Shall Know My Rejection ‖ (Numbers 14)
The Israelites, it appears, had come to the point where they could have immediately possessed the Promised
Land. But a lack of faith would keep them out of this land that flowed with milk and honey for several more
decades—making their time in the wilderness a total of 40 years.
Discouragement set in as a result of the evil report of the 10 faithless spies, and once again the children of
Israel speak against Moses and Aaron. They begin by wishing they had already died in Egypt or the wilderness
rather than face the ―dangers‖ of the land of Canaan (verse 2). But the complaining doesn‘t stop there. They
accuse God of intentionally putting them and their families in harm‘s way to kill them (verse 3). And then an
even more incredible thing happens.They decide that it would be much better to return to Egypt, so they
actually call for the selection of a new leader to lead them back to the land of their enslavement.
At this point Moses and Aaron ―hit the deck,‖ as it were (verse 5), probably to intercede for the people and
perhaps to ―dodge the bullets‖ of God‘s wrath that would surely follow such outrage. Indeed, how out of touch
with reality can people be? Of course, we probably consider ourselves impervious to such a frame of mind. Yet
discouragement can also cause us to want to give up and go back into the world. Egypt, a type of sin, for us
represents those things we believe and do before the Father calls us and grants us repentance and faith. We
must, then, never look back. But again, the people were not merely looking back—they had already determined
to actually go back. They were picking a leader for this rebellion when Joshua and Caleb step forward in utter
grief.
They encourage the people to go forward toward the Promised Land. In 13:16, we see that Moses has changed
the name of Hoshea (Hebrew ―Salvation ‖ or ―May the Eternal Save‖) to Joshua (Hebrew ―The Eternal
Saves‖)—thus providing an ―answer‖ to the ―request‖ in the former name. The Latinized Greek form of Joshua is
Jesus. Indeed, Joshua was a type of Jesus Christ in many respects.
Joshua‘s encouragement gives us a picture of Jesus, our Savior, our Deliverer, our Captain, cheering us on and
helping us into His Kingdom (verse 8). With Caleb, he exhorts the people, ―Don‘t rebel, don‘t fear our enemies,
we‘ll eat them alive, they will fall apart‖ (compare verse 9). Like Joshua, Caleb was appropriately named, as his
name carries the sense of being ―Bold‖ or ―Wholehearted‖ in Hebrew. Clearly, to not follow God‘s lead, to refuse
His promises, is rebellion. But the Israelites‘ rebellion is further magnified when their response to the faithful
witnesses is a call to stone them to death.
Then the thing that Israel should have truly feared happens—God‘s presence is manifested before them in the
shekinah glory (verse 10), and He is furious. God again considers wiping Israel out altogether, and starting over
with Moses. Notice, however, that Moses doesn‘t seek preeminence for himself. Rather, he is primarily
concerned with God‘s reputation. He reminds the LORD that the nations are watching (verses 13-16).
Furthermore, despite the rebellion of the people and their threats against him personally, Moses loves them and
seeks their welfare. In coming to their aid, he appeals to God‘s patience and mercy (verses 17-19). Moses is
very obviously, then, a type of Christ in obtaining pardon for the people.
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But for the Israelites it is only a temporary pardon—because they will not repent. And ultimately, the very thing
that they wished for, that they had fallen dead in the wilderness (verse 2), will come upon them (verses 28-29,
32, 35). Of the older generation, only Joshua and Caleb will enter the Promised Land (verses 24, 30). And
rather than God placing the Israelites‘ children in jeopardy as the people had accused, the children would be
the only ones spared: ―Your little ones, whom you said would be victims, I will bring in, and they shall know the
land which you have despised‖ (verse 31). Yet for 40 years, the nation will be rejected from entering the
Promised Land. Incredibly, as severe as this might sound, it actually displays the tremendous mercy of God that
He would still make it possible for a purged Israel to enter the land.
But now we come to an amazing tendency of human nature. When God says, ―Do,‖ the carnal mind wants to
not do. And when God says, ―Don‘t,‖ the carnal mind wants to do (compare Romans 8:7; 7:8). Now that God
says they can‘t enter the Promised Land, the people suddenly want to—and attempt to do just that. They do
acknowledge their prior sin, but they do not see that by seeking what God has now forbidden by His judgment,
they are guilty of the sin of rebellion just the same.
Though Moses warns them, they mount a futile invasion attempt of the land. But it is, of course, doomed to
failure from the start because God is not with them (verses 42-45). Consider then: As a result of the fear and
lack of faith of 10 cowardly men, and the people‘s response to it, the Israelites would have to die in the
wilderness. They hardened their hearts, and God made up His mind that they would not enter His rest (Psalm
95:8-11)—that is,the Promised Land.
They refused to follow God, though He was visibly with them in the cloud and the fire. We must take warning
from all this. God‘s Word states that the Israelites falling in the wilderness should serve as a powerful example
to us (1 Corinthians 10:1-12). They took their eyes off the goal, a mistake we are repeatedly warned not to
make. Let us therefore fear, we who have the promise of entering into God‘s future rest, His millennial Kingdom,
lest any of us should come short of it. We can miss out just as assuredly as they did, and for the same reason—
a lack of faith. And yet, like the children of Israel, we are so close to entering in (Hebrews 3:8–4:11).
Remaining Faithful (Numbers 15)
This chapter starts off on a positive,encouraging note. God says, ―When you have come into the land you are to
inhabit…‖ (verse 2). This might seem odd on the heels of the last chapter. But remember that despite what had
happened, God had stated that the younger generation would eventually enter Canaan. And in giving various
commands regarding the making of grain and drink offerings in the land, He was also reaffirming that promise.
Verse 19 refers to a ―heave‖ offering,a term that may sound strange to our ears. The word heave means ―to lift
up.‖ It is thus the same as a wave offering. Here it is explained that the Israelites were to heave the first of each
grain harvest. ―Right at the beginning of the harvest, the harvester had to acknowledge that his produce was a
gift from God. By holding up the very first produce from a harvest or the first cake made from the first grain of
the season, the worshiper thanked God as the giver of all good gifts‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 17-21).
The chapter then moves on to the subject of sin. When someone got mixed up or forgot to perform a particular
duty, such a sin of ignorance could be readily remedied. But deliberate sins, or sinning ―presumptuously‖
(literally, ―with a high hand‖)—in essence, defiantly shaking one‘s fist in God‘s face—was another matter
entirely. It merited a severe penalty. Following in the chapter is an example of just such a situation—that of a
man deliberately working on the Sabbath.
The people didn‘t know how to deal with such a willful breaking of the commandment, so they temporarily
incarcerated him until they could get instructions. The law already stated that he should die (Exodus 31:15), but
not the means of death. God told Moses the man should die outside the camp of Israel at the hands of the
people by stoning. This way all Israel would participate in and realize the severity of the punishment and the
absoluteness of God‘s commandments. Today,no one is executed for Sabbath breaking. But God has already
shown us His decreed penalty and exactly how He feels about the need to obey His laws. Indeed, the penalty
for all sin is ultimately death (Romans 6:23).
Man is not to seek after the things of his own heart, or his own eyes, or the pride of life, because those things
are of the world (verse 39; 1 John 2:16). Rather, we must forsake the spiritual harlotry of our old, sinful nature
and set ourselves apart to follow only the true God (verses 40-41). We do not need to use tassels today as

90

memory devices to remember all of God‘s laws,as God told the Israelites. Instead, God‘s Spirit writes His laws
on our hearts and minds (Hebrews 8:10), helping us to remember all of His commands (John 14:26).
Korah‘s Rebellion (Numbers 16)
Korah, a first cousin to Moses, and 250 leaders of the assembly arose in self-exaltation against Moses and
Aaron with claims that they were superseding their authority. These men hypocritically accused Moses and
Aaron, saying, ―You exalt yourselves above the assembly of the LORD‖ (verse 3).
There is within sinners the proclivity to accuse others of the same sin they are committing (verse 7; Romans
2:1). These men wanted a piece of the action, to appoint themselves as leaders and teachers over the
congregation. They took too much upon themselves, speaking evil of things they did not understand (compare
Jude 10-11). They were refusing to recognize that God was working in a special way with Moses and Aaron,
and they hadn‘t learned anything from Miriam and Aaron‘s misjudgment in a similar way regarding Moses.
Moses told Korah and the 250 to bring bronze censers (devices for burning incense, each made of a bowl with
a colander on top, swung on a chain). Why? Because besides the contention over judging the nation, these
men were also disputing Aaron‘s position over the priesthood. They were not priests, and the burning of
incense was a priestly duty these men were trying to usurp (Numbers 16:40). Again, they had apparently not
learned anything from the terrible mistake of Nadab and Abihu, who had died because they offered strange fire
before the LORD (3:4; Leviticus 10:1-2).
Because God is the One who put Moses and Aaron in their respective offices, the rebellious action of the men
led by Korah was actually against God (Numbers 16:11, 30). Moreover, as the sons of Levi, they had already
been appointed to very respected positions in the service of His tabernacle.
And yet they weren‘t satisfied—they wanted the judgeship and priesthood also (verses 9-10). ―The men who
were seeking a higher position were in fact being contemptuous of the place to which God had appointed them.
Moses‘ response was condescending and scathing: ‗Is it a small thing to you?‘ The dissenters should have
realized how gracious God had been in giving them the life work He had provided. They were not unlike people
who complain about the gifts God has given them‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 16:9-11).
These men rejected Moses‘ authority, claiming that he was lording authority over them like some worldly
prince—which is utterly ridiculous given the humility of Moses and His many intercessions for the Israelites,
including his offer to give up His own eternal salvation to save them.
Dathan and Abiram, two allies of Korah, even praised Egypt as the land of milk and honey (verse 13), accused
Moses of wrongdoing for leading them out of that land, and absurdly blamed him for the fact that the Israelites
had been denied entrance to the Promised Land (verse 14). It may be that many were beginning to be swayed
by these accusations, since God once again stands ready to blast the entire nation from existence—though He
relents from this course at the intercession of Moses and Aaron. Nevertheless, the principal evildoers come to a
dramatic end.
It is easily overlooked here, but, thankfully, not all of Korah‘s family followed him in this rebellion (26:11).
Indeed, Korah‘s descendants were later prominent among the Levites (see 2 Chronicles 20:19), serving as
gatekeepers at the temple (1 Chronicles 26) and as musicians, contributing many psalms for temple worship
(see Psalm 42; 44–49; 84–85; 87–88). There is a natural human tendency to support those within our families.
But this becomes a problem when the family member being supported is engaging in wrongdoing. There is a
similar sin in the supporting of those in leadership positions when they are leading sinful lives (verse 26). The
scriptures are clear that God disqualifies leaders who refuse to repent of overt sin in their lives. We can never
condone sin. To just say, ―I‘ll put it in God‘s hands,‖ when we have an obligation to stand up and be counted, is
the same as temporarily approving of a sinful situation—and that is always wrong. That‘s why Moses drew that
proverbial ―line in the sand,‖ asking people to show where they stood by backing away from the rebels.
The people of the congregation do back away and witness the incredible event of the earth swallowing up the
leading rebels with their families and fire consuming the unauthorized incense offerers. But astonishingly, the
congregation complains against Moses and Aaron the next day, blaming them for killing God‘s people. God is
understandably infuriated,and again—only the next day!—He tells Moses and Aaron to get out of the way so
that He can destroy the nation (verses 44-45). In His wrath God sends a terrible plague. But again, Moses
desires to save the people and orders Aaron to quickly make atonement for them. Aaron, as a clear type of
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Christ—a mediator, a savior, a deliverer—intercedes for the congregation, standing between life and death to
stop the plague, which had already slain nearly 15,000 people (verses 48-49).
Aaron‘s Rod Buds (Numbers 17)
In the rebellion of Korah, the heresy that just any Israelite could serve in God‘s priesthood had spread
throughout the camp. And even though the instigators of this idea had been removed, the idea itself persisted
among the people. Indeed, it was evident from the people‘s response following God‘s execution of the rebels—
blaming Moses and Aaron—that they did not really understand why God had done this. So He would make it
very clear to them that only Aaron and His descendants were to serve as the priests of His physical nation—
and that any violation of this rule would merit death, as they had already witnessed.
God asked Moses for each family tribe to get a staff, a rod, and whittle the name of the family‘s leader onto the
stick. Aaron‘s name was to be on the rod of the family of the Levites. If the name ―Levi‖ had been on the rod of
the Levites, all the Levites would have an equal claim to the priesthood. But as we know, that was not the case
(remember, even Korah and his family were Levites). Moses was then to lay these 12 rods side by side before
God in the tabernacle. God would settle the matter, hopefully once and for all, by miraculously causing the rod
of the one He had chosen to blossom (verse 5). That would put a stop to any and all claims that the priesthood
belonged to others. Moses did as God had instructed, and the next day Aaron‘s rod had buds, blossoms and
almonds that had already ripened! Every tribe got their lifeless stick back, while Aaron‘s blossoming rod was
laid up in the Most Holy Place to serve as a sign against any future attempts to usurp the priesthood (Hebrews
9:3-4).
Finally, the congregation seems to get the picture that God is more serious about preserving the sanctity of His
holy things than about physical life and death. However, considering the context, it appears that Numbers 17
ends with the Israelites falling into despair over the concern that they could be annihilated due to some random
mistake or oversight at the tabernacle (see verses 12-13)—in which case, God basically answers their concern
in the next chapter.
The Levites‘ Responsibility and Portion (Numbers 18)
The congregation now seems to have a healthy reverence and respect for the holy things of God. The people
are to generally keep their distance from the tabernacle. But as we glimpsed in yesterday‘s reading, they are
apparently very concerned that they could be annihilated for some random mistake or oversight when they were
required to approach the tabernacle, such as when bringing offerings. And indeed, God reveals that if mistakes
happen at the tabernacle, someone will be called to account. But God lets it be known that the responsibility for
ensuring the proper care and appropriate service of the tabernacle belongs to the priests and other Levites, and
that they will be held individually accountable if anything goes awry.
The thought is expressed this way: ―You and your sons and your father‘s house with you [i.e., all the Levites]
shall bear the iniquity related to the sanctuary, and you and your sons [i.e., just the priests] shall bear the
iniquity associated with your priesthood‖ (verse 1). The word ―iniquity‖ can throw us off a little. The word
translated ―iniquity‖ (Hebrew ‗avon) means ―perverseness‖ and derives from a root meaning ―to be bent or
crooked.‖ The English word ―wrong,‖ which originally connoted being ―wrung out of course,‖ gives us the same
word picture (E.W.Bullinger, Companion Bible, appendix 44, sec.4.) While it can mean deliberate evil, it can
also simply mean that something is incorrect or not the way it is supposed to be for whatever reason. And if
some aspect is out of kilter in the service of the priesthood or tabernacle due to slackness, incompetence,
neglect or any such thing on the part of an individual who is supposed to be keeping watch over this aspect,
that individual will be held guilty.
In reading through these passages, we should desire to understand the import they hold for us now. Leadership
today, as in ancient Israel, carries great responsibility and accountability. Every consideration must be given to
lead in a righteous way, using mature wisdom in following all the laws and principles of God. Those in God‘s
Church are told not to take too much upon themselves. Just as the Levitical priesthood was not for all Israelites,
so being ordained as a minister of Jesus Christ or appointed by the ministry to teach is not for all spiritual
Israelites, i.e.,true Christians. The apostle James wrote to fellow Christians, ―Let not many of you become
teachers [which was anciently the responsibility of the priests and Levites], knowing that we [teachers, as
James was] shall receive a stricter judgment‖ (James 3:1). Leaders today will ―bear the iniquity‖ if they misuse
their offices.
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To Aaron and his sons,and their families, belonged all the tabernacle offerings for their sustenance. This
required Aaron and his sons to live by faith. Having no worldly jobs or income, they depended entirely on God.
Aaron‘s family had no inheritance in the land and looked to God to be their inheritance. ―I am your portion and
your inheritance among the children of Israel,‖ God said (verse 20). The Levites would only have small lots of
land for the purpose of keeping a few animals to provide their daily needs. So to the Levites went the tithes that
were received of all Israel as their inheritance (verse 21). The Levites, in turn, then tithed on their income to
Aaron the priest (verses 26-28). And now, as the book of Hebrews explains, God has directed that tithes and
offerings go to different recipients—those who represent the Melchizedek priesthood (see Hebrews 7).
A Red Heifer for Purification (Numbers 19)
Here we have one of the most mysterious sacrifices in the Bible. According to author Grant Jeffrey: ―The
Talmud claims that the Red Heifer sacrifice was the only one of God‘s commands that King Solomon, the
wisest man who ever lived, claimed he did not understand‖ (The Signature of God, 1996, pp.152-153). And
indeed, we still may not understand all of the symbolism in this most interesting offering.
We do know that we are cleansed by the blood of the supreme sacrifice of Jesus Christ (1 John 1:7). And the
book of Hebrews confirms that this is part of the symbolism here: ―For if the blood of bulls and goats and the
ashes of a heifer, sprinkling the unclean, sanctifies for the purifying of the flesh, how much more shall the blood
of Christ, who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without spot to God, purge your conscience from dead
works to serve the living God?‖ (9:13-14). But there is also the fact that the heifer was a representation of Israel
in the Scriptures. Perhaps, then, as was mentioned in the discussion on the sin offering, there is some sense of
this offering being fulfilled in the people putting to death their old natures. Indeed, that would seem to tie in with
having our consciences purged from dead works. Moreover, though there is not sufficient space to elaborate on
it here, Christ stood in Israel‘s place in a number of respects.
In any event, besides the spiritual significance it certainly had, Jeffrey explains that there was a medical benefit
to what God was prescribing here as well, just as there was with the laws for dealing with leprosy. In fact, there
were clear similarities (compare Leviticus 14:4).
Jeffrey states that ―the water of purification described in Numbers 19 actually had the ability to destroy germs
and infection. The resulting water of purification solution contained ashes from the Red Heifer sacrifice
combined with cedar, hyssop and scarlet thread. This water of purification contained ‗cedar‘ oil that came from
a kind of juniper tree that grew in both Israel and the Sinai. This cedar oil would irritate the skin, encouraging
the person to vigorously rub the solution into their hands.
―Most importantly, the hyssop tree—associated with mint, possibly marjoram—would produce hyssop oil. This
hyssop oil is actually a very effective antiseptic and antibacterial agent. Hyssop oil contains 50 percent
carvacrol which is an antifungal and antibacterial agent still used in medicine, according to the book None of
These Diseases. When we note that the waters of purification from the Red Heifer Sacrifice were to be used to
cleanse someone who had become defiled and unclean due to touching a dead body, we begin to understand
that this law was an incredibly effective medical law as well as a spiritual law‖ (p.153).
Of course, it is not clear how much of the cedar and hyssop oil would remain after burning in the fire. There was
probably some. But perhaps God was interested more in the symbolism of cleansing agents here than their
actual effectiveness. Burning is itself symbolic of purification.
Still, the discussion on open versus sealed containers in the area where someone died should convince any
modern reader that God must have had germs in mind to some degree. And it is again worth noting, as in the
highlights on leprosy, that there is no way Moses could have understood the need for such advanced medical
precautions based on the available knowledge of the time. Divine inspiration is truly the only reasonable
conclusion that can be reached.
The Rebellious Act of Moses and Aaron (Numbers 20)
When the people arrive in Kadesh, decades have passed since the last chapter! Kadesh was the same location
where Israel rebelled against entering the Promised Land. Back when the spies brought their evil report, God
had told the Israelites they would be in the wilderness 40 years. These years have been long and bitter, with
rebellion upon rebellion (compare Ezekiel 20:13-24). And now it is the 40th and final year of their wandering.
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Nearly all the people who were 20 years and older at the time of the exodus have died out. Miriam, at around
the age of 130, dies as this final year begins (verse 1).
Sadly, those of the younger generation proved just as rebellious as their parents (Ezekiel 20:18-24). When they
complained to Moses that they had no water, Moses and Aaron went to the tabernacle to ask God what to do.
And God gave some straightforward instructions: Take the rod; gather the assembly; speak to the rock where
the people can see. That shouldn‘t have been too hard to follow. But Moses had finally had it. He was, after all
this time, completely fed up with the Israelites—―You rebels,‖ he called them (verse 10). And while this was
understandable, his anger got the better of him.
After so many years of being browbeaten by the people, Moses and Aaron, perhaps in a momentary lapse,
became puffed up. Moses didn‘t say, ―God will give you water.‖ No, he said, ―Must we bring water for you out of
this rock?‖ (verse 10). And he struck the rock instead of speaking to it, just as he had done nearly 40 years
before (see Exodus 17:6). Only this time, God had not told him to strike it. Nevertheless, he even struck it twice.
God labeled this a lack of faith, saying, ―You did not believe Me, to hallow Me in the eyes of the children of
Israel‖ (verse 12).
Apparently, then, it wasn‘t that Moses and Aaron didn‘t believe water would come out by merely speaking, but
they didn‘t believe God‘s earlier warnings about the seriousness of following His instructions exactly. Or,
perhaps more accurately, they didn‘t believe that these warnings applied to them—as if their closeness to God
gave them some leeway. However, as they should have known, just the opposite is true. Those in leadership
positions are held to stricter accountability—to set the right example for everyone else. Moses and Aaron called
the people rebels. Yet they rebelled against God‘s words themselves (verse 24; Romans 2:1). Neither would
enter the Promised Land. Aaron died above their next encampment on Mount Hor at the age of 123 (verses 2528; 33:38-39).
There is a vital lesson here for us. We are never too old to be tested. None of us are ever so perfect that we
don‘t have lessons to learn. And no matter who we are or what position we have, we are not excused from
obeying God—a fact the Israelites desperately needed to know.
Verses 14-21 of chapter 20 record Moses‘ attempt to negotiate peaceful passage through Edom‘s territory. He
even offered to pay Edom for any of the land‘s resources they used in route. But Edom rebuffed Moses‘ offer.
This is one of several acts of antagonism Edom shows toward the descendants of Jacob. Old grudges die hard,
and sometimes they never do unless God intervenes.
Fiery Serpents Among the People (Numbers 21)
The rest of the trip toward the Promised Land would be hard and difficult. First, the king of the Canaanite city of
Arad picks a fight, and carries some Israelites away captive. God empowers the Israelites to ―utterly destroy‖
the Aradites in a place that became known as Hormah, meaning ―Utter Destruction.‖ Interestingly, this first
military victory against the Canaanites takes place in the same spot that, decades before, the Israelites had
been defeated when they vainly tried to enter Canaan after God told them they would have to wait 40 years
(compare 14:45).
Yet the victorious spirit does not carry them all the way. Going around Edom proves so difficult that the children
of Israel become discouraged—which once again turns to bitter complaining. When their ingratitude leads them
to declare that they detest the God-given manna sustaining them, calling it ―worthless,‖ God sends them deadly
fiery serpents. In terror and agony, the people quickly repent, asking for Moses' prayers on their behalf. God‘s
instruction then is remarkable—He tells Moses to make a bronze image of a serpent and set it up on a pole and
to instruct the people to look upon it to be healed. Biblically, the serpent is a symbol for Satan (compare
Genesis 3; Revelation 12:9). Yet the New Testament tells us that this raised bronze serpent is a type of Jesus
Christ, who was lifted up in crucifixion—and that looking to His sacrifice gives us life (John 3:14-15).
So how could a seemingly Satanic symbol represent Christ? The devil, remember,was the original sinner—and
the instigator of sin among our first human parents, Adam and Eve. That being so, we may view the serpent as
a symbol of sin, or the sinful nature mankind has acquired from Satan (compare Ephesians 2:2; Romans 8:7).
In sacrificing Himself for us, Christ bore our sin and its penalties (Isaiah 53:4-6). Indeed, the Bible says that He
became ―sin for us‖ (2 Corinthians 5:21). And as sin separates us from God (Isaiah 59:2), Christ could not be in
the Father‘s perfect presence at the moment He bore our sins and endured its ultimate penalty of death
(compare Matthew 27:46).
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Thus, in bearing our sin, Christ could properly be depicted with the image of a raised serpent. When we look
upon Christ‘s death by crucifixion for our sins and His resurrection from that death into new life, we can have
the penalty for sin removed from us and also be granted new life (Romans 5:9-10).
In later years, the Israelites will view the bronze serpent as a holy relic of veneration and begin worshiping it.For
this reason, it will wisely be destroyed by righteous King Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:4). Verse 14 of Numbers 21
mentions the ―Book of the Wars of the LORD.‖ The Nelson Study Bible says this ―refers to an early collection of
songs and writings known today only from this citation The fact that Numbers draws upon other early Hebrew
writings shows that the ancient Hebrew peoples had other literature in addition to Scripture.‖ This book is not in
existence today.
Balak Sends for Balaam (Numbers 22)
In chapter 22 we meet some very strong personalities. The first is Balak, king of the Moabites, whose name
means ―Empty.‖ Next is Balaam, a soothsayer (see Joshua 13:22) from Pethor, a city on the Euphrates in
Mesopotamia (compare Deuteronomy 23:4). His name means ―Destroyer of the People,‖ and Balak hires him in
an attempt to destroy the Israelites. Israel‘s armies had not confronted Moab as of yet, but Balak, aware of what
had happened to his enemy Sihon, was terrified that he and his kingdom were next.
The irony of all that follows is that Israel had no fight with Moab. They only wanted passage to the Promised
Land. In fact, God had told the Israelites not to attack Moab (Deuteronomy 2:1-9). But Balak either didn‘t know
this or didn ‘t believe it. So he consulted with ―the elders of Midian‖ with whom he may have had alliances.
(Though Moses did have Midianite associations through dwelling with his wife‘s family for 40 years, it is likely
that they were far removed from the clans these leaders represented—the Midianites being a widespread,
nomadic people.) Yet Balak probably realized that a military campaign alone was not going to stop the Israelites
and the supernatural power behind them. Rather, he needed to employ spiritual warfare—and thus the call for
Balaam.
The Nelson Study Bible explains: ―The Moabites believed that blessings and cursings from the gods could be
manipulated by skilled agents, who presumed to be able to traffic with the gods. At the time, the most famous of
these agents was Balaam of Mesopotamia. In 1967, a discovery was made in Jordan of an eighth-century B.C.
inscription of prophecies of Balaam. This discovery in what was ancient Moab is stunning evidence of the
renown of this prophet even hundreds of years after his death. Yet the Balaam of Scripture is thoroughly
reprehensible. In Scripture he becomes a paradigm of evil, a nearly satanic figure (see 31:8; Deut.23:4, 5;
Josh.13:22; 24:9, 10; Neh.13:2; Mic.6:5; 2 Pet.2:15; Jude 11; Rev 2:14).
―Balaam was a prophet who specialized in animal divination. He would inspect the liver of a ritually slain animal
to ascertain from its shapes and markings the will of the gods. Such prophets also observed the movements of
animals and birds in order to ascertain certain signs from the gods. It was thought that such prophets could in
some mysterious manner influence the gods by various rites. If Balaam could influence the ‗god‘ of Israel (as
Balak supposed), then he might reverse their blessing, bring them under a curse, and destroy them…In v.8,
Balaam speaks of the LORD as though he were intimate with him. Because he was an internationally known
soothsayer, it‘s likely that he had heard enough about Israel from emissaries of Moab and Midian to have
learned the name of the God of Israel. Indeed, the story of God‘s deliverance of Israel from Egypt would have
been widely known throughout the Middle East (see Deut. 2:25)‖ (notes on 22:5-8).
When the Moabite and Midianite leaders arrive with payment for Balaam, God informs Balaam, evidently in a
night vision, that the Israelites are protected and that he is not to go with these men (Numbers 22:12). It is not
that Balaam doesn‘t want to go beyond what God says—he does. But he knows that he can‘t. When a larger
entourage appears with a ―blank check‖ from Balak, we learn a little about Balaam‘s sincerity in following God.
Motivated by greed, rather than accepting the pronouncement God has already made, he goes to get a ―new‖
word from Him. And God does give Balaam permission to go, with the restriction that he wait to be called upon
by the princes and that he do only what God says.
Yet Balaam apparently doesn‘t wait on the princes, but heads out on his own to join them, contrary to God ‘s
specific instructions, thus angering God. Then we have the colorful reversal of roles in Balaam‘s arguing with
the dumb donkey and the donkey using logic with him! (verses 22-31). Moreover, the donkey could see the
angel with the drawn sword while Balaam could not. This was all rather ironic.
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―Balaam was supposed to have been able to communicate with the gods through animals. However, in this
situation, the ‗seer‘ was blind to the presence of the true God. It was the animal who was the seer, perceiving
the true will of God in the Angel that blocked the path‖ (note on 22:22-30). Balaam‘s insincere conversation with
the angel shows the desires of his heart are not to please God. When Balaam comes to Balak, he explains that
he can only say what God will allow, though with all his heart he would love to get around God and curse Israel.
Balaam‘s Prophecies (Numbers 22–23)
Balak and Balaam look down on the children of Israel from a high vantage point, a ―high place‖ for the worship
of Baal (verses 38-41), a location supposedly imbued with spiritual power. At Balaam‘s request, Balak builds
seven new altars in this high place just for Balaam to sacrifice upon. Balaam sacrifices seven bulls and seven
rams. False religion often counterfeits elements of true worship but in a superstitious way, its practitioners
wrongly believing that God is primarily interested in rituals. Yet God is preparing a people who will one day be
His children ruling in His Kingdom.
Rituals such as animal sacrifices are not what He is really after—rather, the purpose behind them is what is
important. For instance, animal sacrifices teach obedience and look to the need for the sacrifice of Christ. In
many places in the Scriptures, we see this plainly stated: ―Sacrifice and offering, burnt offerings, and offerings
for sin You did not desire, nor had pleasure in them‖ (Hebrews 10:8; compare Matthew 12:17; Hosea 6:6;
Psalm 40:6; 51:16). There is, of course, no power in rituals or locations themselves—a fact that was lost on the
ancient Baal worshipers.
Balaam, supposedly the greatest prophet of the time drawing from the ―power ‖of Baal‘s high place, is still
unable to curse Israel (Josephus, Antiquities of the Jews, Book 4, chap.6, sec.2). Balaam cannot curse the
children of Israel because the true God will not allow it. In fact, whenever Balaam prophesies, God has him
pronounce blessing after blessing on Israel. Incidentally, seven prophecies of Balaam are recorded in all, each
introduced with the words ―he took up his oracle and said‖ (23:7, 18; 24:3, 15, 20, 21, 23). The blessings for
Israel are so sublime that Balaam ends up uttering a prayer after the first one: ―Let me die the death of the
righteous, and let my end be like his!‖ (23:10). Balak is flabbergasted: ―You didn‘t curse them, you blessed
them!‖ (compare verse 11). The petition of Balaam, however, who is still bent on Israel‘s destruction, will not be
granted.
Balak, undeterred, tries again. He takes Balaam to the top of Pisgah in the field of Zophim, as if going to
another place will have some influence on God. They go through the seven-altar ritual again,and the result is
the same (verses 14-16). This time Balaam explains to Balak that God is not like a human being who changes
his mind in a fickle manner and whose word is not good (verse 19; compare Malachi 3:6). He goes on to
proclaim how God viewed His people: ―He has not observed iniquity in Jacob, nor has He seen wickedness in
Israel‖ (Numbers 23:21). Yet with all that the children of Israel have done, how can this be true? It may be that
God was comparing Israel to the pagan nations around them, since Israel was not yet involved in human
sacrifice and the like. But perhaps more likely is the fact that God‘s forgiveness and His plan are perfect. God
prophesies of Israel, ―For I will forgive their iniquity, and their sin I will remember no more‖ (Jeremiah 31:34).
And ―God calls those things which be not as though they were‖ (Romans 4:17, King James Version)—which in
this case would mean He sees Israel‘s redemption as essentially a ―done deal‖ because He is able to bring it to
pass.
Balaam is forced to admit that none of their ―hocus-pocus‖ can work against the children of Israel (Numbers
23:23). And Balak realizes he has gotten in deeper than he wanted: ―If you can‘t curse them, at least don‘t bless
them,‖ he pleads (compare verse 25). By this, he might even have been saying, ―I‘ll pay you to just keep your
mouth shut!‖ Nevertheless, he is prepared to simply try a better location.
A Star out of Jacob (Numbers 23–25)
Balak is determined to have Israel cursed.He brings Balaam to a third mountaintop, Peor, to go through the
seven-altar, seven-bull, seven-ram ritual again. And from Mount Peor, Balaam, intending curses, again issues
beautiful blessings on the children of Israel (verses 1-9). It was, of course, God who turned the curses to
blessings (Deuteronomy 23:5). Finally, Balak becomes outraged at Balaam and tells him to just go home
(Numbers 24:11). Yet Balaam has more to say.
Notice the prophecy in which he states: ―I see Him, but not now; I behold Him, but not near; a Star shall come
out of Jacob; a Scepter shall rise out of Israel, and batter the brow of Moab, and destroy all the sons of tumult.
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And Edom shall be a possession‖ (verses 17-18). As The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―This poetic language
clearly refers to the Messiah. The pagan Balaam had a vision of the coming of the Hebrew Messiah, the Lord
Jesus Christ! He was visible from afar. He was like a Star, radiant and beautiful. He was like a Scepter, majestic
and powerful. And He is the victor over His enemies, including Moab—the nation that hired Balaam to curse
Israel! All nations who resisted Israel and God‘s work would come under the curse they unwittingly embraced.
Among them was Edom, which rejected the request of Moses for safe passage (20:14-21). The One out of
Jacob, the Messiah, will be victor over all His foes (see Ps.2; 110; Rev.19:11-21)‖ (note on Numbers 24:15-19).
The legitimacy of Balaam‘s prophecy may be found in the fact that it is confirmed elsewhere in the Bible. Jesus
Christ is represented as a ―Star‖ (2 Peter 1:19; Revelation 22:16). The scepter, the symbol of kingship, which
would abide in Judah (Genesis 49:10), was to go to the Messiah, Himself of the tribe of Judah, at His coming in
power. Then there‘s the prophecy about battering the brow of Moab and destroying the sons of tumult. The
original King James leaves the word ―tumult‖ untranslated as ―Sheth.‖ Though some have seen here a
reference to Adam‘s son Seth, this would mean the Messiah would destroy all people living at His return (as
everyone alive since Noah ‘s Flood is descended from Seth), and the Bible clearly explains that He will not do
this. The word ―tumult,‖ then, is correct—and a similar prophecy may be found in Jeremiah 48: ―But a fire shall
come out of Heshbon, a flame from the midst of Sihon, and shall devour the brow of Moab, the crown of the
head of the sons of tumult. Woe to you, O Moab!‖ (verses 45-46). Indeed, numerous passages warn of
destruction to befall Moab and Edom at the time of Christ‘s return.
After proclaiming three more brief prophecies—dealing with the Amalekites, the Kenites (a Midianite tribe), the
Assyrians, ships from the west, and the Hebrews—Balaam finally does head out for home. But, though not
clear from this chapter alone, he does so only after explaining to Balak an effective way to hurt the Israelites.
Harlotry and Idolatry of the Israelites (Numbers 23–25)
Israel‘s journey is basically over. They stand at Acacia Grove in Moab (25:1), just across the Jordan River from
the city of Jericho (26:63). But what happens? Chapter 25 describes one of the most horrible episodes in the
book of Numbers. How Israel here plunged headlong into such idolatry and sinfulness is almost inexplicable
without looking elsewhere in the Scriptures. But when we do look elsewhere, we find that Balaam advised Balak
to set a trap of sin for the Israelites so that God would curse His people: ―Balaam…taught Balak to put a
stumbling block before the children of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit sexual immorality‖
(Revelation 2:14). And just how was this accomplished? In Numbers 31, we will see more of the advice that
Balaam gave to Balak: ―Look, these [Midianite] women caused the children of Israel, through the counsel of
Balaam, to trespass against the LORD in the incident of Peor, and there was a plague among the congregation
of the LORD‖ (31:15-16).
Balaam‘s plan worked. The women of Moab and its Midianite allies sexually enticed many of the Israelites to
join with them in their sexually immoral idolatrous practices. This was likely presented as an offer of national
friendship and perhaps even a new way to worship God. Yet it was, in fact, flagrant rebellion against the true
God. No doubt, temple prostitutes seduced Israelite men into sexual rites linked with their religious sacrifices to
Baal or Chemosh, also known as Molech. Such worship often included human sacrifice—the word ―cannibal‖
actually being derived from Cahna-Bal, meaning ―the priest of Baal‖ (Alexander Hislop, The Two Babylons,
1959, p. 232).
Thus, when the Israelites ate of the Moabite sacrifices (25:2), they may have been participating in this ghastly
practice. Psalm 106:28 says they ate ―sacrifices offered to the dead,‖ but the original King James is more literal
in rendering this ―sacrifices of the dead‖—which, again, may imply human sacrifices. In any event, ―this was not
just another time of trouble, this was the most serious challenge yet. The people had been seduced into joining
the worship of Baal. And it was Baal worship that they had been sent to Canaan to eliminate!‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on Numbers 25:4-5). God was infuriated, ordering Moses to execute every offender by hanging
them in the sun till sunset (verse 4; Deuteronomy 21:23).
Zimri, an Israelite prince of Simeon, brazenly presented a princess of Midian, Cozbi, who was probably a
temple prostitute, before Moses and the whole congregation. Although it is not entirely clear, it appears that
they may have been performing their lewd rites in an open tent in full view of those at the door of the tabernacle
of meeting! Aaron‘s grandson Phinehas, in impassioned zeal for God and righteous indignation, took a spear
and drove it through the two. Shamefully, the idolatrous worship must have been rather widespread as the
plague was stopped only after 24,000 people died.
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In terms of the death toll, this was an even worse disaster than the rebellion of Korah, wherein 14,700 died.
God was pleased with the zealousness of Phinehas in executing judgment (Numbers 25:11; Psalm 106:30) and
gave the line of the priesthood to his descendants as an everlasting covenant of peace (verses 12-13).
Following this terrible incident, God gives Moses instructions to ―harass‖ the Midianites, that is, to engage them
in battle as His vengeance on them. And this battle, which will be Moses‘ last, will be fought shortly—though it is
not reported until chapter 31.
Israel Numbered on the Plains of Moab (Numbers 26)
The terrible plague of the previous chapter marked a turning point for Israel. The first generation that had come
out of Egypt is now gone and God requires another census, which Moses and Eleazar (Aaron‘s son and
successor) undertake: ―But among these [whom they counted] there was not a man of those who were
numbered by Moses and Aaron the priest when they numbered the children of Israel in the Wilderness of Sinai
[in the first census]. For the LORD had said of them, ‗They shall surely die in the wilderness.‘ So there was not
left a man of them, except Caleb the son of Jephunneh and Joshua the son of Nun‖ (verses 64-65).
The numbering is, in part, for inheritance purposes, as tribal inheritance will be according to the principle of
―share, and share alike,‖ with every tribe receiving proportions commensurate with their numbers (verse 54).
Since someone is sure to say one piece of land is better than another, it is to be divided up by the casting of
lots (verses 55-56). A comparison of this census with the first one at Sinai is rather interesting. When the
Israelites were delivered from slavery, the tribe of Simeon comprised 59,300 men of fighting age (1:22-23).
Yet 40 years later, when Israel is about to enter the Promised Land, the Simeonites have only 22,200 men
(26:4, 14)—a 62.5 percent drop in population, in contrast with an average 6.5 percent growth for the rest of
Israel (even though four other tribes had shrunk slightly). What had happened? Though there could be another
explanation, it is possible, as many have surmised, that a great number of Simeonites (known for their fiery
temperament), along with groups from other tribes, left the mass of the Israelites during their 40 years of
wandering. If so, where would they have gone?
Since Jacob had prophesied that Simeon would be ―scattered‖ among the tribes of Israel (Genesis 49:5-7),
these early emigrants would probably have gone to the same place that other Israelites would go much later—
Northwest Europe—paving the way for subsequent migrations (see our free booklet The United States and
Britain in Bible Prophecy). Interestingly, before the Romans invaded Britain centuries later, there was a Celtic
clan living in what is now southwest England and Wales known as the Simonii, a name that may derive from the
Simeonites.
Inheritance Law; Joshua to Succeed Moses (Numbers 27)
Zelophehad died in the wilderness, not having disqualified himself in the great sins of Korah, or the Moabites, or
any such thing, without any sons to receive an inheritance. So his daughters make the unusual appeal recorded
in this chapter. And though it is contrary to the social mores of the day for women to inherit land, their case
makes sense, prompting Moses to take the matter before God.
God‘s response is that Zelophehad‘s daughters are right—and He gives Moses an additional judgment, adding
to the previous law. Thus, the daughters are to receive an inheritance. We will see more on this matter in
chapter 36. God then reaffirms to Moses that he will not be allowed to enter the Promised Land because he
rebelled at God‘s command when he struck the rock to bring forth water (verse 14; compare 20:12).
Moses, as so often before, thinks only of the people rather than himself. He says, ―They are going to need a
leader‖ (compare verse 17). So God commands Moses to ordain Joshua, a man with God‘s Spirit in him (verse
18). Though Joshua is to be ―over the congregation‖ (verse 16) to lead them as a shepherd (verse 17), he is not
to be a supreme one-man ruler with unlimited authority. He will n ot even have the degree of authority Moses
has. Each time Joshua needs to know the will of God, he is to stand before Eleazar the priest, who will seek
God‘s answer ―by the judgment of the Urim‖ (verse 21). Indeed, it should be noted that no other human figure of
the Old Testament will be given the degree of authority Moses is invested with. As God‘s special prophet
(Deuteronomy 18:15; Numbers 12:6-8), Israel‘s chief human ―judge‖ (Acts 7:35; Exodus 18:13-26), and the
mediator of the Old Covenant (compare Galatians 3:19-20), no one would truly fill his shoes until Jesus Christ
Himself arrived (compare Deuteronomy 34:10; 18:15-19).
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Daily, Sabbath, Monthly and Festival Offerings (Numbers 28; Numbers 29)
Chapters 28 and 29 provide a review of laws regarding offerings to be made each day, on the Sabbath, on the
new moon (the first day of the month), and during God‘s Feasts. Frequent repetition is a tool God uses often to
emphasize important features of His laws
In reading about the various offerings mentioned here, consider that we must demonstrate to God our devotion
to Him every single day of our lives. But there are special occasions He has appointed for us to go beyond our
normal devotion in spending more time reflecting on His will and more time honoring and serving Him
Vows Are to Be Kept (Numbers 30)
Vows and sworn oaths were not to be entered into lightly. They were to be kept. But there were certain
circumstances in which they could be overruled. In ancient Israel, an unmarried woman was under the
protection and supervision of her father. If she entered into some agreement or vow, this might have put her
father, the one responsible for her, under an obligation that he was either unable or unwilling to fulfill. So it was
up to him whether or not to overrule her or allow her vow to stand.
The same law applied to married women, except that the one who decided whether or not to allow the
agreement to stand was, of course, the husband. If the wife was already bound by some prior vow at the time of
marriage, her new husband had the opportunity to overrule it as soon as he became aware of it. But if he let it
stand beyond that, it would remain in force. In the case of a widow or divorced woman, her vow would
automatically stand as it could not obligate a husband or father.
In the New Testament dispensation we make a vow or covenant with Christ. The Father calls and grants us
repentance and faith. We agree to bury the old man of sin. God gives us His Spirit and we are no longer our
own. Ours is an eternal vow or covenant. And, just as in the Old Testament, it is not to be entered into by the
immature. Just the same, marriage is a solemn vow made to God and spouse. But as for swearing oaths in
general, Christ has instructed that we not do so (Matthew 5:33-37). Rather, just giving our word should be
enough and should serve just as well.
Reading Vengeance on the Midianites and on Balaam (Numbers 31)
As the last task to perform before Moses‘ death, God commands him to take vengeance on the Midianites
because they, with the Moabites, deliberately set out to destroy the Israelites through their idolatrous religious
practices. Furthermore, making a stark example of the Midianites in destroying them would serve as a deterrent
to future apostasy. Incredibly, not a single Israelite dies in the war, moving their leaders to make a special
offering. The officers over thousands, etc., come to Moses to make a voluntary offering to God to cover
everything, an atonement offering (verses 48-50). God is with Israel in this righteous battle signified by the fact
that Phinehas also goes to war with the Ark of the Covenant and the two silver trumpets. It is God who gives
them the victory.
Interestingly, verse 8 mentions that one of the men who was slain in the war was Zur. This Zur was apparently
one of the instigators of the plot to bring false worship to Israel. Indeed, it was his daughter, Cozbi, that Zimri
had brazenly paraded before the congregation of Israel before they were both slain by Phinehas (25:14-15). In
verse 9, we see the women of Midian taken captive in the wake of the battle. Moses, however, is incensed at
this, as these are the same women who led Israel astray with the Moabites and he commands that all but the
virgins among them be put to death (verses 14-18). Besides their idolatrous practices, it is also possible that the
promiscuous Midianites had sexually transmissible diseases that God wanted to keep out of Israel as well.
Verse 16 is the verse that actually explains what happened in the incident of Baal Peor. We learn that it was the
―counsel of Balaam‖ that the Midianite women followed when they caused the children of Israel to sin against
God, resulting in the plague that cost 24,000 lives. Without this explanation, readers of chapters 22-24 might
give Balaam the benefit of the doubt, assuming him to have been a prophet who was following God‘s will. But
note this: Balaam did not ―die the death of the righteous,‖ as he had so eloquently prayed (23:10). Rather, he
died by the edge of the sword being justly put to death along with the Midianites by the Israelites at God‘s
command (verse 8).
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So just what lesson can we learn from Balaam? Notice this from the article on him in The Complete Who‘s Who
in the Bible: ―2 Pet. 2:15, Jude 11 and Rev. 2:14 warn the NT people of God against allowing a smooth-talking
pagan to capitalize on his knowledge in the form of religiosity and twist it to his own deadly end. A veneer of
piety disguises the shallow convictions which can be bought for a price (Num. 22:17) and superficial repentance
(v. 34) which is short-lived. 2 Pet. 2:15-16 views Balaam as a man of prophetic talent but with a desire to use
the gifts of God to further his own ends.
So, Peter warned of the danger of empty‘ words because they act as a cover for evil desires. The Christian
must appreciate that such emptiness of heart will be exposed on judgment day (Jude 11). For the apostle John
writing to the compromising church in Pergamum the worse sin is not actually that of self-deception, because
that in the end will be exposed. Rather, Balaam‘s leading of Balak [and thus Israel] into further spiritual adultery
is far worse. And so, the worst of judgments is saved for those who knowingly deceive others. Like Balaam their
sin eventually catches up with them (see Num. 31:8; Josh. 13:22)‖ (Paul D. Gardner, ed., 1995).
Tribes to Settle East of the Jordan (Numbers 32)
The tribes of Reuben and Gad had a lot of cattle. The land of the Amorites had just been conquered (Numbers
21). And, with much good pastureland for grazing, these tribes decided that it would be a good place to settle
down and make a home. So they let their desire for settlement be known to Moses. But Moses, all too familiar
with Israel‘s past rebellions, was angered and rightfully so. After all, there were still battles to be fought in the
Promised Land, across the Jordan.
Moses was concerned that their actions would discourage the other tribes if they bailed out now. And refusal to
enter the Promised Land was the very sin for which God had punished Israel with its decades of wandering.
Moses brings up the past, in effect asking, ―Do you want to go through 40 more years in the wilderness? Your
fathers who spied out the Promised Land came back and discouraged everyone, causing about three million
people to die in the wilderness. Do you want to do the same thing?‖ (compare verses 8, 13). ―You are doing the
same thing your fathers did, and you too will bring the wrath of God on us,‖ Moses basically told them (compare
verse 14).
The Reubenites and Gadites reassured Moses that they would fight alongside the other tribes to subdue the
land of Canaan. But they requested that they be allowed to construct settlements for their children and cattle on
the east side of the Jordan River, explaining that the men of fighting age would then leave them there while they
went to help secure the land across the Jordan for all the rest of Israel. They would only return when the
Israelite conquest of Canaan was complete and everyone had received his inheritance (verses 18-22). Moses
agreed that this would be acceptable as long as they didn‘t back out of the agreement (verse 23). He wasn‘t
going with them, so he had to pass the decision on to Eleazar and Joshua, who would lead Israel across the
Jordan (verse 28).
It isn‘t until the end of the chapter that we learn that half of the tribe of Manasseh would also have its
inheritance east of the Jordan. Yet there were still some Amorites whom the Manassites had to dispossess at
this point (verse 39). In the end, as we will later see, about 40,000 men of war from the two and a half eastern
tribes do accompany Joshua into the Promised Land (Joshua 4:12, 13).
Israel‘s Journeys; Instructions for the Conquest of the Land (Numbers 33)
This chapter contains a listing of the travels of the children of Israel, covering their 40 years in the wilderness,
starting with the Exodus from Egypt. Some of the sites mentioned here, such as many of those in verses 5-18,
are mentioned in Exodus and elsewhere in Numbers. Some are only given here, such as most of those
mentioned in verses 19-29. But the list is not meant to be comprehensive, as there were other encampments
that are not recorded here that are mentioned in Exodus and elsewhere in Numbers. God commanded Moses
to draw up this account (verse 2). Since these were only temporary encampments for a traveling people,
archaeologists have identified only a few of the actual locations with a reasonable degree of success.
After covering their journeys, God tells Moses to say to the children of Israel, ―When you cross the Jordan River
into the land of Canaan, you must drive out all the people living there. You must destroy all their carved and
molten images and demolish all their pagan shrines‖ (verses 51-52, New Living Translation). The reason is to
cleanse the land for the inheritance of the tribes of Israel so that they can worship the true God without
interference from pagan influences and practices.
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God warns them: ―If you fail to drive out the people who live in the land, those who remain will be like splinters
in your eyes and thorns in your sides. They will harass you in the land where you live‖ (verse 55, NLT). God
knows the land of Canaan is full of the symbols and representations of idolatrous worship pictures, graven
images, standing images, stone images, carved images, molten images and false religious worship practices
carried out on altars in groves or high places. These things will pollute those who come into contact with them.
Jeremiah will later put it this way: ―Learn not the way of the heathen‖ (Jeremiah 10:2, King James Version).
If the children of Israel pollute themselves with the trappings of false worship, God warns that they, too, will be
driven out of the Promised Land (Numbers 33:56). As subsequent events will play out, however, Israel will not
completely eradicate the pagan inhabitants of Canaan and, sadly, will ultimately embrace idolatry, be
overthrown, and be removed from the Promised Land just as God now warns them.
Boundaries and Tribal Allotments (Numbers 34)
Eleazar the priest and Joshua are given the responsibility of dividing up the inheritance of the land. Eleazar is
chosen because he was the high priest and had the breastplate with the Urim and Thummim. Joshua is
selected because he would soon be successor to Moses (verse 17). The boundaries of the entire area are
described. East of the Jordan River, Reuben, Gad and half of the tribe of Manasseh have already received their
inheritance (verse 14; Numbers 32). The other half of Manasseh will have its inheritance in Canaan. It should
be noted that the land is not actually divided up in Numbers 34. That actually occurs in Joshua 14-19, after the
land is surveyed.
Some of the more modern names will help in defining the territory described here. The Salt Sea (Numbers 34:3)
is, of course, the Dead Sea. The Great Sea (verse 6), from the perspective of the Promised Land, is the
Mediterranean. The Sea of Chinnereth (verse 11) is better known by us as the Sea of Galilee. The River or
Brook of Egypt (verse 5) is probably the Wadi al-Arish, in the western Sinai Peninsula, not too far from the
present Israeli-Egyptian border.
Some have argued that no other river than the Nile could properly be called the River of Egypt. However, this
cannot be true since the Israelites had to leave Egypt and go to the Promised Land. If the boundary of the
Promised Land were the Nile, then the Israelites would have been in the Promised Land while they were yet in
Goshen! Finally, ―Mount Hor,‖ located in the north (verse 7), cannot be the same Mount Hor upon which Aaron
died in the south. According to the Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary: ―The Hebrew words Hor-ha-hor,
properly signify the mountain of the mountain ‘the high double mountain,‘ which, from the situation, can mean
nothing else than the mountain Amana (Song 4:8), a member of the great Lebanon range‖ (note on Numbers
34:7-9).
Don‘t worry if you cannot trace the borders accurately. Some of the names are lost to us today. Notice that the
Levites did not receive a land territory for their inheritance as all the other tribes did. Their locations are
described in the next chapter.
Cities for the Levites (Numbers 35-36)
Why are the Levites in a category all to themselves? The answer is that they are not to make their living off the
land, but, rather, from their service to God and the rest of the nation. And this requires an element of faith that
God will inspire the other tribes to fulfill their responsibility in supplying the Levites‘ needs. Each of the tribes of
Israel is to provide cities for the Levites‘ living quarters, as well as surrounding countryside for their animals.
The Levites, of whom there were 23,000 males, are assigned to 48 cities, each about the size of a football
stadium surrounded by around 750 acres of ―common-land.‖ That may sound large by today‘s standards, but
the entire land area for all the Levites amounted to approximately 36,000 acres out of a total of more than five
million acres for all Israel.
God instructs Moses to appoint six of the Levite cities to be cities of refuge. When someone is murdered,
members of the victimized family may choose an ―avenger of blood‖ a single individual from among themselves
to execute the murderer. The city of refuge provides asylum for anyone who fears the dead person‘s relatives
will seek revenge before there can be a fair trial as well as for those cleared of murder in a trial and found guilty
of accidental death, or manslaughter.
The congregation is to judge between these two situations, whether the crime was strictly accidental or if it was
murder (Numbers 35:24). If deemed murder, the offender is put to death. If manslaughter, the killer is delivered
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to one of the six cities of refuge, there to remain until the death of the high priest at which time he may leave a
free man. But if he leaves the city of refuge before that, the avenger of blood will be allowed to kill him and
remain guiltless. It may sound harsh to us today to think that someone who killed another person by accident
could himself be legally killed by the victim‘s relative. Yet in practical fact it demonstrates the high value God
places on human life and that God holds everyone responsible for his or her actions. We all have a serious
responsibility to be sure that our actions never harm or injure others, because under God‘s legal system a
person‘s carelessness could bring a severe and possibly fatal penalty.
Furthermore, God made some concessions to human weakness in the legal system He gave to the
Israelites realizing that they were a carnally motivated people (compare Matthew 19:8). These, in fact, can
serve to demonstrate God‘s wisdom. Consider the appointment of an avenger of blood.
Human nature, God knew quite well, demanded revenge. Without rules governing the exacting of it in situations
such as that just described, family or tribal warfare could have broken out like the Hatfields and McCoys of
American history, with no end to the bloodshed that defiles the land (Numbers 35:33). God said, ―You must not
defile the land where you are going to live, for I [will] live there myself. I am the LORD, who lives among the
people of Israel‖ (verse 34, NLT).
Inheritances to Remain Within Each Tribe (Numbers 35-36)
The daughters of Zelophehad, himself a grandson of Gilead of the tribe of Manasseh, had made an unusual
appeal back in chapter 27 to inherit their father‘s land since he had left no surviving sons. And God gave Moses
the judgment that the daughters were to receive the inheritance. But there was a complicating factor in this
matter, which the Gileadite leaders among Manasseh brought before Moses. It had been good that the
brotherless daughters of their tribe had been granted an inheritance.
But what happens when they marry men from other tribes? Couldn‘t this gradually drain away the inheritance of
Manasseh? And couldn‘t the same thing happen in other tribes? So God gives Moses another judgment.
Women heirs among the ancient Israelites are permitted to marry only within their own tribe. ―Thus no
inheritance shall change hands from one tribe to another‖ (Numbers 36:9).
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DEUTERONOMY
Introduction to Deuteronomy (Deut. 1)
By the time Moses addresses the messages contained in the book of Deuteronomy to the new generation of
Israelites, he is 120 years old. The Hebrew name for the book, Haddebharim, means ―The Words,‖ derived from
the first verse, which reads, ―These are the words which Moses spoke to all Israel.‖ The Jews have also
referred to this book as Mishneh Hattorah, ―The Repetition of the Law,‖ taken from Deuteronomy 17:18, which
uses a phrase that the New King James Version translates as ―a copy of this law.‖ The Greek Septuagint
translation rendered this as To Deuteronomion Touto, that is, ―This Second Law,‖ from which we have the
English title, Deuteronomy.
The book does not, however, set forth a ―second‖ law, but merely repeats and expands on the law that had
been given in a codified form more than 40 years earlier in the book of Exodus. In fact, much of God‘s law
predated even the book of Exodus, as the Ten Commandments, for instance, were already in force since the
creation of Adam and Eve (compare Romans 5:12-13). And Abraham, we are told, observed God‘s
commandments, statutes and laws (Genesis 26:5) long before Moses was born. Therefore, some Bibles, such
as most Protestant German Bibles, identify this last book written by Moses simply as ―The Fifth Book of Moses.‖
It should be noted, however, that its last chapter, Moses‘ obituary, was probably written by someone else,
Joshua being the most likely candidate especially when we see other obvious additions by others in Moses‘
books (e.g., Numbers 12:3). While God could have inspired Moses to write this last chapter before his death,
that seems unlikely.
The Tyndale Old Testament Commentary on Deuteronomy states: ―Deuteronomy is one of the greatest books
of the Old Testament. Its influence on the domestic and personal religion of all ages has not been surpassed by
any other book in the Bible. It is quoted over eighty times in the New Testament and thus it belongs to a small
group of four Old Testament books to which the early Christians made reference.‖ The other three books are
Genesis, Psalms and Isaiah. Tyndale adds, ―The book comes even to the modern reader in much the same
way as a challenging sermon, for it is directed towards moving the minds and wills of the hearers to decision:
choose life, that you and your descendants may live (30:19).‖
Israel‘s Original Refusal to Enter the Land (Deuteronomy 1)
In verse 2 we see the mention of Horeb, which is another name for Mount Sinai. With the exception of 33:2,
Deuteronomy uses Horeb rather than Sinai. The word Horeb literally means ―desolation,‖ ―desert‖ or ―drought.‖
At the outset, it is emphasized that Moses is, throughout the book, ―explaining‖ the law (verse 5). This
explanation is not based on his own will and ideas, but on ―all that the LORD had given him as commandments
to them‖ (verse 3) reminding us of Jesus Christ, who only spoke what the Father told Him to speak (John 8:26;
15:15). Yet before actually reiterating the law, Moses reviews Israel‘s prior opportunity to enter the Promised
Land, their refusal and the resulting penalty, and, to bolster their faith, the recent victories that God had given
them.
First, Moses reminds his audience how he established an organized administrative legal structure within the
nation (Deuteronomy 1:9-18) before Israel was asked to possess the Promised Land (verses 8, 19-21). This
shows that an organization, in order to be successful in its dealings with t he world, must first be properly set up
and smoothly functioning internally. The selection of ―heads‖ (verse 13) or tribal leaders involved a process
similar to the selection of the first deacons of the Church in Acts 6. The people were told to give Moses the
names of worthy candidates and Moses made the formal appointments (Deuteronomy 1:9-15). In Acts, the
apostles appointed men as deacons after asking for congregational input.
Before entering the land of the Amorites, the people requested that spies first be sent into the land
(Deuteronomy 1:22). Moses was pleased with this idea (verse 23), and God told him to go ahead with it
(compare Numbers 13:1-2). Except for Joshua and Caleb, however, the returning spies discouraged the nation
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from trying to conquer the land (Deuteronomy 1:28). Although they confirmed God‘s word that the land was
good (verse 25), they exaggerated physical obstacles as insurmountable and proclaimed that God must have
hated them and didn‘t really want to give the land to them (verse 27). As a consequence, because of their
unbelief (verse 32), in spite of all the visible proofs that God was with them (verses 25, 33), they rebelled
against Him (verse 26) and refused to enter the land.
The New Testament book of Hebrews explains that the Israelites were not allowed to enter the rest of the
Promised Land symbolic of our future rest in the Kingdom of God because, although they had heard God‘s
Word and had seen His mighty wonders, they hardened their heart in rebellion and refused to believe and obey
Him (3:7-19). Thus, God pronounced His sentence. Later, even Moses was included in the sentence (verses
25-26; 4:21), as he did not follow God‘s explicit instructions when he struck the rock at Kadesh (Numbers 20:713). As Israel‘s human leader and teacher, Moses was under a stricter judgment from God (compare James
3:1) in order to serve as an example to the people (Deuteronomy 1:37).
After they realized their sin and the penalty it had earned them, a contingent of the people decided to go ahead
and enter the land in an attempt to conquer it according to God‘s original instructions but it was now too late.
For us, too, there will come a time when it will be too late to enter the ―Promised Land‖ of God‘s Kingdom
(compare Matthew 25:1-13). Moses told the Israelites not to invade Canaan, as God would not be with them
this time. But again, they did not believe and rebelled against God‘s Word (Deuteronomy 1:42-43) and suffered
the consequence of bitter defeat (verses 44-45). Then they returned and wept before God (verse 45; compare
Matthew 25:30), but He would not hear them
The throng of people who eventually did enter the Promised Land (who were all age 59 or younger) first had to
endure the ―great and terrible wilderness‖ (verse 19). We might consider this a physical type of the trying
experiences that Christians sometimes endure in this life prior to entering the Kingdom of God (see Acts 14:22)
God Is in Control (Deuteronomy 2)
In spite of the fact that the Israelites, because of their sin and subsequent punishment, had to wander in the
wilderness for 40 years, unable to enter the Promised Land, they were still being cared for and provided for by
God (verse 7). Once ―all the men of war had finally perished from among the people‖ (verse 16), God gave
command to the new generation to begin to conquer the land (verse 24). He made clear, however, that it was
He who was in ultimate control of events (verse 25), so that no flesh would glory before Him. In fact, God
hardened the heart of King Sihon to provoke him into fighting against Israel (verses 30, 32). And God delivered
him and his cities, as well as other specifically designated cities, into the hands of Israel (verses 33, 36)
At God‘s command, the Israelites ―utterly destroyed the men, women, and little ones of every city‖ (verse 34).
Passages like these have led many readers to conclude that the God of the Old Testament was harsh and
cruel, in contrast to Jesus Christ, who is thought of as gentle and meek. The fact is, however, that it was the
preincarnate Jesus Christ Himself who appeared to and gave this command to Moses (see 1 Corinthians 10:4
and our free booklet Who Is God?).
―It was He, the Giver of life who created mankind at the Father‘s behest (compare Hebrews 1:1-2; John 1:3;
Colossians 1:16; Ephesians 3:9), who rightly ordered taking the life of certain people. It appears that in God‘s
infinite wisdom, He decided that, rather than the children of that evil, demon-worshiping society continuing to
live in misery and pain, it was better for them to die and later be resurrected to physical life in a better world in
which His right way of life would be taught to everyone and enforced throughout the earth (see Revelation 20:5,
11-12; ―The Last Great Day: Eternal Life Offered to All,‖ God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All
Mankind, 1999, pp. 51-57). Of course, the prerogative to take human life belongs solely to God. Only He has
the right to kill a person or command someone else to do so
Last-Minute Encouragement (Deuteronomy 3)
Moses reminds the new generation how God gave the Israelites victory over their enemies ‖there was not a city
which we did not take from them‖ (verse 4), although all of them ―were fortified with high walls, gates and bars‖
(verse 5). This, says Moses, happened because ―the LORD your God has given you this land to possess‖
(verse 18). This reminder was to inspire confidence in the Israelites at this momentous time encouraging them
to have faith as they crossed into the Promised Land, where they would meet Canaanite resistance. Moses,
rather than wallowing in self-pity over the fact that he himself would not enter the land, obeys God‘s command
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to provide this encouragement, particularly to Joshua, the new leader (verses 23-28). They need not fear the
enemy since God will fight for Israel (verse 22).
Several commentaries including Tyndale and The Nelson Study Bible state that the ―bedstead‖ of Og
mentioned in verse 11 could also be translated sarcophagus. So the reference may be to the size of his coffin.
These dimensions equal about 13 feet by 6 feet.
Moses Exhorts Obedience (Deuteronomy 4)
Moses cautions Israel not to ―add to‖ nor ―take from‖ God‘s commandments (verse 2), but, rather, to ―carefully
observe‖ them and to ―act‖ in accordance with them (verses 2, 14, 5-6). To know God‘s Word is not
enough indeed, it is quite useless unless one acts on it and does His will (see Matthew 5:19; 7:24-27; James
1:22-25). If Israel does this, then they will be recognized by others as a great, wise, understanding, righteous
and God-fearing nation (verses 6-8). But since such recognition could be a source of pride, Moses warns them
to not forget God and His wonders (verses 9-10). He reminds them that God was the originator of this wise
law that He appeared to them on the mountain to proclaim His Ten Commandments (verse 10).
At that time, the people did not see a ―form‖ of God (verse 12). He points this out to dissuade the people from
crafting any images of Him. However, as a consequence of this statement, some believe that God is formless
and shapeless. Yet this is emphatically false, as the fact that God does have form is clearly stated in Numbers
12:6-8. In fact, God created man in His image, in accordance with His likeness (Genesis 1:26), as Adam‘s son
Seth was in the image and likeness of Adam (5:3).
Moreover, God revealed His glorified form to Moses (compare Exodus 33:18-23). Both the Father‘s and the
Son‘s glorified appearance are described in the Bible (compare Daniel 7:9, 13; Ezekiel 1:26- 28; Revelation
1:12-16; 4:2-3; 5:1), clearly proving that God has form. Further, although the people as a whole did not see any
form when God spoke to them from the mountain, Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abihu and the 70 elders of Israel
clearly did see a form shortly thereafter (Exodus 24:9-11). Nevertheless, in no encounter did anyone see the full
glorified appearance of the Almighty. And not only can no image truly capture God‘s glory, but any image would
limit Him in people‘s minds.
In Deuteronomy 4:13, we read that God ―declared His covenant which He commanded you to perform, the Ten
Commandments; and He wrote them on two tablets of stone.‖ Some have taken this passage to mean that the
Old Covenant was the same as the Ten Commandments, and that when the Old Covenant was abolished, so
were the Ten Commandments. This understanding, however, is not correct since a covenant is a contract or an
agreement, which is based on law but not identical to the law. For instance, we read in Exodus 24:8 that God
made a covenant with Israel ―according to all these words.‖ The Revised English Bible renders this, ―on the
terms of this book.‖ In Exodus 34:27, it is again explained that a covenant is made based on law, as we read,
―Write these words, for according to the tenor of these words I have made [or, better, I will make] a covenant
with you and with Israel.‖ Again, the Revised English Bible states that ―the covenant I make with you and with
Israel is on those terms.‖
We have already seen that the Ten Commandments were in force long before Moses lived, so the Old
Covenant did not bring them into existence nor was it identical to them. What the Old Covenant did not bring
into force could not be abolished when that covenant ended at the time of Christ‘s death. The reason that the
Ten Commandments are especially emphasized in Deuteronomy 4:13 is that they are the heart and core of the
law on which the Old Covenant was based (compare 5:22) but they are not all the law on which the covenant
was based (compare 4:14).
Moses begins to admonish the Israelites again not to make any carved images, in whatever form, to portray or
picture God as an aid to worship (verses 15-18, 23-25). Further, he warns them not to worship anything else in
place of the true God (verse 19). Earlier, in Exodus 32, God had condemned Israel for making a golden calf
representing Him (verse 8). Rather than using physical pictures, portrayals or representations of God in our
worship of Him, we are to worship God ―in spirit and truth‖ (John 4:24) not with idolatrous images and practices
adopted from false religions. Moses warns the Israelites that if they would not obey God‘s commandments, God
would scatter them among the nations so that only few would survive (verses 26-27). The fulfillment of this
prophecy lies ahead of us, as it was meant for the end time or the ―latter days‖ (verse 30).
A hint of man‘s amazing destiny is given in verse 19, where it says that ―the sun, the moon, and the stars, all
the host of heaven‖ are for ―all the peoples under the whole heaven as a heritage.‖ Thus, though mankind was
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only given dominion over the earth in Genesis 2, we are to ultimately inherit the entire universe. This is the
same incredible message conveyed in Romans 8:16-25 and Hebrews 2:5-11.
Deuteronomy 4:29 is a wonderful comfort. It assures us that we will find God if we search for Him will all our
heart and soul (compare Jeremiah 29:13). Indeed, God wants not just part of our affections but our entire being
devoted to Him (compare Romans 12:1-2; Matthew 22:37).
The Decalogue Repeated (Deuteronomy 4-5)
Moses repeats the Ten Commandments to the younger generation. Comparing this chapter with Exodus 20, we
see that God inspires Moses here to give an additional reason for keeping the Sabbath ‖remember that you
were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD brought you out from there by a mighty hand and by an
outstretched arm; therefore the LORD your God commanded you to keep the Sabbath day‖ (5:15). So the
Sabbath not only reminds us that God is our Creator, but it also points to Him as our Redeemer the One who
delivers us from spiritual Egypt, i.e., the dominion of Satan, society and our own sinful nature. The Sabbath day,
then, signifies freedom and reminds us that we should share this freedom with everyone who is within our care
and under our control (verse 14). Of course, heads of households must exercise great wisdom in this area
when it comes to wives and houseguests who do not share the same beliefs.
The Fifth and Tenth Commandments also have wordings slightly different from those in Exodus 20. Notice the
words ―as the LORD your God has commanded you‖ in the Fourth and Fifth Commandments. These are not ten
suggestions, and it‘s interesting that God emphasized this concerning these two commandments when He
inspired Moses to restate the Ten.
The fifth commandment is stated very positively, adding not only the same blessing for obedience promised in
Exodus 20 ‖that your days may be long in the land‖ but also the words ―that it may be well with you.‖ Obedience
to this commandment is essential to maintain healthy families, which are one of the foundation of a stable
society. The lack of proper esteem and respect for parents is one of the reasons that families in Western
nations are in sad shape. World magazine recently reported, ―A respected seminary professor [suggested] that
the very concept of fatherhood may now be passe‘ for a high proportion of young people‖ (May 25, 2002).
In the Tenth Commandment, ―wife‖ and ―house‖ are in opposite order in the two versions, and Deuteronomy
adds ―his field.‖ The reason for that addition may be that no Israelite had a field of his own for 40 years after the
Exodus, but now they were about to gain fields in the Promised Land.
Realizing the Tenth Commandment prohibits coveting, it is interesting to consider Colossians 3:5, which tells us
that covetousness is idolatry. Thus, the Tenth Commandment links right back up with the First Commandment.
In this way, the Ten Commandments make a complete circuit.
―Face to face‖ in verse 4 does not mean the Israelites actually saw the face of God (see verses 5, 22-23; 4:12,
15). Even Moses did not see His glorious face. The expression implies close proximity being confronted with
God‘s obvious presence and God‘s speaking to them on a level they could understand.
People accuse God of hiding from them, but in verses 23-27 we see man‘s proclivity to hide or at least keep his
distance from God. Of course, God mercifully understands (verse 28), and He expresses His longing for the
time when they would have ―a heart in them‖ to properly fear and obey Him (verse 29). A heart can be spiritually
converted only when God gives the gift of the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:5-10; Deuteronomy 29:4).
God Is One? (Deuteronomy 6)
For many centuries Deuteronomy 6:4-9 has been known among the Jews as the Shema. This Hebrew word,
which means ―hear,‖ is the first word of verse 4. Continuing in verse 4, we read in the earlier and New King
James Versions that God is ―one.‖ And, indeed, many, including the Jews, have traditionally understood the
verse this way. Furthermore, they have concluded from it that God consists of only one Being. We know,
however, that God consists of two Beings at present, God and the Word (John 1:1), later called the Father and
Jesus Christ (compare verse 14).
God said in Genesis 1:26, ―Let Us make man in Our Image,‖ showing that God consists of more than one
personage. The Hebrew word for God, Elohim, is plural, and denotes the God family. Ephesians 3:14-15 not
only confirms that God is a family, but also that He is in the process of enlarging His family through converted
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Christians His begotten children awaiting glorification into divine spirit beings like Him (1 John 3:1-2). It is
interesting how the New International Version translates Hebrews 2:11: ―Both the one who makes men holy and
those who are made holy are of the same family.‖ So what is Deuteronomy 6:4 saying? First of all, it should be
stated that the word ―one‖ in the sense of singularity is probably not what the original Hebrew here is intending
to convey. Indeed, it could be understood as one in priority meaning God is to be first, the highest priority, in our
lives.
And some Bible versions render the phrase in question as, ―The LORD is our God, the LORD alone.‖ In this
sense, the prohibition is against worshiping other gods. Though the LORD normally denoted the One who
became Jesus Christ, since He is the one who dealt with Israel (compare 1 Corinthians 10:4), this passage
does not deny the existence of the Father. For the name Yahweh, having the sense of ―Eternal One,‖ which is
rendered ―LORD‖ in the New King James Version, could also refer to God the Father (compare Psalm 110:1).
Of course, Israel did not know about the Father. Rather, Christ came to reveal Him (Matthew 11:27; John 1:18;
17:25-26).
But Deuteronomy 6:4 could be translated as ―the LORD is one.‖ And if that‘s what is meant, then we must ask
how is God one? The answer can be found in John 17, where Christ prayed to the Father about His disciples,
―And the glory which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just as We are one‖ (verse 22). So
God truly is one in the unity of mindset and purpose shared by the Father and Christ, which They want us to
share with Them. But They obviously do not constitute one being just as God‘s people are not to become one
being.
Incidentally, Deuteronomy 6:8 should be understood metaphorically sealing God‘s instructions on our hands
(i.e., in our actions) and between our eyes (i.e., in our minds). But later Jews attempted to obey this scripture in
a literal way by writing down four passages (verses 4-9; 11:13-21; Exodus 13:1-10, 11-16) on tiny scrolls then
placing the scrolls in leather pouches and attaching these to their foreheads and left arms while reciting the
Shema. This is the origin of phylacteries (referred to in Matthew 23:5).
Obeying God‘s Commandments (Deuteronomy 6)
We are then introduced to one of the two great commandments in the law: ―You shall love the LORD your God
with all your heart, with all your soul, and with all your strength.‖ (Deuteronomy 6:5; compare Matthew 22:3638). Christ made clear that this is ―the first and great commandment,‖ but that the second (―You shall love your
neighbor as yourself‖) is ―like‖ it (verse 39, quoting from Leviticus 19:18). He explained that God‘s entire law is
summarized by these two commandments (see Matthew 22:40).
This is understandable, as the first four of the Ten Commandments explain how to love God, while the last six
tell us how to love our neighbor. The statutes and judgments, in turn (compare Deuteronomy 4:13-14), expand
on and set forth in more detail the practical application of the Ten Commandments in our daily lives. And
Christ‘s teachings in the New Testament a magnification of the law (see Isaiah 42:21) expand on the Ten
Commandments, statutes and judgments even further, by showing us how to live according to their spiritual
intent. (For instance, in Matthew 5:21-22 Jesus stated it is not only wrong to actually murder someone, but it is
wrong to even hate someone, as uncontrolled hatred can ultimately lead to the physical act of murder.)
Verses 6-9 emphasize the urgent necessity of teaching children the truths of God, giving parents the primary
responsibility here. Too often, parents are negligent in this responsibility and children grow up uncertain about
what they know. Conveying confidence and certainty in the Word of God is a vital role parents are commanded
to fulfill. The laws and ways of God should be taught daily.
Regarding ―Thou shalt teach them diligently‖ in verse 7, Adam Clarke‘s Commentary notes that the Hebrew
means ―‗to repeat, iterate, or do a thing again and again‘; hence to whet or sharpen any instrument, which is
done by reiterated friction or grinding‖ (emphasis added). This points to the great value of family Bible study and
prayer. And biblical principles should be talked about informally as often as opportunities present
themselves whenever there is a way to connect daily living and attitudes with the teachings of the Bible. An
opportunity is whenever you are together sitting, walking, riding in a car, eating together, etc. An opportunity is
when a question or problem arises and the parent can point to the Bible for understanding and solutions. And
it‘s valuable for families to start and end each day talking about and praying to God.
Since Israel was a carnal nation, God commanded that they write the commandments on the doorposts of their
houses (Deuteronomy 6:9). Although it would not be wrong for a Christian to do so today, it is not obligatory, as
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the law of God should be inscribed in a far more important place on our hearts. God desired this for ancient
Israel, too (verse 6), but He knew that this would not be the case without His Spirit within them (compare 31:21,
29; 29:4). Of course, while adults may feel no need for physical reminders and visual aids, as illustrated by
verses 8-9, they are often helpful for children.
In verse 15, God describes Himself as a ―jealous God,‖ as in Exodus 34:14. He demands our absolute loyalty
and fidelity to Him. But this is not for Himself because He just soaks up our adoration. Putting other things
before the true God in our lives is harmful and destructive to ourselves and others. God knows that all too well.
If everyone instead set their affections on Him the God of love above all others, there would be perfect peace
and happiness throughout the world. So God is jealous not for His own sake but for ours.
Some today say that all we need is the ―righteousness of faith‖ that is, as long as we believe in Christ, we are
justified or ―made right,‖ regardless of how we live. But Moses told Israel something different. In Deuteronomy
6:25, we read, ―Then it will be righteousness for us, if we are careful to observe all these commandments before
the LORD our God, as He has commanded us.‖ Psalm 119, an ode to keeping God‘s law, which is traditionally
attributed to King David, defines all of God‘s commandments as righteousness (verse 172). After all, faith
without works is dead (James 2:14, 20).
We will be rewarded in accordance with our works, and we are to practice ―obedience to the faith‖ (Romans 1:5;
16:26). When we sin, Christ forgives us upon repentance and justifies us or makes us righteous (1 John 1:7-9).
But we are told not to sin this must be our foremost goal (Matthew 6:33; Romans 6:15; 1 John 2:1). Since ―sin is
the transgression of the law‖ (1 John 3:4, KJV), we remain righteous unless and until we sin. But no one can
keep God‘s law on his own we need the help of the living Christ in us to conquer sin. That is why we read, ―He
condemned sin in the flesh that the righteous requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us who do not walk
according to the flesh, but according to the Spirit. Now if anyone does not have the Spirit of Christ, he is not His.
For as many as are led by the Spirit of God, these are sons of God‖ (Romans 8:3-4, 9, 14).
Be Separate; Obey and Be Blessed (Deuteronomy 7)
Israel is not to intermarry with the peoples of Canaan, because, as God tells them, ―they will turn your sons
away from following Me, to serve other gods‖ (verse 4). Regrettably, the Israelites will not obey this command,
and the history of Israel and Judah will reveal the bad results. Indeed, we may think of individual examples in
the Old Testament like Solomon, whose many foreign wives induced him to forsake the living God, or the
influence of the pagan Queen Jezebel on King Ahab.
Yet, even for us today, God says basically the same thing (compare 2 Corinthians 6:14-18). In 1 Corinthians
7:39, Paul makes it clear that a Christian is not to marry a person of a different faith. The Living Bible renders
this passage as follows: ―The [Christian] wife is part of her husband as long as he lives; if her husband dies,
then she may marry again, but only if she marries a Christian.‖ God wants us to be happy, and He knows that
an interfaith marriage is not going to be as peaceful, joyful and productive as it otherwise would be. Moreover,
God is concerned that His child might be influenced by the unbelieving spouse to forsake Him which happened
time and time again in ancient Israel and Judah. And a believer usually is a more effective instrument in doing
God‘s work when he or she has a believing partner, so they can serve as a team.
In this same chapter of Deuteronomy, God promises the nation that if they will obey Him, they will be blessed in
their possessions, and He will ―take away from [them] all sickness‖ (7:15; compare Exodus 23:25). But neither
the ancient nor the modern Israelites have lived a lifestyle pleasing to God. And, as a consequence, they were,
are, and will be plagued with sicknesses and terrible diseases (compare Leviticus 26:16, 21, 25). Although an
individual‘s sickness can be caused by his own sin, such as by smoking, this does not have to be the case.
Polluted air, for example, can cause sickness.
In this case, the person breathing the air did not sin, but those responsible for polluting the air because of
greed abandoning the responsibility God gave man of caring for the environment `did sin. Indeed, the fact that
there is sickness in the world at all is ultimately a result of the general state of mankind being cut off from God
due to the sin of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.
Deuteronomy 7:20 explains that when the Israelites enter the Promised Land, God will fight for them to hand it
over to them. We read, ―Moreover the Lord your God will send the hornet among them until those who are left,
who hide themselves from you, are destroyed.‖ He had similarly told Israel in Exodus 23:27-28: ―I will send My
fear before you, I will cause confusion among all the people to whom you come, and will make all your enemies
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turn their backs to you. And I will send hornets before you, which shall drive out the Hivite, the Canaanite, and
the Hittite from before you.‖ We will later see that God does send hornets. Indeed, even though Israel fights,
their sword does not bring them victory rather, God does. Moses states: ―Therefore understand today that the
LORD your God is He who goes over before you as a consuming fire. He will destroy them and bring them
down before you; so you shall drive them out and destroy them quickly as the LORD has said to you‖ (9:3). So
God gives them their part to play but they are not truly responsible for their victory.
Following the conquest, He explains, ―I sent the hornet before you which drove them out from before you, also
the two kings of the Amorites, but not with your sword or with your bow‖ (Joshua 24:12). Sadly, Israel‘s future
disobedience will show just how true this is. For as part of the penalty for forsaking God, Israel will suffer
ignominious defeat at the hands of their enemies. ―The LORD will cause you to be defeated before your
enemies; you shall go out one way against them and flee seven ways before them. You shall be only oppressed
and plundered continually, and no one shall save you‖ (Deuteronomy 28:25, 29). Thus, trusting in their
weapons of war will be utterly useless. True security lies only in God‘s protection and deliverance.
Today, converted Christians are instructed by God not to fight in war at all (compare Matthew 5:44; 26:52;
Romans 12:20; 2 Corinthians 10:3-4; James 4:1-2; 1 John 3:15). And in the wonderful world to come, when
God‘s Kingdom rules the earth, mankind as a whole will not learn the way of war anymore (Isaiah 2:4).
―Beware That You Do Not Forget the LORD Your God‖ (Deuteronomy 8)
Moses reminds Israel of God‘s mighty power with which He kept them alive in the wilderness for 40 years, and
He warns them not to forget God when they enter the Promised Land and become prosperous, seeming to
have everything they need. It is easier to remember God when we see we are in desperate need for His help
than when we think we can make it on our own. In a materialistic society, when many have money in the bank
and food in their refrigerators and cupboards, they can easily neglect to sincerely pray ―give us this day our
daily bread‖ (Matthew 6:11).
God allowed Israel to hunger in the wilderness to test them and to find out what was in their heart
(Deuteronomy 8:2-3, 16). He gave them manna to teach them that man does not live by bread alone. Rather,
man lives by carefully observing God‘s Word (verse 3). As long as we seek first the Kingdom of God and God‘s
righteousness, all our physical needs will be provided for (Matthew 6:33). When tempted by the devil, who told
Him to make bread out of stone to satisfy His hunger, Jesus Christ quoted this very passage of Deuteronomy
8:3, showing that He understood the importance of truly living by God‘s Word at all times (Matthew 4:2-4). After
the devil ceased from tempting Him until another opportune time (see Luke 4:13), God‘s angels ministered to
the hungry Jesus by bringing Him the physical things He had need of (Matthew 4:11).
Continuing on, Moses impresses on the new generation of Israelites how vital it is that they remember their total
dependence on God. Moses knows human nature. When people are full with blessings and no longer
conscious of need, they are susceptible to concluding not only that they can get along without a Provider, but
that they themselves had somehow gained their abundance through their own power and strength
(Deuteronomy 8:11-17). So Moses admonishes the people, ―You shall remember the LORD your God, for it is
He who gives you power to get wealth‖ (verse 18). Tragically, the ancient Israelites would forget God and so will
their descendants, the nations of the modern-day Israelites.
In the midst of the American Civil War, President Abraham Lincoln issued a proclamation remarking that this
very thing had happened among the American people. He eloquently stated: ―We have been the recipients of
the choicest bounties of heaven. We have been preserved, these many years, in peace and prosperity. We
have grown in numbers, wealth and power, as no other nation has ever grown. But we have forgotten God. We
have forgotten the gracious hand which preserved us in peace, and multiplied and enriched and strengthened
us; and we have vainly imagined, in the deceitfulness of our hearts, that all these blessings were produced by
some superior wisdom and virtue of our own. Intoxicated with unbroken success, we have become too selfsufficient to feel the necessity of [God‘s] redeeming and preserving grace, too proud to pray to the God that
made us! It behooves us, then, to humble ourselves before the offended Power, to confess our national sins,
and to pray for clemency and forgiveness‖ (April 30, 1863, Proclamation for a National Day of Fasting,
Humiliation and Prayer). If only today‘s national leaders would see it the same way.
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Review of Israel‘s Rebellions (Deuteronomy 9)
Moses continues explaining that Israel is not going to inherit the Promised Land because of their righteousness,
but because of the foreign people‘s wickedness, and because of the unconditional promise God had made to
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to bring their descendants into the land (verses 4-6). To drive the point home even
more, Moses reminds them of the episode with the golden calf, along with some of their other rebellions, and
how they, being a stiff-necked people, provoked God so much that He was willing to totally destroy them had it
not been for Moses‘ intervention (verses 14, 18-20). To introduce this section, God inspired Moses in verse 7 to
use the strong statement, ―Remember! Do not forget.‖ This double imperative provides emphasis and adds
weight to the sober reminders that follow.
We too, if we are blessed today with physical possessions or status, might think that we obtained these
because of our own righteousness. But God may have given us blessings for quite a different reason. It is
possible to deceive ourselves, thinking that God is adding physical things to us because we are seeking Him
first, when, in reality, we are doing nothing of the kind. Perhaps the blessings are even a test to see where our
loyalties lie. Verses 9 and 19 show Moses as a beloved servant of God because of His love for the people of
God. He stood in the gap as Jesus did for us all and reflected the true character of God in his attitude.
Verses 25-29 demonstrate that it pleases God when we remind Him of His steadfast character and the
promises He has made. Of course, He doesn‘t need reminding rather, it shows Him that we remember who He
is and what He has done for us and for others.
Becoming More Like God (Deuteronomy 10)
Since Moses had broken the tablets of the Ten Commandments in anger over the sinfulness of the people, God
told him to make two new tablets of stone and to appear before Him again, while fasting for a second span of
40 days and 40 nights. God then wrote the Ten Commandments on the newly hewn tablets of stone. They were
placed inside the Ark of the Covenant (verses 1-5). Moses impresses on Israel that God requires of them to
―fear the LORD your God, to walk in all His ways, and to love Him, to serve the LORD your God with all your
heart and with all your soul, and to keep the commandments of the LORD and His statutes for your good‖
(verses 12-13).
Some think of God‘s commandments as harsh and burdensome. But His Word tells us that ―His
commandments are not burdensome‖ (1 John 5:3). And, as stated here, the things God commands us are for
our own good. Today, the ―ancient‖ standard given here is as modern and relevant as ever.
But people can only live by it if they ―circumcise the foreskins of [their] heart, and be stiff-necked no longer‖
(Deuteronomy 10:16) or, in other words, if they become converted and receive God‘s Spirit, which will enable
them to become more and more like God in their thinking and way of life.
And God tells us here a little bit about His way of life such as the fact that He ―shows no partiality nor takes a
bribe,‖ and ―administers justice for the fatherless and the widow, and loves the stranger, giving him food and
clothing‖ (verses 17-18). Since we are to become perfect as God is (Matthew 5:48), we too are to ―love the
stranger‖ (Deuteronomy 10:19) and help the fatherless and the widow, without showing partiality (Psalm 82:3-4;
Leviticus 19:15; James 3:17).
A Choice to Make (Deuteronomy 11)
Moses continues impressing on the children of Israel the absolute necessity of obeying each and every one of
God‘s commandments (verse 8) for God to bless them (verses 13-15, 23-25). If they love God with all their
heart and soul, then they will carefully keep His commandments and walk in His ways, holding fast to Him
(verses 1, 13, 22). After all, this is the love of God ‖poured out in our hearts‖ (Romans 5:5) ‖that we keep His
commandments‖ (1 John 5:3; compare 2 John 6).
However, we have a choice of whether to follow or to reject God, just as ancient Israel did. God set before them
―a blessing and a curse: the blessing, if you obey the commandments of the LORD your God which I command
you today; and the curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the LORD your God‖ (Deuteronomy 11:2628).
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God wants man to choose His way, which produces blessings (30:19), but He does not force man to do so. God
created man for the purpose of developing godly character outflowing, loving concern for others which, by
necessity, involves the voluntary decision of the individual to choose, and then act in accordance with, that right
way. Otherwise, man would be nothing but a robot that does the right thing automatically without mind and
conscience. But God, who is in the process of adding many children to His family, wants His future immortal
sons and daughters to think and act like He does and from eternity God has chosen to never veer from His
loving nature. God expects all of us to choose His way of life too and ultimately, once we are resurrected to
incorruptible spirit with perfect godly character ourselves, we will maintain that right choice for eternity to come.
Verses 10-12 describe some agricultural practices of Egypt and Canaan, contrasting the way crops received
necessary moisture. All crops in Egypt were supported by irrigation waters from the Nile. The expression
relating to Egypt that the people ―watered it by foot‖ refers to the opening or closing of water outlets that
regulated flow in the canals that serviced the fields. Canaan, however, was a country without a single major
river. The crops received water from the rain and the dew. God placed His people in a land in which the
weather patterns were supposed to turn their minds and eyes to heaven, so they would recognize their
dependence upon Him.
Indeed, God paints a refreshing picture here and on through verse 14. The Israelites were headed for a land
―which drinks water from the rain of heaven a land for which the LORD your God cares; the eyes of the LORD
your God are always on it, from the beginning of the year to the very end of the year. I will give you rain for your
land in its season, the early rain and the latter rain.‖ I t should be noted that the land of Israel is not the same
today as it was in the time of Moses. A rich land of milk and honey, the Holy Land was then lush and
green more heavily forested with large areas of good pasturage and fertile soil for crops. Of course, the
Promised Land was a physical type of the wonderful blessings of the coming Kingdom of God, which will be
established over all nations.
No Pagan Customs in the Worship of God (Deuteronomy 12)
Moses announces to the Israelites that when they have entered the Promised Land, there will have to be one
specific place to bring their sacrifices, lest they be tempted to adopt the worship customs of the pagans, who
sacrifice to their gods in every place they choose (verses 2-8, 13-14, 18). God is very concerned that Israel‘s
worship practices not incorporate pagan elements in any way. He specifically warns them to ―take heed to
yourself that you do not inquire after their gods, saying, How did these nations serve THEIR gods? I will also do
likewise.‘ You shall not worship the LORD your God in that way; for every abomination to the LORD which He
hates they have done to their gods. Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you shall not add to it
nor take away from it‖ (verses 30-32).
Today, the nominal Christian world celebrates religious holidays whose origin and customs are steeped in
paganism, while refusing to keep God‘s weekly seventh-day Sabbath or His annual Holy Days. For example,
Sunday, the first day of the week, was the day on which pagans worshiped the sun god since ancient times.
―Easter‖ was a feast of the fertility goddess Astarte or Ashtoreth, also called Ishtar, Ostara or Eostre which
helps explain why the holiday bears that unusual name and is celebrated with such fertility symbols as bunny
rabbits and eggs. And ―Christmas‖ was originally the holy day of Mithras, Attis and other pagan gods. It is also
remarkable that many such pagan ―saviors‖ were supposedly born on December 25, killed on a Friday and
―resurrected‖ on a Sunday during the ―Easter‖ season while the Scriptures show that the true Christ was neither
born in December nor killed on a Friday nor resurrected on a Sunday.
Evergreen trees were employed as idols of Ashtoreth such trees being referred to as asherah in the Hebrew
Bible. God forbade them from being placed near His altar, as if to honor Him, as He did not want His worship
system corrupted by them (Deuteronomy 16:21). Setting them up and decorating them as part of a religious
observance is clearly condemned in Jeremiah 10:1-4 showing what God thinks of Christmas trees, which are in
part derived from this ancient custom. Easter cakes (cakes to the ―queen of heaven‖) and sunrise services (in
honor of Tammuz) are clearly condemned in the Bible (compare Jeremiah 7:18; 44:17-27; Ezekiel 8:13-17).
According to the Ryrie Study Bible, the ―queen of heaven‖ is a reference to ―the Assyro-Babylonian goddess
Ishtar‖ i.e., Easter.
And in regard to ―Tammuz,‖ the same source identifies him as ―a Babylonian deity, husband of Ishtar, who after
his death supposedly became god of the underworld. Some have understood him as a vegetation-deity, dying
in the heat of the summer and rising in the spring.‖ It is no secret that the early Roman church absorbed pagan

111

elements into its worship to accommodate new converts and make the new faith attractive to the pagan world,
attaching ―Christian‖ significance to these elements.
Thus, many customs of traditional Christianity, following ancient Israel‘s bad example, clearly violate God‘s
commands to avoid heathen practices in worshiping the true God. And not only have they added pagan
elements to the worship of God they have deleted godly elements that should be observed today. (To learn
more, request or download our free booklet Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?) In
verse 31, Moses warned Israel to avoid one of the most hideous worship rites practiced by the Canaanites, that
of infant sacrifice. Archaeologists have discovered in a number of locations the grisly remains of burned infant
skeletons buried in large jars. Sadly, however, Israel did descend to this despicable practice too (2 Kings 21:19; 2 Chronicles 28:1-4).
A Dreamer of Dreams (Deuteronomy 13)
Moses continues warning against the danger of pagan worship. God commanded that everyone who would try
to introduce Israel to the worship of other gods had to be killed including one‘s brother, son, daughter, wife or
close friend ‖so all Israel shall hear and fear, and not again do such wickedness as this among you‖
(Deuteronomy 13:6-11). Today, the death penalty is not being carried out, of course, by spiritual Israel the
Church. Nevertheless, the principle of spiritual and, if need be, physical separation from wrong influences still
applies. Christ clearly told His disciples: ―He who loves father or mother more than Me is not worthy of Me. And
he who loves son or daughter more than Me is not worthy of Me‖ (Matthew 10:37-38). Christ expects His
disciples to choose between Him and their relatives when it comes to conflict in worship and true Christian
living. We are to leave every form of paganism, and we are not to allow anyone to entice us to return to it.
In addition, Israel was admonished to not be deceived even by a prophet or a dreamer whose prophecies or
dreams came true if his goal was to influence others to worship pagan gods (Deuteronomy 13:1-5). Rather,
such a prophet was to be killed too. Isaiah later gives us the way to discern a false prophet or teacher: ―To the
law and to the testimony [i.e., Holy Scripture]! If they do not speak according to this word, it is because there is
no light in them‖ (Isaiah 8:20).
Sometimes false prophets will arise, prophesying events that do come to pass so as to ―test‖ us in order to
―know‖ whether we really love God with all our heart and soul (Deuteronomy 13:3). In fact, in a few years from
now, a powerful religious figure will appear on the world scene, called the ―lawless one‖ or ―false prophet,‖ who
will perform ―signs and lying wonders‖ (2 Thessalonians 2:9). Satan will give him the power to do so; and by
those signs he will deceive the multitudes (Revelation 19:20). Also, at that time, ―false christs and false
prophets will rise and show great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect‖ (Matthew 24:24).
Therefore, signs and wonders are no proof that the person performing them is from God. Yet, unless we have
received the ―love of the truth‖ (2 Thessalonians 2:10) and are seriously committed to God‘s way of life, we too
can become deceived by those mighty signs, believing that, because of them, the religious message of the
―prophet‖ or ―dreamer‖ must be believed and followed.
Laws Still in Force (Deuteronomy 14)
In this chapter, Moses reminds the Israelites about proper and improper mourning for the dead, about the
consumption of clean versus unclean animals, and about tithing. All the laws discussed in this chapter are still
valid for us today, with two exceptions.
When a close friend or relative dies, we are not to follow the ways of the heathen by ―cutting‖ ourselves in
mourning and despair, as ancient pagans and certain American Indian tribes did, nor by shaving the front of our
head (verse 1). The reason is given in verse 2: We are a holy people to God, and as such we are to abstain
from all religious practices dedicated to pagan gods or the dead, who were believed to live on in another life.
Further, we are to abstain from eating any unclean animal (verses 3-21), which is a ―detestable‖ or ―abominable
thing‖ when used as food. Though the only land animals specifically identified in this chapter as unclean for
food are the camel, the rabbit, the rock hyrax and the pig, the general description of unclean land animals is
given as every one which does not chew the cud and which does not have cloven hooves (verses 7-8). Thus,
all reptiles and amphibians are unclean, as are worms, spiders and most insects. So too are most mammals,
the only ones acceptable for food being most of the ruminants, such as bovines, antelope, deer, sheep, goats
and, though not always thought of, giraffe. In addition, only those water creatures ―that have fins and scales‖
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may be eaten (verses 9-10), thus ruling out things like eels, sharks, catfish, clams, squid, lobster, crab, shrimp
and all other shellfish.
Clean birds may be eaten (verses 11, 20) but these are only indirectly defined by listing unclean birds that must
not be eaten (verses 12-18). From this list, we can see which birds are clean by noticing the characteristics of
the birds which are unclean: (1) a clean bird has a craw or crop; (2) a clean bird has a gizzard with a double
lining which can be easily separated; (3) a clean bird is not a bird of prey; (4) a clean bird does not devour food
while flying; (5) a clean bird‘s hind toe and middle front toe are both elongated; (6) when a clean bird stands on
a perch, it spreads its toes so that three front ones are on one side of the perch and the hind toe on the
opposite side. All unclean birds lack at least one of these six characteristics. This means that the following birds
are clean among others: chicken, turkey, duck, goose, swan, pheasant, quail, partridge, dove (pigeon), and all
songbirds. Birds like hawks and ostriches are unclean and so are their eggs.
Verse 19 tells us that all creeping or swarming things are unclean. Yet Leviticus 11, the parallel passage to this
one, clarifies that certain kinds of flying insects with jointed legs above the feet for leaping may be eaten, e.g.,
locusts, grasshoppers and crickets (verses 21-22). It is believed that in the ancient Middle East, these insects
were ground into a fine meal and baked into cakes perhaps explaining the later description of John the Baptist‘s
eating locusts with honey (Matthew 3:4).
In verse 21 of Deuteronomy 14, the Israelites were permitted to give aliens the meat of animals that died of
themselves. However, there is no indication that unclean animals were allowed to be eaten by anyone.
Therefore, the prohibition for Israelites in verse 21 to eat meat of animals that died of themselves and the
permission to give it to foreigners for consumption deals with only clean animals. This was, therefore, a ritual
law a point made even clearer by the fact that an Israelite who did inadvertently eat of an animal that had died
of itself became ritually clean again in the evening after washing himself with water (Leviticus 17:15; compare
11:39-40). We do not read anywhere, however, that the eating of an unclean animal brought only ritual
uncleanness that ended in the evening after washing. Also, this ritual law against eating animals that have died
of themselves is not to be confused with another law that is still very much in effect God‘s prohibition against
eating the blood of any animal (Deuteronomy 12:16, 23-25), which outlaws ―strangled‖ clean animals from being
eaten (Acts 15:29; 21:25).
Another ritual law mentioned in Deuteronomy 14:8 prohibits the touching of a dead pig‘s carcass. Leviticus 11
explains that touching the carcass of any unclean animal made a person ritually unclean, but only ―until
evening‖ (verses 8, 11, 24, 26, 27, 31). Indeed, the same was true for touching a dead clean animal (verse 39).
The fact that a person became ritually clean again by evening, after washing himself, shows the ritualistic
character of this provision. (This is not to say, however, that there were not health benefits to following even
these ritual laws.
For instance, an animal that died of itself may have fallen victim to a disease, thus making it potentially harmful
to eat. And it remains a good practice to wash our hands after we have touched a dead animal of any kind to
prevent the possible transmission of harmful pathogens. This is especially apparent when reading about how
various pots and utensils were made unclean by the carcasses of dead animals in Leviticus 11.) (To learn more
about the dietary laws God gave, download or send for our free booklet What Does the Bible Teach About
Clean and Unclean Meats?) Finally, Deuteronomy 14:22-29 discusses some tithing principles that are still valid
today. This passage does not address the first tithe, which was to be given to the Levites for their work
(compare Numbers 18:21). Some have argued that the tithe mentioned in Deuteronomy 14:22 is the first tithe.
Yet, if that were the case, it would be the only tithe mentioned here without an explanation for its use. It makes
more sense that the use of the tithe mentioned in verse 22 is spelled out in the verses that follow (verses 2326) and these verses clearly refer to a second tithe, which is to be used by the tithe-payer for himself and his
family in the observance of God‘s feasts. Then follows a brief mention of a third tithe, saved only every third
year out of a seven-year sabbatical cycle (verses 28- 29; compare 26:12; Leviticus 25:2-4) to be given to the
poor i.e., the Levite (who was not allowed to own any land), the stranger, the fatherless and the widow. All
three tithes are attested to by the well-known first-century Jewish historian, Flavius Josephus (compare
Antiquities of the Jews, Book 4, chap. 4, secs. 3-4; chap. 8, secs. 8, 22). (For more information on tithing and
our responsibility in the matter, download or send for our free booklet What Does the Bible Teach About
Tithing?)
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Statutes of Liberty (Deuteronomy 15)
The New King James Version does not provide the best translation of verse 4, as it could be read to say that
the law regarding the year of release would sometimes not be in effect because of periods when no one was
poor. Perhaps it should read, ―that there be no poor among you,‖ meaning this law would help prevent extreme
poverty by preventing debts being exacted from those unable to fully repay them. The Living Bible translates
the verse as, ―No one will become poor because of this‖ indicating that the year of release would not impoverish
lenders. And the Revised Standard Version renders verses 4-5 this way: ―But there will be no poor among you if
only you will obey the voice of the LORD your God.‖
Although there should have been no poverty within the nation of Israel, since God promised to bless everyone
among His people (Deuteronomy 15:4) which will be the case throughout the whole world during the future
millennial reign of Christ (Micah 4:4) God‘s promise to the Israelites was conditional upon their obedience
(Deuteronomy 15:5). And since He knew the kind of people they would be (compare 5:29), He also knew that
there would be poverty (15:11; compare Matthew 26:11). Therefore, He devised a system to deal with the poor
in a merciful and compassionate way unlike any social system known in this world today.
At the end of every seven years, a total release of all debts had to be granted (Deuteronomy 15:1). If there is
any modern parallel at all, it is that of declaring bankruptcy except that, in ancient Israel, the seven-year release
was mandatory, and it did not matter whether creditor or debtor wanted such a release or not. Further, this
procedure also required that a poor Hebrew person, who had ―sold‖ himself to his creditor to pay off his debts,
had to be released as well. But more than that, since the poor Hebrew servant had diligently worked for his
master, he was to be given a generous bonus on his departure (verses 12-15, 18) to enable him to make a new
start. The servant was permitted, however, to continue working for his master if he so wished (verses 16-17),
yet without being subject to a continued obligation for repayment of prior debts. In all of this, especially in
recalling Israel‘s deliverance from Egypt, God stresses that His way is the way of liberation and freedom.
Three Times a Year (Deuteronomy 16)
Here, some of God‘s seven annual festivals are listed and reviewed. The sacrifices that God later added to
accompany these feasts are no longer in effect. The festivals themselves, however, are still to be observed.
Although the Passover was originally eaten in the Israelites‘ homes, God here prescribes that it be sacrificed
and eaten at a certain place chosen by Him (verses 5-6) that is, the environs of where the tabernacle, and later
the temple, will be located the same place they are to observe the feasts (see 14:23). When Israel first enters
the land, the center of festival worship will be Shiloh, north of Jerusalem. Much later, it will be the city of
Jerusalem itself. The Passover is to be sacrificed ―at twilight, at the going down of the sun‖ (16:6), and ―in the
morning you shall turn and go [back] to your tents‖ (verse 7).
Following the Passover, God commanded that the Israelites were not to eat leavened bread for seven days, but
were to instead eat unleavened bread during that time (verses 3, 8). No leaven was to be seen among them in
all their territory for those seven days (verse 4) the Days of Unleavened Bread.
Seven weeks later, the Feast of Weeks, or Pentecost, was to be kept (verse 9). Next would be the Feast of
Trumpets followed by the Day of Atonement, but neither are mentioned here nor is the Last Great Day.
However, the Feast of Tabernacles is specifically reviewed (verses 13-15). This does not mean that Trumpets,
Atonement and the Last Great Day are no longer holy. Rather, God is listing here only the three seasons of His
annual festivals, as can be seen in verse 16. The first season, early spring, includes Passover and Unleavened
Bread; the next season, late spring approaching summer, refers to Pentecost, and the third season, late
summer and fall, includes Trumpets, Atonement, Tabernacles and the Last Great Day (these feasts are all to be
kept within a period of less than a month).
As part of the instructions for keeping His festivals, God also commanded that we come before Him with an
offering during each of the three festival seasons (verse 16). Generally, the Israelites made three trips in order
to worship together in the three festival seasons. Many of the offerings were produce or animals, so it may have
been practical for families to turn over their offerings as soon as they arrived at the place of worship. However,
since offerings today are usually in the form of money (checks, cash, etc.), and since God does command that
we are not to ―appear before Him‖ empty-handed, the Church of God in modern times has instituted a tradition
of taking up offerings on each Holy Day, the days on which God specifically commands us to appear before
Him in assembly for worship services.
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Why did God specify only the males? It was assumed that each family was headed by a man, and the man
presented the family‘s offering. Even today, there is often just one offering from each family though many
parents encourage their children to each give a small amount in order to teach them the habit of giving to God.
Finally, it should be mentioned that God does not set any amount for us to give except that it be ―according to
the blessing of the LORD your God which He has given you‖ (verse 17). Of course, this cannot mean that we
are to put a ―price tag‖ on all that God has given us and try to pay Him that for we could never in a million
lifetimes pay that much. Rather, it must refer to the clause in the first part of the same verse, that we are to give
as we are able or, more to the point, as God has enabled us.
And Justice for All (Deuteronomy 16-17)
In this section of Deuteronomy, Moses explains how justice is to be administered and who is to do so. He
begins by explaining that judges and officers are to be appointed in every city. If a matter proved too difficult at
this level, it was to be taken to the place of God‘s tabernacle, to ―the priests, the Levites, and to the judge there
in those days‖ who, together, constituted a sort of ―supreme court,‖ whose decisions were binding (17:9-11).
However, it was not, like the U.S. Supreme Court, a court of appeals wherein either side in a dispute could ask
that the matter be judged again for only the judges at the lower level could determine whether the case needed
to come before the higher authorities. Later, the chief seat of judgment on the human level will be occupied by a
king. None of these judges are to pervert justice by accepting bribes or showing partiality to anyone (16:18-20).
Moses continues by stating the criminality of idolatry and describing right and just proceedings regarding the
execution of its perpetrators through stoning (verse 21-17:7). To ensure that an allegation of idolatry could be
substantiated, the matter had to be diligently looked into, and two or three witnesses had to be found confirming
the sin. If only one person saw and reported the transgression, the perpetrator could not be killed. Furthermore,
the witnesses who reported the transgression had to be the first to cast the stones (verses 1-7). This procedure
for a carnal nation was to ensure that the stoned person was in fact guilty of the alleged crime, and that such
evil conduct would not be repeated. Indeed, the same principles had to be applied for any capital offense
(compare Numbers 35:30). Moreover, no conviction of any crime, whether worthy of death or not, could be
established without the testimony of at least two witnesses (Deuteronomy 19:15).
After explaining the role of the appointed judges and the people‘s responsibility to heed them, God moves on to
the matter of human kingship. At this time, God was Israel‘s King (Exodus 15:18; Numbers 23:21). But knowing
human nature, He already foresaw and knew that Israel would eventually ask for a human king as in other
nations, although this request would constitute a rejection of God‘s direct rule and therefore be sinful (1 Samuel
8:7; 12:19). Nevertheless, God would give them a human king, as He had earlier prophesied that He would
(compare Genesis 17:16; 49:10). But Israel‘s future king was not to be just like other rulers of the day. For, in
placing certain restrictions and requirements on Israel‘s king, God essentially decreed that the nation would be
a limited constitutional monarchy under His own supreme theocracy. ―These regulations limited the power and
splendor of the future king. He would not be dependent on military power and riches. He was exhorted not to
entangle the nation in political alliances that would expose Israel to pagan worship.
Instead, he was exhorted to guide the nation into obedience to God‘s laws‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 17:1517). In requiring the king to read and govern according to God‘s law, ―the true king of Israel would be bound to
God‘s instructions. He would not be a tyrant, but a king who ruled in accordance with God‘s revealed will‖ (note
on 17:18). Sadly, few Israelite kings would fulfill their responsibilities in these regards.
But the instructions here can serve as a lesson for us. True Christians, the saints of God serving in His spiritual
administration of life, do not administer civil judgment over the governments of this world (see 2 Corinthians 3:67). But they are to eventually serve as kings in the coming Kingdom of God, which will soon reign over the
entire earth (Revelation 5:10; 20:4, 6; 2:26-28). Daniel 7:18 says that ―the saints of the Most High shall receive
the kingdom, and possess the kingdom forever, even forever and ever.‖ And verse 22 reveals, ―Judgment was
given to the saints of the most High; and the time came that the saints possessed the kingdom‖ (KJV).
Psalm 149 elaborates: ―Let the saints be joyful in glory; let them sing aloud on their beds. Let the high praises of
God be in their mouth, and a two-edged sword in their hand, to execute vengeance on the nations, and
punishments on the peoples; to bind their kings with chains, and their nobles with fetters of iron; to execute on
them the written judgment this honor have all His saints‖ (verses 5-9). So even though Christians are not to
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judge in the governments of the world today, they will, when glorified as immortal kings, both judge and carry
out judgment on the nations according to the ―written judgment.‖
Therefore, if the kings of Israel had a responsibility to read and meditate upon the Book of the Law, Christians,
as future kings in God‘s Kingdom, have an even greater responsibility to do so yet by studying not only the civil
law of Israel, but the full exposition of God‘s judgments as found throughout the entire Bible. Glorified Christians
will, of course, rule with great mercy just as God‘s great mercy has been shown to them throughout their human
lives.
The Prophet and False Prophets (Deuteronomy 18)
Israel is again cautioned against learning ―to follow the abominations‖ of the people living in the land, including
the practices of witchcraft, sorcery or divination (verses 9-14). In contrast to pagan soothsayers, Moses
prophesies that God would eventually raise up a Prophet like himself, referring to the coming of Jesus Christ
(verses 15-19; see John 1:45; Acts 3:22-23).
He makes clear that just as the words from God that he proclaimed were to be obeyed, so it would be with this
future Prophet. And indeed, like Moses, Jesus came as an Announcer of God‘s law and as a Mediator of a
covenant based on that law. In short, Christ‘s words were to be followed whereas others who would falsely
claim to be prophets would have to be rejected (Deuteronomy 18:20). Christ would later confirm that many false
prophets would come to deceive the many (compare Matthew 24:4-5, 11). Sadly, this problem has always
persisted among God‘s people (2 Peter 2:1-3).
Moses gives a clue as to how to determine whether a person is a prophet of God or not: ―When a prophet
speaks in the name of the LORD, if the thing does not happen or come to pass, that is the thing which the
LORD has not spoken; the prophet has spoken it presumptuously‖ (Deuteronomy 18:22). But one word of
caution here: Sometimes, false prophets will foretell the future accurately (see 13:1-5) and God Himself may
even be behind it (see Numbers 22:20, 38; 23:12).
Yet even if someone relays many correct prophecies, the verse quoted above basically tells us that if there is
just one instance where he claims that God has, apart from Scripture, specially and directly communicated to
his mind regarding some event that will happen and the event does not come to pass as he proclaimed it would,
that alone would make him a false prophet that is, unless the proclamation is a warning of divine punishment
and those to whom it is directed repent, as all such prophecies are contingent upon whether the recipients
repent or not (compare Jeremiah 18:6-8; Jonah 3). And, of course, as explained in the highlights for
Deuteronomy 13, someone‘s fulfilled prophecies are to be measured against his teachings and deeds. We are
never to follow anyone‘s anti-biblical teachings or evil practices.
Cities of Refuge, Manslaughter and Deterrence (Deuteronomy 19)
Moses commands Israel to set aside three cities of refuge in the land west of the Jordan just as three cities had
already been set aside in the land east of the Jordan for any manslayer one who killed another person
accidentally (see Numbers 35:9-29; Deuteronomy 4:41-43). Such a person could flee to any of these cities to
escape a possible execution by an avenger of blood (a close relative of the victim), but he had to stay there until
the high priest died (19:1-13; Numbers 35:25). Further, as Numbers 35:12 shows, the cities of refuge were
established so that the manslayer could flee there in order to be tried fairly.
Several points should be considered here: The perpetrator was only saved from death if he was a ―manslayer,‖
that is, if the death of the victim was caused accidentally (compare Numbers 35:15). Several examples are
given throughout scripture to illustrate accidental conduct (which might not be the same as man‘s
understanding of an ―accident.‖) This would include unintentional or ignorant or unknowing conduct
(Deuteronomy 19:4; compare margin in King James Version) for example, the perpetrator kills a person by
throwing a stone without knowing that the victim is there (compare Numbers 35:23). It would also include
unintentional conduct the perpetrator kills a person without wanting to do it (compare Deuteronomy 19:5;
Numbers 35:22). On the other hand, if the perpetrator hated the victim in the past, he had to be executed
(Deuteronomy 19:4, 6, 11; Numbers 35:20-21). Also, if he struck the victim intentionally with a stone, an iron
implement, or a wooden hand weapon, even though he might not have hated the victim (Numbers 35:16-18), he
was still considered deserving of death.
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In addition, the accidental manslayer was not considered innocent, as his conduct, albeit unintentional or
unknowing, led to the death of a person. The real sin here appears to be negligence because, with proper
precautions, it would seem that such a death could have been avoided. The manslayer still had to flee to a city
of refuge and stay there until the high priest died. If he left the city before the death of the high priest, the
avenger of blood was permitted to kill him. Thus, the awareness that careless actions could lead to an extended
period of confinement within a city would tend to make people more careful.
A manslayer would undoubtedly have been given refuge in any of the cities of refuge. However, he would most
likely flee to the respective city assigned to the territory in which he happened to be, since it would almost
always be the closest one and the most accessible. This is because each city of refuge was located in the
center of its respective territory and, within that territory, roads (with bridges and signs) were built that led to that
city (Deuteronomy 19:2-4).
Moses next cautions the people not to remove their neighbor‘s landmarks (Deuteronomy 19:14). This was not a
simple matter of moving a rock. Landmarks were stones that marked property boundaries. This law prohibited
manipulating boundaries so as to rob someone of part of his property his rightful inheritance. Moses next
warned against testifying as a false witness (verses 16-17). If a witness was found to have brought up a false
accusation, ―then you shall do to him as he thought to have done to his brother life for life, eye for eye, tooth for
tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot‖ (verses 18-21) that is, punishment to fit the intended harm. Moreover, the
purpose for severe penalties is also given here to serve as a deterrent to others against committing similar
crimes (verse 20). And when rightly administered, such laws do act as a deterrent.
Under the New Testament dispensation, a Christian is not to kill or harm anyone (Romans 13:9-10) or seek
vengeance in any manner (Matthew 5:38-39; Romans 12:19). This does not mean we must desist from righting
a wrong, such as taking disciplinary action or requiring restitution.
Laws of Warfare (Deuteronomy 20)
Moses now discusses the principles governing warfare. These principles show that, despite the use of physical
armaments, Israel was still to look to God for victory (Deuteronomy 20:1-9). One of the threats that Israel would
face in war mentioned in verse 1 is ―horses and chariots.‖ Armies equipped in this manner were particularly
intimidating to foot soldiers. The commandment was given in Deuteronomy 17:16 that Israel‘s kings not
―multiply horses.‖ And there is no evidence that Israel utilized horses for war before Solomon‘s time (1 Kings
4:26; 10:26). If this is the case, it is particularly fitting that Moses assured Israel they need not fear even when
armies came against them with chariots.
With Almighty God as commander, there was no room for fear in the ranks and those who were fearful were to
be excused (verse 8). Others excused from warfare at least on a temporary basis included a person who had
just built a new house, one who had planted a new vineyard, and one who was betrothed to a woman to marry
her (verses 5-7). Deuteronomy 24:5 adds the further exception of a man who had just gotten married he was
permitted to stay with his wife for one year without having to go out to war. One of the reasons for these
excuses from participation in battle seems to be that persons in such conditions would likely be thinking about
what they were leaving behind rather than concentrating on the battle. No doubt, God‘s mercy and compassion
are also shown in these regulations. Furthermore, in these ―excused absences,‖ God was showing that it is not
necessary to rely on numbers. With God fighting for His people (verse 4), very few people could easily
overcome a force of many times their number (see Leviticus 26:8), as often happened during the Israelites‘
history when they were obedient to God.
Before the Israelites attacked a city ―very far‖ from them (20:15), they had to offer peace to it (verses 10-11). It
is interesting that the offer was of peace not enslavement. Such cities were to pay tribute, essentially a tax, and
―serve‖ Israel not in slavery but to remain in peace and harmony with Israel, thus promoting the safety, security
and well-being of God‘s people. Moreover, in agreeing to keep Israel‘s laws and way of life, such cities would in
fact enter into a much better way of life than they had ever known. If a city refused the offer and chose war
instead, Israel was to ―strike every male in it with the edge of the sword‖ (verses 12-13), while leaving the
women and children alive (verse 14). In regard to the cities that were located within the Promised Land,
however, Israel was to ―let nothing that breathes remain alive‖ (verse 16), so that the evil inhabitants could not
influence Israel with ―their abominations and you sin against the LORD your God‖ (verse 18).
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Finally, God told Israel not to cut down fruit trees in a siege against a city. They were only allowed to destroy
those trees that were not ―trees for food‖ (verses 19-20). This would especially make sense in a longer siege
where food supplies could become an issue.
Family and Societal Laws (Deuteronomy 21)
In cases where a murder was committed that could not be solved, it was first necessary to determine which
town‘s jurisdiction the crime fell in as it would be that town‘s responsibility to do all it could to investigate the
matter. Yet upon finding no answer, there still had to be some type of atonement to avoid defilement of the land
(compare Numbers 35:33). Thus, in lieu of executing the perpetrator, the elders of the closest city had to take a
heifer that had not yet been used for work down to a running stream and break its neck though a few
translations say it was beheaded. The elders then had to wash their hands over the heifer‘s neck, thereby
indicating their innocence and obtaining atonement (verses 1-9). Another specific type of heifer, i.e., a red
heifer, was also used for certain purifications (compare Numbers 19:2). And demonstrating how pervasive in
the ancient world was the public washing of one‘s hands to indicate innocence, Pontius Pilate would later wash
his hands to declare himself innocent of the murder of Jesus (Matthew 27:24). The running stream may also
symbolize the defilement of the land being carried away.
Deuteronomy 21:10-14 allows for an Israelite to marry a foreign woman among the war prisoners. Note the
requirement that she ―shave her head and trim her nails.‖ According to The Nelson Study Bible: ―this ritual was
intended to give the woman time to adjust to the new culture and to mourn over the forceful separation from her
family. It was also a symbol of cleansing. She was preparing to become part of a new community‖ (note on
21:12). Inasmuch as God clearly prohibited an Israelite from marrying pagans who engaged in idol worship, this
woman had to have accepted the true God of Israel (as verses 12-13 somewhat imply, showing that the woman
had come under the authority of the husband).
Verses 15-18 discuss the undesired situation in which a husband had two wives, the one loved more than the
other, and the consequences for the firstborn son of the unloved wife. God still required that the firstborn son
was to receive the double portion of his father‘s inheritance allotted to him. People have wondered why men
were permitted to marry more than one wife in ancient times.
The answer is that this was not God‘s original intent. Jesus said that in the beginning, when He created Adam
and Eve, ―the two‖ were to become ―one flesh,‖ and ―the two‖ were not to be divorced. Because of the hardness
of man‘s heart, God allowed men to have more than one wife, as He also allowed men to divorce their wives
(compare Matthew 19:1-9). The biblical record shows, however, that having more than one wife brought about
many problems for the family. The difficulties, in this respect, of Abraham, Jacob and Solomon are telling
examples.
Verses 18-21 dealt with a rebellious son given over to drunkenness and gluttony, who stubbornly refused to
obey his parents obviously referring to an older adolescent son and not a young child. Yet this was not just
―typical‖ adolescent rebelliousness. Rather, it denoted one who had established a reputation as a ―good for
nothing‖ over a lengthy period. To prevent others from emulating the son‘s abominable lifestyle and to prevent
the son‘s flagrant disregard of parental authority from growing into disregard for all authority, including God‘s, to
the point of him eventually posing a danger to society his parents had to report him to the elders, and he had to
be executed.
Such a punishment may sound harsh to our ears today. But keep in mind that God‘s laws were designed to
create a peaceful, productive, safe society for all people. This particular punishment, though severe, was
designed to safeguard others. Knowing human nature, God realized that when a young man showed a
rebellious, stubborn attitude over an extended period of time, if he dishonored and rejected the authority of his
parents and others, if he showed little or no self-control or willingness to take responsibility for his actions, it
would be only a matter of time before his defiant attitude would lead him to injure or even kill someone else. So
if over time he showed no inclination to change, the problem was taken care of before he had the opportunity to
hurt or kill others. This punishment would ―put away the evil from among‖ Israel and cause others to ―hear and
fear‖ (verse 21).
How different would our societies be today if young men knew they were subject to such a penalty at a
relatively early age if they chose to reject all authority and decent standards of behavior? Many problems that
plague our societies, such as career criminals, gangs and teenage mass murderers, would be snuffed out
before they had a chance to get started. All of society would be much safer and better off, and innocent people
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would not have to live in fear of criminal thugs. Keep in mind, too, that this wasn‘t the absolute end for such
people. God knew that he would ultimately resurrect them in a future world in which they will be able to better
understand the consequences of their behavior and repent (see Revelation 20:5, 11-12; Ezekiel 37:1-14; ―The
Last Great Day: Eternal Life Offered to All,‖ God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind, 1999,
pp 51-57). God truly is a god of justice, mercy and loving concern for the well-being of all.
Justice, Caring and Holiness Precepts (Deuteronomy 21-22)
This section begins with instructions on hanging someone. Notice that the criminal was put to death and then
hanged (verse 22). ―The guilty person was not hanged by the neck; this form of execution was not practiced in
ancient Israel. The hanging was actually the impaling [or tying up] of the corpse for public viewing after death by
stoning. Everyone would know that individual had brought guilt on the community. The exposure of the corpse
was limited to one day. For that day, it reminded people of God‘s judgment on the sinner‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on 21:22-23). Thus, a criminal so hanged had to be buried before sunset (verses 22-23; compare Joshua
8:29). The hanging on a tree of the condemned person‘s corpse was considered a ―curse‖ (Deuteronomy
21:23). That is part of why Joseph of Arimathea was anxious to take Jesus from the cross and bury Him before
the new day, a Holy Day, began (Matthew 27:57-61; Mark 15:42-47; Luke 23:50-54; John 19:38-42).
Jesus, when being nailed on the cross, became ―accursed‖ for us He, being innocent of any crime or sin, took
away the curse for the violation of the law (that is, the death penalty) that we, through our sinful conduct, had
brought upon ourselves (compare Galatians 3:13; Romans 6:23).
Deuteronomy 22:1-4 gives practical examples on how to love our neighbor: If we find something that belongs to
our neighbor, we are to return it to him. We are to take care of the found item until it can be returned (verses 13). We are also to assist our neighbor when he needs help (verse 4). And we are not to hide ourselves from
helping (compare Isaiah 58:6-7). Rather we are to bear one another‘s burdens (Galatians 6:2).
Deuteronomy 22:5 prohibits cross-dressing. A man is not to wear women‘s clothes and vice versa, according to
the cultural norms of the day. This deals with transvestitism or with conduct that could even give the
appearance that one is engaged in such a practice. The command does not forbid unisex fashions that is, attire
that is culturally acceptable for both men and women to wear. I t should also be noted here that ―in the ancient
Middle East, dressing in the clothing of the opposite sex was a magical practice intended to bring harm to
people. For example, a transvestite male would predict that the soldiers of another army would be as weak as
females‖ (Nelson, note on 22:5).
Verses 6-7 are concerned with the preservation of the environment and wildlife one is not to take the mother
bird and the young birds at the same time, but let the mother go free so that she can continue producing
offspring, thus perpetuating the species. If the opposite were done, taking the mother and leaving the young,
the young would, of course, die, leaving none of the birds alive.
Verse 8 is another law showing concern for neighbor. In ancient houses, roofs, which were flat, were often used
like other rooms, especially during hot weather. Thus, there was a real danger of someone accidentally
stepping or falling off the edge of the roof. Therefore, this law was to protect others by requiring that a house
have a parapet or railing around the roof‘s edge to prevent accidental injury. While we do not normally put
railings around our roofs today unless it is common for people to walk on them, we would certainly do so around
a balcony or very high deck. Indeed, the principle here is simply that we try to anticipate dangers in anything we
plan or build and do what we can to protect others from those dangers. This law was simply a practical way to
―love your neighbor as yourself‖ (Leviticus 19:18; Matthew 22:39) to take reasonable steps to protect others
from injury.
Verse 12 repeats the command from Numbers 15:37-41 that tassels be added to the four corners of one‘s
clothing. One source comments: ―To understand the significance of the tassel, we must first understand the
significance of the hem. The hem of an ancient Near-Eastern garment was not simply a fold sewed to prevent
the threads of the cloth from unraveling. The hem of the outer garment or robe made an important social
statement. It was usually the most ornate part of the garment. And the more important the individual, the more
elaborate and the more ornate was the embroidery on the hem of his or her outer robe. The tassel must be
understood as an extension of such a hem.
‖Thus, the significance of the tassel (as well as the elaborate hem) is this: It was worn by those who counted; it
was the I.D.‘ of nobility. The requirement of a blue cord in the tassels [see Numbers 15:38] lends further support
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to the notion that the tassels signified nobility because the blue dye used to color the threads was
extraordinarily expensive‖ (Jacob Milgrom, ―Of Hems and Tassels,‖ Biblical Archaeology Review, May-June
1983, pp. 61-62).
This supports the common Jewish understanding: ―In ancient times non-Jewish royalty wore fringes on the
hems of their clothes to indicate their high position. The Torah instructs all Jews to remember that they are a
nation of priests with God as their ruler‖ (Malka Drucker, Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, 1982, p. 48).
However, the explicitly stated scriptural reason for tassels is found in Numbers 15:39-40: ―that you may look
upon it and remember all the commandments of the Lord to do them and so be holy to the LORD.‖ Perhaps, in
reminding the Israelites that they were a royal priesthood, the tassels also reminded them that this responsibility
required them to obey Him and remain holy. It may even be that the tassels reminded them that God had taken
them from slavery and made them a wealthy, blessed people and that He would continue to bless them as long
as they remained faithful to Him.
Today it is the Holy Spirit that reminds us of God‘s law (John 14:26). The Holy Spirit was not given, or even
promised, to ancient Israel at large, so they needed such physical reminders (compare Deuteronomy 5:29).
Under the terms of the New Covenant, those physical reminders should not be necessary, as the law of God is
being written on our hearts and minds (Jeremiah 31:33). It is true that Christ wore tassels (see Matthew 9:20,
the word translated ―hem‖ here and ―borders‖ in 23:5 referring to an ancient hem with tassels as described
above), but He lived His human life under Old Testament rules, including its sacrifices and offerings and its
physical reminders.
Deuteronomy 22:13-30 discusses laws of sexual morality. If it was discovered that a newly married bride had
engaged in sexual immorality or fornication prior to marriage, she was to be stoned (verses 20-21). If the
husband‘s accusation of fornication prior to marriage was proved wrong, the husband had to pay a fine to his
wife‘s family and was not allowed to ever divorce her (verse 19). This was done to protect the wife, as the
husband had to continue to provide for her.
When two unmarried people engaged in fornication and were discovered, the perpetrators had to marry each
other (verse 28) unless the father of the girl refused to consent to the marriage. In that case, the man who had
enticed the virgin still had to pay ―money according to the bride-price of virgins‖ (Exodus 22:16-17). If two
people engaged in adultery, that is, where at least one of them was married to someone else, then both
perpetrators were to be stoned (verse 23). The concept of adultery even included a ―betrothed,‖ though not yet
married, woman, as she was already considered to be the ―wife‖ of the new husband (verses 23-24). Then
there was the matter of rape. If a sexual relationship involving a betrothed woman occurred in the city where
other people were nearby, but the woman did not cry out for help, this was considered adultery and not rape,
since the woman could have been heard if she had cried out, thereby demonstrating her disagreement with the
sexual encounter. On the other hand, if a rape of a betrothed woman occurred in the isolation of the
countryside, where her cries for help would have been to no avail, then the matter was declared a rape and only
the rapist had to die (verses 25-27).
Don‘t Get Mixed Up (Deuteronomy 21-22)
Deuteronomy 22:9 forbids sowing a vineyard with different kinds of seed. Verse 10 prohibits plowing with an ox
and a donkey together. And verse 11 prohibits wearing garments of different material. Let‘s examine these
three prohibitions in more detail.
The prohibition against wearing certain clothes is actually quite specific. Note that the words ―such as‖ have
been added to verse 11. It should actually read, ―You shall not wear a garment of different sorts, wool and linen
mixed together.‖ That the mixing of wool and linen is really the issue here may also be seen in Leviticus 19:19,
which clearly states, ―Nor shall a garment of mixed wool and linen come upon you.‖ Wool is an animal product,
while linen is a plant product. Such should not be combined, as they produce clothes of lesser quality. Further,
the Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary (JFB) notes that research has determined that wool blended with
linen may sometimes increase static electricity to the point of causing heat rashes in hot climates (note on Lev.
19:19).
Thus, with the prohibition being so specific, synthetic fabric does not even appear to be an issue here, or fabric
that is part synthetic and part wool or that is part synthetic and part linen. It should also be noted that the
prohibition is against a particular fabric being an improper blend. It apparently does not prohibit wearing wool
and linen at the same time or even as different parts of the same garment.
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The purpose of the prohibition against sowing different kinds of seed may have been twofold. First, it may have
been ―directed against an idolatrous practice, viz., that of the ancient Zabians, or fire-worshippers, who sowed
different seeds, accompanying the act with magical rites and invocations‖ (JFB, note on Leviticus 19:19).
But this law was evidently also given to prevent the intentional or unintentional cross-pollinating of different
kinds of plants, as this would produce substandard hybrids. The same commentary notes that ―those who have
studied the diseases of land and vegetables tell us that the practice of mingling seeds is injurious both to
flowers and to grains. If the various genera of the natural order Gramineae, which includes the grains and the
grasses, should be sown in the same field, and flower at the same time, so that the pollen of the two flowers
mix, a spurious seed will be the consequence, called by the farmers chess. It is always inferior and unlike either
of the two grains that produced it, in size, flavor, and nutritious principles. Independent of contributing to
disease the soil, they never fail to produce the same [result] in animals and men that feed on them‘‖ (note on
Leviticus 19:19).
For other examples, cucumbers should not be planted near watermelons because they will cross and produce a
perversion. Likewise, the various members of the muskmelon and cantaloupe family should not be planted near
pumpkins or certain types of squash, as they will mix. On the other hand, there is nothing wrong with planting
peas or beans among corn, or planting two pasture grasses together. In that case, there is no problem as each
seed continues to reproduce only after its own kind.
With today‘s scientific knowledge, there is much planned hybridization. However, much of it is controversial
because, generally speaking, with most ―improvements‖ or advantages come corresponding disadvantages or
weaknesses. Hybrid plants grown for human food have often proven less healthful.
Several reasons have been offered for the prohibition against yoking an ox and a donkey together for plowing.
One explanation is that an ox is a clean animal, while a donkey is unclean. Also, it has been shown that the ox
cannot tolerate the smell of a donkey, so that both animals don‘t really work together harmoniously. They pull
unequally and, sometimes, even against each other
The Soncino Commentary suggests that the ―underlying principle is prevention of cruelty, since the ass which is
weaker than the ox would suffer in such a combination.‖ The JFB Commentary expresses all of these thoughts,
stating: ―An ox and ass, being of different species and of very different characters, cannot associate
comfortably, nor unite cheerfully in drawing a plow or wagon. The ass being much smaller and his step shorter,
there would be an unequal and irregular draft. Besides, the ass, from feeding on coarse and poisonous weeds,
has a fetid breath, which its yoke-fellow seeks to avoid, not only as poisonous and offensive, but producing
leanness, or, if long continued, death; and hence, it has been observed always to hold away its head from the
ass and to pull only with one shoulder‖ (note on 22:10).
All of this certainly serves to illustrate a spiritual principle the apostle Paul brought out in the New Testament. In
light of everything that was just pointed out, we can perhaps better understand Paul‘s point in 2 Corinthians
6:14, where he says, ―Do not be unequally yoked together with unbelievers.‖ Indeed, this lesson may be found
not only in the rule about plowing, but also the ones concerning seeds and fabrics. For while these precepts
have value in the physical realm, they illustrate a spiritual reality: Don‘t get mixed up with this world
Acceptance into the Congregation (Deuteronomy 23)
Verses 1-8 of this chapter deal with laws pertaining to the ancient physical nation of Israel they are not
applicable to the Church of God today. For example, verse 6 states that Israel was not to seek the peace of the
Ammonite or the Moabite ―nor their prosperity all your days forever.‖ Christ, on the other hand, tells His
disciples to love their enemies, to bless them who curse them, and to be peacemakers (Matthew 5:9, 43-45). In
addition, Deuteronomy 23:1 prohibits eunuchs from entering the assembly of the Lord that is, from receiving
Israelite citizenship, which would have entitled them to full participation in Israelite society and the rights of
being an Israelite. Thus, having the status of a ―stranger,‖ they could have joined in festival worship and many
other aspects of Israelite life but were still forbidden from certain things, such as partaking of the Passover.
And they did not have all the protections under the law that Israelites did, such as having to be released from
slavery in the year of release. Also, according to verses 2-3, descendants of illegitimate unions, as well as of
Ammonites or Moabites, were denied Israelite citizenship until the family had dwelt among God‘s people for 10
generations. However, such distinctions do not exist for those in Christ. True Christians may be from any nation
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and can suffer from any physical debility. As recipients of the Holy Spirit, they are spiritual Israelites, who may
immediately worship God in Spirit and in truth (John 4:24). As Paul tells converted gentiles, ―Now, therefore,
you are no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of
God‖ (Ephesians 2:19).
Deuteronomy 23:9-11 states that an individual who contracts some ceremonial defilement during the night does
not become ritually clean again until the next sunset. This is, of course, a ritual law that is no longer in effect.
Still, as mentioned before, there were undoubtedly health benefits to such laws. And thus, the underlying
principle of physical cleanliness is still very much applicable today. Verses 12-13 concern sanitation laws about
dealing with human waste. Remember from the highlight on Leviticus 13-15 that dung was a major ingredient in
the ―healing‖ ointments of ancient Egypt. Of course, such products would have done nothing but worsen the
condition of ailing patients.
Only the revealed knowledge of the all-knowing God saved the Israelites from the same harmful practices. The
next verse, Deuteronomy 23:14, it should be noted, can also be applied in a spiritual way God may turn away
from us if He sees something spiritually unclean in our lives that we do not want to get rid of.
The proscription against returning a slave in verses 15-16 is not talking about indentured servants within Israel.
The Jamieson, Fausset, & Brown Commentary states in its note on these verses: ―Evidently a servant [slave] of
the Canaanites or some of the neighboring people, who was driven by tyrannical oppression, or induced, with a
view of embracing the true religion, to take refuge in Israel. Such a one was not to be surrendered by the
inhabitants of the place whither he had fled for protection.‖
No Selling Dogs and No Banking? (Deuteronomy 23)
In verse 18, the principle is expressed that ill-gotten gain cannot become ―holy‖ by giving a portion of it to God.
The word ―dog‖ here, it should be pointed out, is not a reference to an actual canine animal. Rather, as the
previous verse makes mention of two related professions that of a ritual harlot and that of a ―perverted one,‖
i.e., a male prostitute so the same two should be understood in verse 18. Thus, a harlot and a dog refer to a
harlot and a male prostitute. Actual dogs in the ancient Middle East were often looked upon as worthless
scavengers and so became metaphoric for unsavory or immoral people. Indeed, the word ―dogs‖ is often used
metaphorically in the Bible (compare Psalm 22:16, 20; Matthew 7:6; 15:26-27; Philippians 3:2; Revelation
22:15). Therefore, if someone runs a pet store or raises animals and sells dogs, it is perfectly acceptable to
offer a portion of the profit to God. The verse in question has nothing to do with that.
Verses 19-20 forbid charging interest of a poor brother, but permit charging reasonable interest of a foreigner,
as loaning money to foreigners was usually done in a business context (compare Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary, note on 23:19-20; ―Usury,‖ Unger‘s Bible Dictionary; New Bible Dictionary; Hasting‘s Dictionary of
the Bible). In fact, the Church of God in modern times has long understood that an Israelite was permitted to
charge reasonable interest of even another Israelite if the purpose of the loan was not to help a poor and needy
brother, but as a business transaction in a commercial context.
Indeed, Christ cast banking (in which interest is charged of some so interest can be paid to others) in a positive
light in some of His parables (compare Matthew 25:27; Luke 19:23). The same principles, then, apply today
regarding Church members. Judging from the spirit of the law, it would be inappropriate for a converted
Christian to charge a poor and needy person interest, whether or not the poor person is in the Church (compare
Galatians 6:10). On the other hand, it would not be wrong for a converted Christian to charge another person,
even one in the Church, interest on a loan given strictly in a business context.
Divorce; Concern for Others Mandated (Deuteronomy 24-25)
Moses, because of the hardness of the hearts of the people, allowed for divorce although Christ later explained
that ―from the beginning‖ it was not so. For converted Christians, only a few valid reasons for divorce exist such
as fraud before marriage, sexual immorality while married and desertion by an unconverted mate (compare
Matthew 19:3-9; 1 Corinthians 7:12-15). Indeed, in Matthew 19, Christ was apparently explaining that people
had been applying even the words of Deuteronomy 24:1-4 far too liberally, taking the word ―uncleanness‖ to
mean anything the husband didn‘t like and allowing him to divorce his wife for virtually any reason at all.
In fact, in Christ‘s day it was not even necessary to state a reason. A husband had only to tell his wife, ―I divorce
you‖ before witnesses. The same liberty was, in this corrupt tradition, not extended to wives. With this
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understanding, we can perhaps see how the certificate of divorce, while a concession to human weakness,
could actually prove helpful to a wife whose husband wrongfully divorced her, allowing her to remarry and still
be provided for (compare verse 2). Yet, if her next marriage ended in divorce or widowhood, the first husband
was not permitted to take her back after she had become the wife of another man in the intervening time. This
law is still valid today.
Verses 6 and 10-13 demand mercy and compassion for a poor person who had to give a pledge or security for
a debt. The creditor was not allowed to accept certain necessities as a pledge (verses 6, 17), and he was, in
any event, to return whatever he had received from a poor person as a pledge before sunset (verses 12-13).
Further, he was not given the right to go into the poor person‘s house without permission to get the pledge
(verse 10), thus preserving personal privacy and dignity.
Although a poor person might find himself in a temporary financial predicament, he was still made in the image
of God as a potential member of His very family, and thus was to be treated with respect. In the same context,
an employer was to pay his employee his wages on time. In ancient times, employees or hired servants were
paid daily, and God declares it to be ―sin‖ not to do so regardless of whether the employee was an Israelite or a
foreigner (verses 14-15). The principle is that employees be paid at mutually agreeable intervals
Verse 16 sets forth an important principle: ―Fathers shall not be put to death for their children, nor shall children
be put to death for their fathers; a person shall be put to death for his own sin.‖ We are all individually
responsible for what we do. Parents must teach their children, but the children must choose. The same is true
for converted children who can teach their unconverted parents God's way of life but it is again the parent‘s
responsibility to accept or reject the truth.
Verses 19-22 address compassionate conduct again this time of landowners towards the poor. Rather than
greedily harvesting every last sheaf in the field, or every last grape or olive, God commanded generosity. Thus,
some of the harvest was to be left for the stranger, the fatherless or the widow, i.e., the poor in the land, ―that
the LORD your God may bless you in all the work of your hands.‖ He reminds Israel that they, too, had been
slaves in the land of Egypt, and how much they would have appreciated it if such a law had been in Egypt for
them (see verse 22).
Deuteronomy 25:1-3 demand justice in court. A wicked person is to be condemned, and a righteous person is
to be acquitted. In ancient Israel, to inflict physical pain on a convicted criminal was not considered inhumane,
cruel or unusual. Rather, it was to satisfy the victim‘s demand for some sense of justice, to deter others from
committing crime and to reinforce to the criminal himself the fact that sin and crime brings pain and suffering.
We might ask ourselves whether it is more ―humane‖ to lock up a convicted criminal for months or years in a
tiny cell, caging him like an animal. God saw to it, however, that the offender was not to be ―humiliated‖ in the
sight of Israel when he received the beating the maximum number of blows could not exceed 40. Thus, rather
than being inhumane, this law recognized the guilty person as a human being whose dignity should be
preserved. In other nations, people were sometimes beaten with a lash or rod to extract a confession (Acts
22:24). This was not allowed under God‘s code of law. Blows were to be used only to punish after guilt had
been established.
Verse 4 of Deuteronomy 25 teaches compassion for animals. An ox that works should be fed. Indeed, to
restrain an animal from eating food that it continually before it is frustrating and torturous to the animal.
Moreover, there is a practical benefit: To keep an ox engaged in its job of treading grain, it is best to allow it to
eat the very grain it is treading. The principle even has practical applications in the human realm. Paul would
later apply it to the ministry, who for their service should have their living expenses paid out of the tithes and
offerings collected from the members and supporters of the Church (1 Corinthians 9:7-11). This also allows
them to devote more time to their ministerial responsibilities rather than an outside occupation.
Levirate Marriage (Deuteronomy 25)
Deuteronomy 25:5-10 addresses a statute that had unique application to ancient Israel. Now called the law of
levirate marriage, from the Latin word levir, meaning ―brother-in-law,‖ it stated that if a married man died without
children, his widow was to be married to his brother (her brother- in-law), or his nearest of kin if there was no
brother, and the first child of this new union was to be regarded as the offspring of the deceased husband
(compare Genesis 38:9; Matthew 22:24).
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This was to be done so that the name of the dead brother would ―not be blotted out of Israel.‖ I t also ensured
that the widow would continue to be provided for. Obviously, then, this could have put certain economic strain
on the levir, particularly if he already had a family, as he had to provide for a wife and for the raising of a child
until that child was old enough and independent enough to carry on the name of his ―father‖ on his own. The
nearest of kin could, however, refuse to take the widow as his wife, although he would have to go through a
humiliating process in which everyone saw his selfishness in being more concerned for himself than for his
extended family (verses 9-10). In the case of Ruth in the biblical book bearing her name, her deceased
husband‘s closest relative refused to marry her, so that Boaz, the next in line on the kinship list, was free to do
so (Ruth 3:13; 4:1-9).
The law of levirate marriage is not applicable in the Church today. One reason is that a literal application of it
would often require a converted brother-in-law to marry an unconverted sister-in- law, or vice versa, which
would be contrary to 1 Corinthians 7:39 and 2 Corinthians 6:14. Also, if the brother-in-law were already married,
the application of this law would violate the biblical teaching (discussed earlier) that a man is to be the husband
of only one wife. As this is specifically mandated in the New Testament for ministers and deacons, it is
understood to be binding upon all men in the Church.
―Look Down and Bless Your People‖ (Deuteronomy 26)
God here gives some final instructions, closing with the saving of the third tithe for the poor. Those who have
obeyed God and been careful with all He has commanded are entitled by Him to ask of Him a special blessing.
Had Israel been careful in obeying God, He would have poured out blessings upon blessings on the ancient
nation. They would have become a special people a treasured nation to God. Yet Israel failed to live up to
God‘s condition of obedience.
In modern times, national Israel has been greatly blessed because of God‘s unconditional promises to
Abraham, as explained in our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy but not nearly to the
degree it would be if it humbled itself in sincere obedience to God. And sadly, Israel‘s wrong choices will soon
plunge it into the depths of curses, as the next chapters of Deuteronomy lay out.
Yet God is fulfilling His greatest promises in and through the new spiritual Israel, His New Testament Church,
the members of which He has chosen to ultimately be His special people. As God‘s spiritual people learn to
obey Him with ever-growing care, they increasingly receive more and greater blessings from Him. As
Deuteronomy winds to a close, it is clear that God is looking toward the future to the time when there will be
people who do obey Him and deeply treasure the gifts He gives
Law Inscribed on Massive Stones; Curses From Mount Ebal (Deuteronomy 27)
God commands Israel to set up an altar and write all the words of the Book of the Law on large plastered
stones, virtual walls of stone, when they cross over the Jordan River to occupy the land (verses 1-10). Joshua
8:30-35 records that Joshua obeyed this command. Paul later refers to what was written on the massive stones
as the ―ministry of death, written and engraved on stones‖ (2 Corinthians 3:7). This ―ministry‖ or, in more current
terminology, ―administration‖ of death refers to the civil law code which administered the penalties, including the
death penalty, for certain violations, as spelled out in the statutes and judgments. The Church today is not to
carry out the death penalty. This is the job of civil authorities (Romans 13:1-4). Rather, the ministry of the
Church is to preach reconciliation and eternal life (compare 2 Corinthians 3:1-18; 5:18-21).
God commanded Israel to proclaim the blessings for obedience on Mount Gerizim, and the curses for
disobedience on Mount Ebal (verses 11-13). The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―Mount Ebal was north of Mount
Gerizim (vv. 12, 13). Between the two mountains was the city of Shechem (Gen. 12:6, 7; 33:18-20). Shechem
and its two mountains are roughly in the center of the land of Canaan‖ (note on 27:4). Adding more detail: ―Ebal
and Gerizim are two important peaks in central Canaan flanking an east-west pass through the north-central hill
country. Almost the entire Promised Land is visible from the top of Mount Ebal‖ (note on Joshua 8:30).
Revealing more: ―The Lord used the topography of the land for dramatic, visual effect. Mount Ebal, because of
topographical and climatic conditions, is normally a barren peak while Mount Gerizim is usually covered with
vegetation. Consequently, Mount Ebal was an ideal place for the curses to be recited, and Mount Gerizim was
suitable for the blessings. The association of the place and the word would have been unforgettable.
Furthermore, the two mountains are quite close [rising up on opposite sides of Shechem], so they would serve
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as a natural amphitheater for the recitation of the curses and blessings by the Levites‖ (note on Deuteronomy
24:11-14).
This is also where the massive engraved stones and accompanying altar would be set up (Joshua 8:30-35).
Disobedience would bring ―curses‖ or punishment from God. Twelve curses were proclaimed to which the
people were to respond. Disobedient conduct included: idolatry (verse 15); disrespectful conduct towards
parents (verse 16; compare verses 20, 22); dishonest, deceitful and violent conduct toward one‘s neighbor
(verses 17, 24-25); improper conduct towards the handicapped or the poor (verses 18-19); and sexual
perversions (verses 20-23). The people were to confirm that these actions were in fact worthy of punishment—
not just in responding with ―Amen‖ but, more importantly, by living in accordance with the law that forbade them
(verse 26).
Blessings and Curses Revisited (Deuteronomy 28)
In this lengthy chapter (which parallels Leviticus 26), God describes in great detail what would happen to the
nation of Israel if they obeyed His words, and what would happen if they disobeyed Him. Verses 2-14 point out
the specific blessings for obedience. They would include food in abundance (verses 3-6, 8), safety from
enemies (verse 7), healthy children and abundant livestock and produce (verses 11-12). These blessings would
also enable Israel to give to many other nations, without having to borrow from them (verse 12). All in all, Israel
would become a ―holy‖ people (verse 9), ―the head and not the tail‖ (verse 13).
On the other hand, disobedience would bring about severe punishment. And that is just what happened. We
know from history that ancient Israel and Judah later suffered some of the specific curses listed, including
military attacks, when the Assyrians and the Babylonians besieged and conquered Samaria and Jerusalem and
enslaved the two nations. But we know, too, that an even greater period of devastating punishment is still
ahead of us. The Great Tribulation of the end time will be worse than any calamity or holocaust of the past (see
Matthew 24:21; Jeremiah 30:7; Daniel 12:1; Deuteronomy 31:29). It will afflict modern Judah, i.e., the Jewish
people, and the modern descendants of ancient Israel, especially the United States (Manasseh) and Great
Britain along with other Commonwealth nations, such as Canada, Australia and New Zealand (Ephraim). (See
our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy.)
God will use for this punishment the dreadful curses spelled out in Deuteronomy 28 as well as military attacks
and enslavement at the hands of a new global superpower, the resurrected Roman Empire, called ―Babylon‖ in
the book of Revelation. In particular, there will be famine due to food shortages and destruction through
locusts, worms and other natural disasters, unhealthy livestock, and droughts (verses 17-18, 23-24, 38-40, 42).
The people of the land will become incurably sick, both physically and mentally (verses 21-22, 27-28, 34-35, 5962).
They will be conquered by a foreign power and become slaves—some of them will be brought as captives of
war to distant lands, including Egypt, never to see their country again (verses 32-33, 36, 41, 49 ff., 68; compare
Isaiah 11:11). During the siege of their cities, some will even resort to cannibalism (Deuteronomy 28:52-57).
This actually occurred during the siege of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 as it did at other times (compare 2 Kings 6:2430), and it will occur again—only this time, it will be much more severe and widespread. Finally, the peoples of
Israel and Judah will be scattered ―among all peoples…. and there you shall serve other gods…. And among
those nations you will find no rest…. You shall fear day and night, and have no assurance of life‖ (verses 6466).
God will bring such terrible punishment on modern Israel and Judah to teach them a much-needed lesson. Of
those to whom much is given, much is required—and punishment is worse for those who fail to do right when
they ought to know better (compare Luke 12:47-48). Israel and Judah, blessed with divine aid and unparalleled
wide access to Scripture, should have been ―holy‖ nations—an example to the rest of the world. But they will
end up actually sinking lower than the gentiles in their rebellion against God (see 2 Chronicles 33:9). That is
why God will use the ―worst of the Gentiles‖ to punish them (Ezekiel 7:24). But some, while in captivity, will
come to their senses and repent, and God will accept them, free them and bring them back to the land which
their fathers possessed, to prosper there (Deuteronomy 30:1-5, 9), while placing ―all these curses on your
enemies and on those who hate you, who persecuted you‖ (verse 7).
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The Land Covenant (Deuteronomy 29)
Here, on the verge of crossing into the Promised Land, an additional covenant is made between God and ―the
children of Israel in the land of Moab, besides the covenant which He made with them in Horeb‖—i.e., Mount
Sinai (verses 1, 14). Many refer to this as the Land Covenant. (Some call it the Palestinian Covenant but the
name Palestine was not used until Roman times—and that to spite the Jews.) As pointed out before, a
covenant is simply a contract or an agreement between two or more parties. It is not identical to the law on
which a covenant is based.
Since a covenant is merely a contract, it should not surprise us that when Israel broke a covenant by violating
the law on which the covenant was based, God would make a new covenant with Israel based on the same or
similar laws. In fact, God made at least three covenants with the entire nation of Israel in the book of Exodus,
not just one, as some have erroneously concluded (compare Exodus 24:1-8; 31:12-18; 34:10, 27). Here, in
Deuteronomy 29, God made still another covenant. It was to apply to future generations as well as the people
of that day (verses 15, 25). But God had not yet given the people ―a heart to perceive and eyes to see and ears
to hear‖ (verse 4).
He therefore knew that they would not obey Him, and He warns them that the ―curses of the covenant written in
this Book of the Law‖ would come on them for their disobedience (verses 20-21, 27; compare 31:15-29). Still,
despite their lack of spiritual conversion, the laws God had revealed to them would have enabled the nation of
Israel to build a just and equitable society and be richly blessed even if they would have kept only the letter of
the law, which they could have followed (29:29). Yet, more often than not, they failed in that also.
Returning to God—A Choice We All Must Make (Deuteronomy 30)
As previously mentioned in the highlights on chapter 28, Israel, when in captivity and distress, would ultimately
repent. It is interesting how God describes their future repentance: ―And the Lord your God will circumcise your
heart and the heart of your descendants, to love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul‖
(30:6). And how would the circumcision of the heart, leading to the love toward God, be manifested? Verse 8
gives the answer: ―And you will again [in your future repentance] obey the voice of the Lord and do all His
commandments which I command you today.‖ Read that again! Memorize this verse!
Many try to say that God‘s law is done away. But this passage shows that Israel, at the time of their
repentance—which is still yet future even today—will at that time return to obeying the same commandments
that Moses gave them. And so, far from being done away, God‘s law still stands (compare Malachi 4:4-6;
Matthew 5:17-20). God also points out in Deuteronomy 30:11-14 that there are no good excuses for pleading
ignorance. Moses made the point that God‘s commandments are completely accessible to Israel. And in the
New Testament, the apostle Paul applies this concept of accessibility to the access we have to Christ (Romans
10:5-8).
God reminds Israel (and us today) that He has revealed to us the way of death and the way of life—but we are
required to choose. God will not make this decision for us. However, if we choose the wrong way, it will only
bring misery, pain and, eventually, death. On the other hand, choosing the right way means being blessed with
prosperity, happiness and life—not just for us, but also for our children (Deuteronomy 30:11-20; compare
Exodus 20:5-6). If we‘ve chosen the wrong path in the past, it‘s not too late to turn around—at least, not yet. As
the first part of this chapter shows, we can choose to return to God and His way. And, when we do, He will
forgive us and lead us to life. May all of us make the right choice.
The Law to Be Read in the Year of Release (Deuteronomy 31)
Here we read of the inauguration, commissioning or ordination of Joshua to take the place of Moses as the
chief human judge over Israel. We also read God‘s wonderful words of encouragement: ―Be strong and of good
courage, do not fear nor be afraid of them; for the Lord your God, He is the One who goes with you. He will not
leave you nor forsake you‖ (Deuteronomy 31:6). God will repeat this to Joshua in Joshua 1:5. And the apostle
Paul quotes part of this phrase as a message from God to Christians today (see Hebrews 13:5).
Moses instructs that the law be read ―at the end of every seven years,‖ that is, the ―year of release‖ from slavery
and debts. This reading was to be done ―at the Feast of Tabernacles.‖ All Israel was to listen, including the
children ―who have not known it‖ (verse 13), so that they all could learn to fear God and keep His
commandments (verses 12-13; compare Ecclesiastes 12:13). At a time when there were no mass
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communications and when books, including personal copies of the Scriptures, were almost nonexistent among
the common people, this practice would have been invaluable. Nehemiah 8 recounts the revival of the spirit of
this command following the Babylonian captivity of the Jews.
Deuteronomy 31 ends with the placement of the Book of the Law beside the Ark of the Covenant and Moses
teaching the people a special song, the words of which appear in the next chapter.
The Song of Moses (Deuteronomy 31–32)
As we read in Deuteronomy 31, God told Moses to record a song that would foretell the Israelites‘ future
rebellion and thus serve ―as a witness‖ against them—as they were to be taught it so as not to forget it (verses
19, 21-22). The lyrics of this ―Song of Moses,‖ which was to be a national anthem of sorts for ancient Israel, are
recorded in Deuteronomy 32. By including them in the pages of the Bible, God made certain that they would
indeed not be forgotten. (This Song of Moses should not be confused with the other ―Song of Moses‖ recorded
in Exodus 15.) Verse 4 is the first place in Scripture where God is called the ―Rock.‖ This name is repeated four
more times in this chapter.
In the song in Deuteronomy, Israel is called Jeshurun, a pet name for Israel meaning ―Uprightness.‖ However,
God foretells, through Moses, that the Israelites would corrupt themselves so much that they would cease,
temporarily, to be His children (Deuteronomy 32:5). They had already sacrificed to demons and would do so
again (verse 17; compare Amos 5:25-26; 1 Corinthians 10:20). But God was still their Father by virtue of
creating them both as human beings and as a nation (Deuteronomy 32:6), so they should behave in a way
worthy of being the offspring of God. Indeed, at the time of Adam, God actually predetermined the inheritances
of all nations and set their boundaries ―according to the number of the children of Israel‖ (verse 8). This shows
that God had foreordained not only the existence of Israel but even its population size at least as far back as
man‘s creation.
Verses 11-12 contain some interesting imagery: ―As an eagle…hovers over its young, spreading out its wings,
taking them up, carrying them on its wings….‖ Here, God‘s protection of His people is compared to that of an
eagle caring for its young. Those who have studied the behavioral patterns of eagles have confirmed the
description given in these verses. The golden eagle makes its nest high up in the massive rocks of the
mountains of Sinai. When the young eagles think they are ready to fly, they jump out of the nest and spread
their wings. But many times, during these first attempts, the young birds are not yet able to fly—they are too
excited and don‘t spread their wings correctly or not at all. And so they hurl down, like a person jumping out of
an airplane with a parachute that does not open. But the parents are on the alert.
The mother, which is bigger than the father, glides under the child, catches it and carries it to a place of safety.
This scenario repeats itself two or three times, until the young bird has learned how to stretch its wings and fly.
In light of scriptures like verses 11-12 and Exodus 19:3-4, the passage in Revelation 12:14 (―the woman was
given two wings of a great eagle, that she might fly into the wilderness to her place...‖) might simply be
describing God‘s supernatural intervention in directing His people to a place of refuge rather than referring to
any specific physical means of getting them there, such as, as some have theorized, modern aircraft. God
certainly did not use aircraft to transport ancient Israel.
Verse 15 is one of several statements in Deuteronomy that when Israel becomes well off materially, they will
forsake God. This corresponds to an observation attributed to Martin Luther: ―A full stomach does not promote
piety, for it stands secure and neglects God.‖ This is certainly true of ancient Israel‘s descendants today, as we
see them living at a higher standard of living than any nation has ever experienced—yet increasingly smug,
self-satisfied and unthankful
Moses‘ Prophetic Blessings on Israel (Deuteronomy 32–33)
Just before his death, Moses proclaims prophetic blessings for the tribes of Israel. Similar prophecies for all the
tribes were given by Jacob, which Moses recorded earlier in Genesis 49. In one of Moses‘ blessings here, he
actually quotes Jacob, in using the words, ―on the head of Joseph, and on the crown of the head of him who
was separate from his brothers‖ (Deuteronomy 33:16; Genesis 49:26).
In attempting to locate the various tribes today, such prophecies are invaluable. The easiest tribe for most
people to identify is, of course, Judah—almost universally believed to be the ancestor of the modern Jews.
Considering the history of the Jewish people, including the modern state of Israel, the prophecy that the Jews
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would have many enemies has certainly proven to be valid (Deuteronomy 33:7). But what about the other
tribes? Though still not commonly recognized or believed, many have come to the realization that most of the
tribes of Israel later migrated to Northwest Europe following their Assyrian captivity (compare 2 Kings 17; The
United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy).
The primary peoples of all the tribes of Israel would be those of Joseph. The father of Ephraim and Manasseh
(Deuteronomy 33:17), Joseph was given the birthright, after Reuben, Jacob‘s firstborn, disqualified himself
(Genesis 49:3-4; 1 Chronicles 5:1). Among those who accept the truth of the Israelite migrations to Northwest
Europe, Joseph is commonly understood to be the forefather of the English-speaking peoples of the United
States and the former British Commonwealth.
Identifying the other tribes is more difficult, as there are not nearly as many biblical and historical clues to go on.
Nevertheless, they apparently may be found among such nations as France, Switzerland, Belgium, the
Netherlands, Ireland, Denmark, Sweden, Finland, Norway and Iceland. Simeon (not mentioned in Deuteronomy
33) and Levi were to be scattered throughout the other tribes (Genesis 49:5-7)—though Levi was given the job
of teaching God‘s truth to His people (Deuteronomy 33:8-10).
Verse 27 contains a wonderful promise to Israel that certainly applies to the spiritual people of God today and
always: ―The eternal God is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.‖ This reminds us that God
will be there to ―catch‖ us when we fall, if we devote our lives to serving Him.
The Death of Moses (Deuteronomy 34)
As mentioned in the introductory highlights of Deuteronomy, though it was possible for Moses to have written
this final chapter himself under God‘s inspiration, it seems much more likely that God used someone else to
bring the book to its completion. An obvious candidate is Moses‘ successor, Joshua. However, the wording of
verse 10 makes it appear that more time had passed than just Joshua. Perhaps someone else wrote the final
three verses of the book.
Here we see that Moses dies at 120 years of age, but not because of ill health or the normal physical
deterioration associated with aging (verse 7). In this way, God made it clear that He was taking Moses‘ life, not
allowing him to enter the Promised Land, because of Moses‘ error in striking the rock at Kadesh. Still, this great
man of God is given a glimpse of the Promised Land and full assurance that his people would enter it. More
importantly, he one day will enter that land and a far greater Promised Land—when He is resurrected from the
dead into the Kingdom of God, which will be ruled from Jerusalem (compare Matthew 16:28; 17:1-9).
Remarkably, God Himself buried Moses‘ body in a secret place (Deuteronomy 34:5-6). This was apparently to
prevent his gravesite from becoming an idolatrous shrine, as it surely would have. In fact, we are told in the
book of Jude that Satan and Michael fought over Moses‘ body (verse 9)—as perhaps Satan wished to make the
location of the burial known for just this reason.
Although Joshua became a powerful leader, he did not reach the stature of Moses. ―But since then there has
not arisen in Israel a prophet like Moses, whom the Lord knew face to face, in all the signs and wonders which
the Lord sent him to do…, and by all that mighty power and all the great terror which Moses performed in the
sight of the people‖ (verses 10-12). Indeed, no one like him would follow in the remainder of the Old Testament.
However, Moses foretold that a prophet like himself would appear, whom the people should follow. That
Prophet, appearing in the New Testament, was Jesus Christ. As the law came through Moses, grace and truth
came through Christ (John 1:17). Jesus Himself attested to the credibility of Moses, when He said, ―If you
believed Moses, you would believe Me; for he wrote about Me‖ (5:45-47). But as people really have not
believed Moses‘ writings, so they don‘t really believe Christ‘s words either.
Finally, then, with the obituary of its author, we come to the conclusion of the first major division of the Old
Testament—the five books of the Law, or Torah. We are left hopeful and excited, with the conquest of the
Promised Land before us. May all of us have this same hope and excitement as we stand on the brink of
entering our Promised Land—the Kingdom of God. Therein, we will join with all the faithful we‘ve read about—
such as Abel, Enoch, Noah, Shem, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Aaron, Miriam, Joshua and
Caleb—under Jesus Christ, in reforming this world to make it the kind of place it‘s supposed to be. What a
wonderful time awaits us!
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JOSHUA
Introduction to Joshua (Joshua 1)
Jewish tradition attributes authorship of this book to Joshua, whose name it bears—a view accepted almost
universally by Bible commentators. Later editors evidently made a few additions, such as the description of
Joshua‘s death
Traditionally, the Old Testament is divided into three sections: the Law, Prophets and Writings (or Psalms, so
named from the first book of that section). In fact, Jesus Himself confirmed this three-part division (compare
Luke 24:44). According to the Jews, who have preserved the Hebrew Scriptures (Romans 3:1-2), the book of
Joshua is the first book of the section called the Prophets. It deals with Joshua‘s tenure as Israel‘s leader and
the Israelites‘ conquest of the land of Canaan. Joshua first appeared in Exodus 17:9 as the man Moses chose
to lead the battle against Amalek. He was Moses‘ assistant and accompanied him part of the way up Mount
Sinai when Moses met with God (Exodus 24:13; 32:15-17).
He had a special relationship with both Moses and God (33:11; Numbers 11:28). He was Ephraim‘s
representative sent to spy out the land of Canaan, and, along with Caleb, brought back a favorable, though
unpopular, report about the land (Numbers 13–14). God specifically chose him to succeed Moses as Israel‘s
leader, who would lead them into the Promised Land (27:12-23). In Deuteronomy 31:7, he is told by Moses to
―be strong and of good courage,‖ and God states it Himself in Deuteronomy 31:23. Now, as Joshua takes over
as leader of the tribes of Israel, God repeats the exhortation several more times (Joshua 1:6, 7, 9, 18).
The Hebrew name Joshua or Yehoshua (meaning ―The Eternal Is Salvation‖ occurs in the Greek New
Testament as Iesous—transliterated into Latin as Iesus or Jesus. Interestingly, many symbols and types in the
book of Joshua correspond to the New Testament picture of Jesus Christ leading His people into a spiritual
Promised Land, inheriting the Kingdom, and overcoming evil along the way. Hebrews 3–4 specifically compares
the entry and settling of the physical Promised Land with resting on God‘s weekly Sabbath and with entry into
God‘s Kingdom, calling all three things God‘s rest (compare Joshua 1:13, 15; 11:23; 14:15; 21:44; 22:4; 23:1).
As you read the book, see what other parallels you can discover.
In verses 12-15, Joshua reminds the tribes who settled on the east of the Jordan of their promise to accompany
the rest of the Israelites in their conquest of the Promised Land (compare Numbers 32; Deuteronomy 3:12-22).
They willingly carry out their responsibility, for which Joshua commends them when he gives them leave to
return to their homes several years later (Joshua 22:1-4). Nevertheless, they did not leave their wives and
children undefended while they were away. From Numbers 26, we can estimate the number of those who were
able to go to war from Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh as somewhere around 110,000. Joshua 4:12-13
says only about 40,000 accompanied their brethren over the Jordan, leaving nearly two thirds of the men
behind to take care of the families. Very likely, only those with the fewest family ties and those most eager to
participate (1:16-18) crossed the Jordan, following the principles given in Deuteronomy 20:5-8.
Rahab and the Spies (Joshua 2)
Verse 1 of this chapter should apparently say ―had sent‖ rather than ―sent,‖ as the events from 2:1 through 3:1
evidently transpire before the ―three days‖ mentioned in 1:11. Indeed, putting events together, we apparently
have the following timeline:
Abib 1
Abib 2
Abib 3-5
Abib 6
Abib 7

Spies sent to Jericho (2:1)
Spies in Jericho (2:1-21)
Spies in hiding outside Jericho (2:16, 22)
Spies return and report to Joshua (2:23-24)
Israel moves from Acacia Grove to the Jordan (3:1)
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Abib 7-9
Abib 8
Abib 9
Abib 10
Abib 10-14
Abib 14
Abib 15
Abib 15-20
Abib 21

Israel camped at the Jordan (3:3)
Joshua commands officers to tell the people to prepare provisions (1:11)
Officers instruct the people about following the ark (3:2-5)
Israel crosses the Jordan; Memorial set up; Males circumcised (3:6–5:9)
Israel encamped at Gilgal (4:20–5:10)
Israel keeps the Passover (5:10)
Israel eats produce of the land; Last day of manna; Joshua meets Christ (5:11-15)
Israelite procession once around Jericho each day (6:1-14)
Israelite procession seven times around Jericho and it falls (6:15-27)

When the spies enter the land, the Israelites have been in Acacia Grove since their defeat of Sihon and Og
(Numbers 22:1; 25:1). Rahab and the Canaanites had heard the stories of the Red Sea crossing, now 40 years
ago. Within the past few months the Israelites had completely destroyed the Amorites just east of the Jordan
(verse 10). And now they were camped on Jericho‘s doorstep. But while most of the people of Jericho were
faint with fear, Rahab recognized who was behind the Israelites‘ successes (verses 9, 11). She had developed
faith in the true God and His power, and now she demonstrated her faith by protecting the spies and then
asking them for protection in return (Hebrews 11:31; James 2:25).
The spies evidently did not know the manner in which Jericho would be destroyed. Otherwise, they probably
would have expected Rahab‘s house, which was built into the city wall, to be destroyed. Instead, the spies
clearly assumed the house would still be there since they told Rahab to gather her family therein and remain
inside—and to bind the scarlet cord in the window from which the spies were let down. Taking an oath that
Rahab‘s family would be protected, the scarlet cord was undoubtedly intended to make it easy for Israelite
warriors to identify those to spare. As it turned out, however, the cord was apparently unnecessary for that
purpose.
God Himself backed up the oath, and Rahab‘s faith, by miraculously keeping her portion of the wall from falling
flat, making identification quite simple. (This is obvious from the fact that her house, which, again, was built into
the city wall, still stood after the wall as a whole fell, according to 6:22.) Moreover, rather than just any Israelite
soldiers being the ones to spare Rahab and her family, Joshua sent in the spies themselves—who would
actually recognize Rahab—to retrieve them (verses 22-23). Nevertheless, the scarlet cord, the instructions to
remain inside the house and the family‘s subsequent deliverance from death, do seem to carry with it some
remarkable symbolic parallels with the events of the Passover the Israelites had kept in Egypt exactly 40 years
earlier.
Rahab eventually married Salmon, a very prominent member of the tribe of Judah (Matthew 1:5). He was the
son of the tribal leader at the time of the Exodus, Nahshon (compare Numbers 2:3), and first cousin of Eleazar
the high priest (compare Exodus 6:23). Their son or perhaps later descendant Boaz would marry Ruth (of the
book of Ruth), and from them would come David and eventually Jesus Christ (Ruth 4:20-21). In spite of her
questionable history in the town of Jericho, Rahab evidently became converted (Hebrews 11:31, 39-40), and
her important role in the history of Judah and Israel is unquestioned.
It should be pointed out, however, that some view the Bible‘s praise of Rahab as an endorsement of her lying to
the men looking for the spies. Based on this, they argue that it is okay to lie when it is ―for a good cause.‖
However, that is simply not the case—ever (Leviticus 19:11; Proverbs 12:22). The Nelson Study Bible, in laying
out the possible explanations with regard to Rahab‘s lying, ends with the one it clearly favors: ―A lie is a lie,
and…Rahab‘s action was wrong…. Rahab sinned no matter how noble her intentions. Of course, in her case,
her sin is understandable because she lacked complete knowledge of the living God. That is, what she did was
wrong, but she did not know any better. We must be careful to make a distinction between Rahab‘s faith and
the way Rahab expressed it.
―The Bible praises Rahab because of her faith in God, not because of her lying. That is, her actions would have
been more noble had she protected the spies in some other fashion; as it is, she did the best she could. The
Bible calls Rahab a prostitute, but we are not meant to take that as an endorsement for immorality. Rahab, like
the rest of us, had a mixed character, but she believed in God and strove to honor Him and His people. That is
what draws her praise. We should honor Rahab the way the Bible does. She was a great heroine of faith, who
came from a most surprising place. In time, her name would be honored not only for what she did for Israel, but
for what she became—a mother in the line of Jesus‖ (―In Depth: Lying‖).
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Of course, over time, with the help of God‘s laws and His Spirit, Rahab surely came to repudiate her former
lifestyle. Indeed, she must have to have married a prominent Israelite. Thus, it is likely that she herself came to
view her lie as wrong—and repented of it, as we all must of our own sins.
Israel Crosses the Jordan (Joshua 3)
Joshua 3:7 is significant. The people would naturally feel a big letdown after losing their great leader Moses.
That feeling could easily have turned into chronic disappointment and contempt for Joshua if they never saw
any more miracles. The crossing of the Jordan on dry ground coming so soon after the inauguration of Joshua
provided the people with quick evidence that as God was with Moses, so He would be with Joshua. Truly God
―exalted Joshua in the sight of all Israel‖ (4:14). The parallel with the most impressive miracle under Moses‘
leadership, the crossing of the Red Sea, was unmistakable.
When the Israelites crossed the Red Sea in leaving Egypt, the waters were parted and formed a wall on both
sides of them (Exodus 14:21-22). With the crossing of the Jordan River, the waters upstream halted and piled
up, while the remaining water continued to drain downstream into the Dead Sea, leaving an empty streambed
(Joshua 3:13, 16). Indeed, as in the Red Sea, the Israelites crossed on ―dry ground‖ (verse 17)—not shallow
water or even mud. And this didn‘t happen at some time of drought when the Jordan River was low. Rather, it
happened in the spring, at a time when the Jordan overflowed its banks (verse 15). The people were to cross at
a rather distant 2,000 cubits (more than a half mile) from the Ark of the Covenant (verse 4).
When journeying, it was normally the responsibility of the Levites who were sons of Kohath to transport the ark
once the priests had prepared it (Numbers 4:1-15). For this, and other special occasions, the priests
themselves (fellow Kohathites, Aaron having been a grandson of Kohath, see Exodus 6:18, 20) carried the ark
(compare Joshua 6:6; 2 Samuel 15:29; 1 Kings 8:6).
Stones for a Memorial (Joshua 4:1–5:1) August 13 Before the priests exited the riverbed, God had Joshua send
the 12 men he had chosen (3:12) over to the area around the ark to collect one large stone per man (4:5). They
also set up 12 stones in the midst of the river, probably as a visible disturbance of the current, if not actually
extending above the surface, to commemorate the spot where the priests stood (verse 9).
The stones removed from the Jordan were taken to Gilgal, where they made camp (verses 19-20). Gilgal is
about five miles from the river, but only about one mile from Jericho. The stones were to serve as a reminder of
the miracle God performed that day (verses 21-24). Such monuments were often set up as ―witnesses‖ of
events (Genesis 31:45-52; Joshua 22:26-28; 24:26-27). News of this great miracle quickly spread throughout
the land, the inhabitants of which were gripped with terror. Indeed, imagine how the people of Jericho felt, with
the Israelites camped only a mile away.
Circumcision at Gilgal (Joshua 5:2-15)
Upon their arrival at the camp in Gilgal, God instructs Joshua to prepare the Israelites to observe the first
Passover that a sizeable percentage of them have ever been allowed to participate in. Apparently, as part of
Israel‘s rejection, the people in the wilderness did not circumcise their sons (verses 2-7). And keeping the
Passover in the wilderness would have required the exclusion of these uncircumcised sons (Exodus 12:43-49).
Still, it seems likely that the Passover would have been kept by the nation of Israel all through the wilderness
wanderings—by all those who came out of Egypt and then, after the older generation died out, by Joshua,
Caleb, all the males of the first generation who were under 20 at the time of the Exodus and, presumably, the
women. (It should be noted that even the uncircumcised males would have observed God‘s festivals in
general—along with the rest of Israel.)
Now, on the 10th day of the month on which Israel came up from the Jordan (Joshua 4:19), the day the
Passover lambs were chosen in Egypt (Exodus 12:3), God confirms that He has chosen the Israelites as His
people. The Bible elsewhere explains that physical circumcision is a type of spiritual circumcision ―of the heart‖
(Deuteronomy 30:6; Romans 2:29), which entails repentance from past sin and obedience to God. In literal
circumcision, there is a rending of a veil of flesh and a shedding of blood that is reminiscent of sacrifices. Egypt
is a type in Scripture of the sinful life we have left behind.
All of this is most interesting when we consider the words of Joshua 5:9: ―Then the Lord said to Joshua, ‗This
day I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.‘ Therefore the name of the place is called Gilgal to this
day.‖ As The King James Study Bible notes: ―A play on words occurs here. Gilgal (‗Rolling Away‘) marks the
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place where God rolled away the reproach of Egypt. Israel‘s era of shameful captivity [and rejection] now came
officially to an end. The inheritance of Canaan lay ahead (compare 1:6; 21:43-45). The same verbal root marks
the New Testament site of Golgotha, the place where mankind‘s captivity by sin [and resultant rejection] was
ended [that is, for those who have repented and obtained forgiveness]. There man‘s sins were rolled away and
rolled onto the person of Jesus Christ, so believers might enter God‘s spiritual inheritance‖ (note on 5:9). And
this, of course, requires our spiritual circumcision. Indeed, it is only through being spiritually circumcised that we
are allowed to partake of the bread and wine of the New Testament Passover.
The Israelites take a few days to heal (compare 5:8), and undoubtedly many of them are still sore when they
keep the Passover a few days later, on the 14th of Abib (verse 10), and when they start their processions
around Jericho, which apparently begin the next day.
This next day, Abib 15, was the First Day of Unleavened Bread. It was on this Holy Day that Joshua
encountered the ―Commander of the army of the Lord‖ (verse 14), who proved to be none other than God
Himself, since Joshua was permitted to worship Him (compare Revelation 19:10; 22:8-9) and since Joshua was
commanded to remove his sandals in this Being‘s presence, just as Moses was commanded to do before God
at the burning bush (verse 15; compare Exodus 3:5-6). In both cases, it should be noted, this was the
preincarnate Jesus Christ and not God the Father (compare John 1:18; 6:46; 1 Corinthians 10:4; see our free
booklet Who Is God?).
God—that is, the preincarnate Christ—made His appearance to Joshua on this occasion to provide
encouragement for the task ahead, of taking the land. Christ‘s instructions to Joshua immediately follow in the
next verses (6:2-5).
And the Walls Came Tumblin‘ Down (Joshua 6)
It is apparently on the First Day of Unleavened Bread that Joshua receives instructions from the preincarnate
Christ—―the Commander of the Lord‘s army‖ (5:15)—about how Jericho is to be taken (6:2-5). Their first march
around the city seems to have occurred later that day. The city being only a mile away and their march around it
measuring about another mile, this would not have taken long. The subsequent marches begin early in the
morning (verses 12, 14). The seventh day, the Last Day of Unleavened Bread, though a Holy Day, was not
especially restful for them that year. God had His work for them to do. They rose at dawn and marched around
the city seven times before giving a great shout with the trumpet blasts. So far, this was about eight miles of
marching, but God‘s work was not yet done. At the sound of the trumpets and shout, the walls of the city ―fell
down flat,‖ or, literally, ―fell under itself,‖ and permitted the Israelite soldiers to scramble up and over the debris,
entering the city from all directions (verse 20).
Many archaeologists have pointed to Jericho as an instance in which the biblical account is unsupportable from
evidence found at the site. However, this is based primarily on a misdating of a particular destruction layer by
British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon in the 1950s. According to archaeologist Bryant Wood: ―She concluded
that the Bronze Age city of Jericho was destroyed about 1550 bc by the Egyptians. An in-depth analysis of the
evidence, however, reveals that the destruction took place around 1400 bc (end of the Late Bronze I period),
exactly when the Bible says the Conquest occurred‖ (―The Walls of Jericho,‖ Creation, March–May 1999, p. 37).
Indeed, findings from this destruction layer are remarkable. For instance, there was an upper (inner) and lower
(outer) mudbrick city wall, the lower one resting on a retaining wall that held the earthen embankment beneath
the city in place. Along with many buildings, the city wall did collapse and fell ―beneath itself‖ to the base of the
retaining wall, the debris creating a virtual ramp up into the city from all directions—all except one, that is. A
short stretch of the lower city wall on the north side did not fall—and there were houses built against that wall,
as Rahab‘s house is described! Moreover, this area, on the outer embankment, would have been a poorer area,
just where a prostitute at the time would be living. There is also clear evidence of the city being burned, but only
after the ―earthquake‖ did its damage, again confirming the biblical account.
More remarkable still, ―both Garstang [a 1930s excavator] and Kenyon found many storage jars full of grain that
had been caught in the fiery destruction. This is a unique find in the annals of archaeology. Grain was valuable,
not only as a source of food, but also as a commodity which could be bartered. Under normal circumstances,
valuables such as grain would have been plundered by the conquerors. Why was the grain left at Jericho? The
Bible provides the answer. Joshua commanded the Israelites that the city and all that is in it were to be
dedicated to the Lord (Joshua 6:17, lit. Heb.)…. [Also] such a large quantity of grain left untouched gives silent
testimony to the truth of yet another aspect of the biblical account. A heavily fortified city with an abundant
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supply of food and water [as Jericho had, having a spring within it] would normally take many months, even
years, to subdue. The Bible says that Jericho fell after only seven days. The jars found in the ruins of Jericho
were full, showing that the siege was short since the people inside the walls consumed very little of the grain‖
(p. 39).
The Bible tells us that ―by faith the walls of Jericho fell down‖ (Hebrews 11:30). And the amazing evidence that
this event really did happen can strengthen our faith that God will crumble any ―walls‖ that stand in our way as
we strive to live Christian lives before Him.
As with Egypt and Sodom, Jericho was a symbol of sin that God was destroying (verses 17-18). And, as
already noted, Jericho was apparently destroyed on the Last Day of Unleavened Bread, a fitting symbol of the
ultimate victory over sin. Forty years earlier, the Israelites had crossed the Red Sea, and God brought the
waters of the sea down on Pharaoh‘s army, granting the Israelites victory and escape from the bondage of
Egypt, symbolizing the final release from bondage to spiritual Egypt and death.
The Red Sea crossing appears to also have been on the Last Day of Unleavened Bread, as Jewish tradition
attests. Additionally, there is reason to believe that the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah may well have
been during the Days of Unleavened Bread, too (compare Genesis 19:3). This gives us three great victories
over sin to remind and encourage us in our attempts to replace sin with God‘s way of life during the Days of
Unleavened Bread.
In verse 26, Joshua pronounced a curse on anyone who would rebuild the city of Jericho. The site was
sporadically occupied after this (Joshua 18:21; Judges 3:13; 2 Samuel 10:5), but never to any real extent.
Joshua‘s curse, however, actually would be fulfilled in 1 Kings 16:34, when a man named Hiel actually laid new
foundations and rebuilt the city gates. Many centuries later another city was built nearby and also named
Jericho. This later city is the Jericho mentioned in the New Testament.
Defeat at Ai Because of Achan‘s Sin (Joshua 7) August 16 The Israelites had been forbidden to claim any of
the spoils of the city (6:17-19). But one man thought he could be an exception. The Hebrew word translated ―a
disgraceful thing‖ in verse 15 ―denotes a blatant and senseless disregard for God‘s will‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on 7:15-16). Sometimes one man‘s sin can adversely affect others who apparently had nothing to do with
it. Thankfully, only 36 out of a few thousand men were lost (verses 3-5). Though tragic, the repercussions could
have been much worse—as God declared the nation as a whole ―doomed to destruction‖ (verse 12) until the sin
was removed from its midst.
The King James Study Bible notes: ―Achan is referred to as ‗Achar, the troubler of Israel, who transgressed in
the accursed thing‘ (1 Chr. 2:7). He was stoned to death for violating the ‗ban‘ during the conquest of Jericho (v.
1). Achan stole 200 shekels of silver, a Babylonian garment, and a wedge of gold weighing 50 shekels and hid
them in the earthen floor of his tent (v. 21). The sin of Achan was imputed to the whole nation (vv. 11, 12), and
thus they were soundly defeated in the battle of Ai (vv. 4, 5). Israel learned the hard way that what one person
does could affect the well-being of the whole nation.
He was buried in the valley of Achor (‗trouble,‘ v. 26). Achor is used in a figurative sense in Isaiah 65:10 and
Hosea 2:15 to describe the messianic age or the time of restoration that would result for the nation of Israel only
after they passed through trouble.‖ Indeed, like in this example, the Great Tribulation will come upon Israel in
the end time not because every single individual is in complete and total rebellion against God. Rather, because
of the terrible sins of some—in fact, of many—that are not rooted out of Israel, suffering will come on all.
Ironically, if Achan had only waited until the very next battle with Ai, he would have been allowed to take spoil
for himself (8:2). But his greed got the better of him—and brought about his downfall
Destruction of Ai (Joshua 8)
God commands Joshua to stretch out his spear toward the city of Ai (verse 18). Not only was this a signal to
begin the attack (verse 19), but it was also a symbol of God‘s presence and help to His people in the battle
(compare verses 1, 18)—displayed in the fact that Joshua did not lower his spear until the victory was won
(verse 26). This is powerfully reminiscent of Israel‘s first battle upon leaving Egypt against the Amalekites,
where Moses held aloft the rod of God, which was also a symbol of God‘s participation in the battle (Exodus
17:8-16). Remarkably, Joshua had been the military commander in that former battle, looking to Moses with the
rod. Now here he was with raised spear, standing as the one others were looking to. Of course, it was
recognized in both instances that God was the one directing the outcome.
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Along with the defeat of Ai, the city of Bethel is also mentioned (verse 17). ―Bethel was near Ai to the west (7:2),
although its exact site is disputed. The inhabitants of Bethel came out of their city to help the men of Ai. Since
the Israelite ambush was stationed between Bethel and Ai [8:12], they may have felt threatened by the
Israelites. Or it may be that Ai was a small outpost for the larger city of Bethel (7:3) and an attack on Ai was
understood to be an attack on Bethel. The text does not record Bethel‘s defeat, although its king is listed among
those conquered by Joshua (12:16). It may be that in the defeat of Ai, Bethel was also defeated and no further
reference was needed‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 8:17).
Following the Israelites‘ defeat of Ai, Joshua led them to Shechem, which is between Mount Ebal and Mount
Gerizim, near modern-day Nablus. There he carried out the commands of God and Moses to build an altar,
erect massive stones engraved with the Book of the Law, review the law, and rehearse the blessings and
curses (verses 30-35; compare Deuteronomy 11:29-32; 27:1-26). Afterward, they apparently returned to Gilgal,
where they first camped after crossing the Jordan (compare 9:6).
Treaty With the Gibeonites (Joshua 9)
Gibeon was a powerful city in the region (10:2), possibly due in part to the shrewdness of its people (9:4). While
their scheme for saving themselves involved deceit, it is amazing to see the extraordinary measures they were
willing to take for peace and survival. Their deceit resulted in perpetual servitude for their people (verses 2227), and perhaps there would have been better ways to escape death by submitting to God or agreeing to
peacefully leave the territory. But once the agreement was made, they seem to have held to their part of it. And
when Saul later broke the agreement, God Himself punished the Israelites on their behalf (2 Samuel 21:1-14).
This whole situation would have gone differently for Israel if its leaders had done what they should have in the
first place. Even though they were initially suspicious of the Gibeonite ambassadors (Joshua 9:7), the Israelites
relied on their own intellect to determine whether or not they were being truthful. This was a big mistake.
Joshua, the most likely author of this book bearing his name, had evidently learned his lesson by the time he
wrote down the words in verse 14: ―But they did not ask counsel of the Lord.‖ Indeed, this is the crux of the
whole chapter. The omnipotent God was there to provide answers, if Joshua had only sought them as he had
been instructed (Numbers 27:21).
We can make the same mistake. Many times, we rush to a major decision without seeking counsel from God.
No, we cannot seek His answers in the Urim and Thummim anymore. But there are other means available to us
when it comes to discerning God‘s will. We can pray, with fasting if need be, asking for direct inspiration from
Him through His Holy Spirit. We can seek His answers in the laws and principles found in His Word. And we
can counsel with other brethren in whom His Spirit dwells, particularly the ministry that He has specially
ordained. Indeed, we should avail ourselves of all of these means. For no major decision in our lives should be
made without seeking God‘s will. As Proverbs 3:5-6 states so eloquently, ―Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
and lean not on your own understanding; in all your ways acknowledge Him, and He shall direct your paths.‖
Joshua‘s Long Day (Joshua 10)
Adonizedek, the king of Jerusalem, is not happy with the treaty the Gibeonites made with the Israelites. His
name (meaning ―Lord of Righteousness‖) is probably a title (like Pharaoh), perhaps passed down from the days
of the Priest-King Melchizedek (―King of Righteousness,‖ Hebrews 7:1-4), who appears to have been king of the
same city in the days of Abraham (Genesis 14:18-20). The similarity ends there, as Melchizedek was actually
the preincarnate Jesus Christ while Adonizedek, Israel‘s enemy, was certainly not a true servant of God. If the
Jebusites did have Christ among them in the days of Abraham, they had long since rejected Him and His ways
(compare Deuteronomy 7:1-5; 8:20; 12:29-31).
Adonizedek gets four neighboring kings to join him in an attack against Gibeon. The Gibeonites send
messengers to the Israelite encampment at Gilgal, asking them to return to Gibeon and honor the covenant of
peace they had made (compare 9:15-17) by helping them against the Amorite kings. God lets Joshua know that
He will give them the victory, and uses a hailstorm to kill more than the Israelites did during this first battle
(Joshua 10:11).
Desperate for more time to deal with Israel‘s enemies, Joshua makes his request of God that the sun and moon
stop moving. Some try to use this as proof that the Bible is not inspired, since the author, they argue, implies
that the sun and moon actually travel across the sky each day, while we know today that this is only apparent
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because of the earth‘s rotation. But it is clear from the context that the author is speaking from the reference
point of one standing on the earth. Even if Joshua himself falsely believed in a geocentric universe with a fixed
earth, that does not negate the inspiration of the verses here. For the language used is quite valid. Indeed, if the
same phenomenon occurred today, many would still use the same terminology to describe it—describing what
they perceive even though they understand the truth of the earth‘s rotation.
It is amazing to consider the enormity of this miracle. Its complexities, which Joshua himself may not have been
able to contemplate, are staggering. The rotation of the earth, with a surface velocity of more than 1,000 miles
per hour at the equator, had to somehow come to a screeching halt, and start up again later, without inertial
forces then creating tremendous geologic and tidal upheaval, destroying the earth‘s inhabitants. It is difficult to
imagine the multiple cataclysmic consequences that would have occurred if God had not performed many other
miracles to accompany the halting of the rotation. As it was, everyone in the world must have been in utter
confusion over what was happening. While half the world wondered why the sun wasn‘t setting, the other half
was wondering if they would ever see it again! And indeed, there are obscure myths from several ancient
cultures that seem to reflect this very confusion.
As amazing as this event was, the account focuses not so much on the magnitude of the miracle, but on the
fact that God listened to the voice of one man and fought so grandly for His people (verse 14). Here is proof
that ―the effective, fervent prayer of a righteous man avails much‖ (James 5:17). Much indeed.
Following the initial victory, the Israelites move from one city to another in the southern part of Canaan,
destroying the inhabitants and conquering the land—which will eventually be given to Judah, Simeon and
Benjamin—before returning to the encampment at Gilgal.
Northern Conquest (Joshua 11)
Following the Israelite victory in the south, Jabin, the king of Hazor, north of the Sea of Galilee, forms an even
larger alliance and attempts to take on Israel.
It is easy to assume that since God had commanded that Jericho be burned, and Ai too had been burned, that
this was to be done to all of the cities of the land. But the instructions in Deuteronomy 20 did not include a
command to burn down all of the cities. In fact, God promised to give the Israelites ―large and beautiful cities
which you did not build, [and] houses full of all good things, which you did not fill . . .‖ (Deuteronomy 6:10-11).
As the inhabitants were driven out, in many cases the Israelites simply moved into their cities and houses.
In this campaign, only Hazor was burned. And as usual (Jericho excepted), the Israelites kept the spoil as God
turned over the wealth of the Canaanites to Israel (verses 13-15). As we saw in Deuteronomy 20:16-18, Joshua
―left none breathing‖ (Joshua 11:11, 14) of the inhabitants of these cities that were near to them. But it is also
clear from these passages that letting ―nothing that breathes remain alive‖ (Deuteronomy 20:16), which was
done to avoid being taught ―their abominations which they have done for their gods‖ (verse 18), applied only to
human beings, not to the livestock, which Israel was permitted to keep as part of the spoils (Joshua 11:14-15).
During the process of conquering the land, the giants that had been such a terror to the Israelites 40 years
earlier were killed or driven off (verses 21-22; 15:14). A few remained in the area occupied by the Philistines,
the descendants of whom David and his men encountered several hundred years later (1 Samuel 17; 2 Samuel
21:15-22).
Summary of Defeated Kings (Joshua 12)
Chapter 12 is a summary of all of the kings defeated by Moses and Joshua in the conquering of the Promised
Land. Most of the cities mentioned were described in the original accounts in Numbers 21:21-35 (Joshua 12:16), Joshua 6–8 (12:9), Joshua 10 (12:10-16) and Joshua 11 (12:17-24).
The latter portion, on Joshua‘s conquests, appears to be an itemized list of what we previously read in Joshua
11:16-20. Baal Gad (12:7) is in the northern extremity of the land, north of the city that eventually became
known as Dan. Mount Halak is in the southern extremity, south of Beersheba. Hormah and Arad (verse 14) are
not described in Joshua 10. They are south of the other cities in that chapter. These names do appear in
Numbers 21:1-3 as people defeated by the Israelites under Moses. The area is again described in Judges 1:1617. Geder (Joshua 12:13) and Adullam (verse 15) were not mentioned in Joshua 10 either, but are in the same
general area as the others in chapter 10.
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Bethel (12:16) was a town adjacent to Ai. Its inhabitants unsuccessfully aided Ai against the Israelites (Joshua
8:17), and some defeat of the city may have occurred at that time. But a later destruction is recorded in Judges
1:22-26, complete with spies and a secret entrance into the city.
Tappuah (verse 17) is not mentioned elsewhere as being conquered, but in Joshua 16:8 and 17:7-8 it is
described as a border city between Ephraim and Manasseh. The northern towns listed in Joshua 12:17-24 were
probably part Jabin‘s alliance described in chapter 11, the kings and cities of which were merely summarized in
11:2-3.
The Unconquered Land and Eastern Inheritances (Joshua 13)
Not all of the land was conquered in the previously described wars. There were still sections, such as the land
of the Philistines in what is now known as the Gaza Strip, which the Israelites did not yet possess.
The land was divided among the tribes, but not all of the Canaanites were driven out. More details are given in
the book of Judges (see Judges 1). So, too, are some of the reasons for God not driving them out (compare
Judges 2; 3:1-6). The Israelites lacked the diligence, zeal and spirit to obey God, and God used the Canaanites
to test them. In fact, the entire book of Judges is a chronicle of Israel‘s failures in this regard. Many victories
(e.g., Jerusalem, 2 Samuel 5:6-10) waited 400 years until the days of David.
Caleb Asks for His Inheritance (Joshua 14)
The initial division of the land occurs while the Israelites still have their headquarters at Gilgal (verse 6).
Whether Caleb had been given more specific promises than were recorded in Numbers 14:24 and
Deuteronomy 1:36 (verses 9, 12), or whether he was now deciding which land he wanted, he now steps forward
to claim those promises—Hebron, the burial place of Abraham, and the very land inhabited by the giants who
had disturbed the other spies so much (Numbers 13:30-33). Caleb was 40 years old one year after the Exodus
(Joshua 14:7). So six years have elapsed since the entry into the Promised Land (verse 10). Adding the 40
years wandering in the wilderness, this means that Caleb was 86 years old at this time. Even though elderly, he
is no more afraid of the Anakim now than he was at age 40.
Judah Receives Its Inheritance, and Caleb Conquers Hebron (Joshua 15)
Partly as a result of the land Caleb chose for himself (verse 13), the inheritance of the tribe of Judah is assigned
to be the southern part of the Canaanite territory. This was essentially the territory south of Jericho and
Jerusalem, which had been the land conquered primarily in chapter 10. It is the land Judah continued to hold
following the division of the monarchy in the days of Rehoboam nearly 500 years later.
Caleb finishes conquering his territory and ridding it of the giants (verse 14). In the process, he takes Debir, a
city that had originally been taken by Joshua (10:38-39) but had evidently fallen back into the hands of the
Canaanites. He receives some assistance from his nephew Othniel (verse 17), who will later serve as the first
judge following the death of Joshua (Judges 3:7-11). Much of this story is repeated in Judges 1:10-15. While
the city of Hebron itself is given to the priests (Joshua 21:9-13), and serves as a city of refuge, the fields and
suburbs are given to Caleb.
Territory of Ephraim and Manasseh (Joshua 16–17)
Ephraim was given the next allotment of land, north of Jerusalem in the southern part of what will later be the
Kingdom of Israel. Cities in their territory included Bethel in the south, Shiloh in the middle, and Shechem in the
north.
Manasseh received the land just north of Ephraim, which together formed the lot for Joseph. It was actually
adjacent to the other half of their territory east of the Jordan, which effectively put the river in the midst of their
land instead of on the border. Cities included Tirzah (used as a capital city of the northern kingdom, see 1 Kings
15:33), Megiddo (see 2 Kings 23:29; Revelation 16:16), Endor (1 Samuel 28:7), and Shunem (2 Kings 4:8).
When the tribe of Joseph complained that they thought they should have more land, Joshua had a simple
solution—conquer the northern parts still occupied by the Canaanites. They fell back into their more fearful

136

attitudes, but Joshua reminded them that since they were such a great people in need of more land, they
should have no trouble (Joshua 17:14-18).
It is interesting to note the amount of land occupied by Ephraim and Manasseh in the Promised Land.
Manasseh had much more than Ephraim, particularly when we consider the area east of the Jordan. Yet the
greater national blessings had been prophesied to fall upon Ephraim (see Genesis 48). How do we reconcile
this? Simple. The prophecies regarding Ephraim and Manasseh were not fulfilled in the land of Canaan. They
would be fulfilled much later, following Israelite migrations to future settlements in Northwest Europe and
beyond (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy). In later world history, while
Manasseh, as the United States of America, will occupy a much larger country, Ephraim, as the British Empire,
will rule more territory than any other people ever has.
Benjamin‘s Territory (Joshua 18)
Now that Ephraim‘s territory has been assigned, Joshua (an Ephraimite) and the children of Israel relocate the
tabernacle and central gathering point from Gilgal to Shiloh, some 15-20 miles to the northwest, in the midst of
the new land of Ephraim. In verse 5, Joshua points out that Judah has the territory in the south, conquered in
chapter 10, and Joseph the northern territory, conquered in chapter 11. While we think of this territory and these
tribes as being divided when the monarchy splits, in fact, the Bible records they always maintained a sort of
independence from one another. Even during the united monarchy, Saul and David had to deal with the two
factions (compare 1 Samuel 11:8; 17:52; 18:16; 2 Samuel 2:10; 3:9-10; 5:5; 19:9-43; 20:1-22).
The remainder of the land is apportioned out at Shiloh to the remaining seven tribes based on the results of a
land survey conducted by three members of each tribe. Seven parcels are described, and the lots cast to
determine where God wanted each tribe located. The first parcel went to Benjamin. A narrow strip of land
sandwiched between Ephraim and Judah, it became a very significant piece of real estate. Jerusalem was on
the south, right next to the border with Judah. North of there was Gibeah, where Saul would have his home,
and Ramah where Samuel would live, and Mizpeh and Gibeon. Even Jericho was part of Benjamin‘s territory.
Bethel is also listed, and was at least a border town with the territory of the Ephraimites, who conquered it in
Judges 1:22-26 and kept it when the land was divided.
Territory of the Rest of the Tribes (Joshua 19)
Unlike those of Joseph, who protested at not having enough land, the people of Judah had too much (verse 9).
So the southern part of their territory was given to Simeon via the second lot. This included Beersheba, an area
associated with Abraham and Isaac
Next came Zebulun, who received a parcel bordering Manasseh to the north. The Bethlehem listed (verse 15) is
not Bethlehem-Judah, which was south of Jerusalem in Judah‘s territory (compare 1 Samuel 17:12). Gathhepher, the city Jonah came from, was in Zebulun (2 Kings 14:25). And by the time of the New Testament, the
city of Nazareth had been established in this area. As was the case with Ephraim and Manasseh, mentioned
earlier, this was not all Zebulun had been promised either. Genesis 49:13 had stated, ―Zebulun shall dwell by
the haven of the sea; he shall become a haven for ships.‖ Yet Zebulun‘s inheritance in the Promised Land did
not border any sea—neither the Mediterranean nor even the inland Sea of Galilee. The fulfillment of this
promise, then, would also come in later centuries with the migrations to Northwest Europe.
The fourth lot went to Issachar, who got land north of Manasseh and east of Zebulun, bordering the Jordan.
Asher received a coastal strip north of Manasseh and west of Zebulun. It extended all the way to Tyre in
southern Lebanon. East of Asher, and north of Zebulun and Issachar, was Naphtali. It stretched from the entire
western shore of the Sea of Galilee north to Lebanon. Along with Zebulun, it was known as Galilee (compare
20:7; Matthew 4:15).
Finally, Dan received a portion of land along the coast west of Benjamin and just north of the Philistine territory.
This is where the Danite Samson carried out his exploits. But the tribe of Dan wanted more land, so some of its
people conquered an additional area north of Naphtali (verse 47; compare Judges 18). When all the tribes
received their inheritances, Joshua himself, an Ephraimite, chose a location within the land assigned to
Ephraim to live out his last days.
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Cities of Refuge; Levitical Cities (Joshua 20–21)
As instructed, three cities were chosen as cities of refuge: Kedesh in the northern part of Naphtali, Shechem in
the land of Ephraim, and Hebron in the land of Judah.
In addition to the cities of refuge, the Levites were given other cities to live in. They were grouped
geographically by sub-tribe. The priests received the cities in the southern tribes of Simeon, Judah and
Benjamin. The non-priest Kohathites had cities in the next three tribes moving north: Dan, Ephraim and western
Manasseh. Gershon had cities in the far northern tribes. And Merari‘s cities were split—in the southern part of
the eastern tribes, and in Zebulun.
In its note on the end of chapter 21, verses 43-45, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―This glorious conclusion to
these two chapters and to the entire section (chs. 13–21) celebrates the fact that all came to pass exactly as
God promised. [That is, it should be clarified, while there was still more to come, all had so far gone exactly as
God had said it would.] What has been visible all along is now said plainly—the God of Israel is a promisekeeping God, who gave Israel the land in accordance with the promises He had made with its ancestors,
including Moses and the patriarchs. And in addition to giving them the land, He also granted them rest.‖
The Altar by the Jordan (Joshua 22)
The land has been apportioned, and the eastern tribes have fulfilled their responsibilities. Joshua now
dismisses them to return home. The time and sacrifice has not been without its rewards, as they return with
much wealth from the spoils of Canaan, which Joshua urges them to share with those who remained to take
care of their land and families (verse 8). Before they go, Joshua exhorts them to follow God‘s law
wholeheartedly (verse 5). So it comes as a great shock when word comes back that they have built a large altar
beside the Jordan River apparently contrary to God‘s explicit commands (compare Deuteronomy 12). In their
zeal, a war party forms at Shiloh to deal with this brazen transgression. Before heading off to battle, a
delegation of tribal leaders, headed by Phinehas, the son of the high priest, is sent to find out just why they
have done this. The delegation reminds them of some of Israel‘s past transgressions, and suggests that
perhaps it would be better if they came over to the western lands after all.
The tribes explain, however, that things are not how they look to the western delegation. They say they built it
as a ―replica of the altar of the Lord which our fathers made‖ (Joshua 22:28), i.e., apparently a copy of the stone
one that had been set up at Mount Ebal (compare Joshua 8:30-31). And, most importantly, this altar, they
maintain, was not to be used for sacrifices as the original was, but rather to serve as a witness and reminder in
years to come to Israelites on both sides of the Jordan that they too are a part of Israel, who also worship the
true God (Joshua 22:27-28). The explanation is quite acceptable to Phinehas and the tribal leaders. They return
to Shiloh, and a civil war is averted (verses 30-34).
Joshua‘s Charge to the People (Joshua 23)
Near the end of his life, Joshua summons Israel, especially the leaders, and admonishes them to remain faithful
to God. In verse 8, he specifically exhorts them to ―hold fast to the Lord your God, as you have done to this
day.‖ And in verses 12-13, he warns them of the consequences of ―clinging‖ to the remnant of the Canaanites.
The Nelson Study Bible notes on verse 12: ―The word translated cling is the same word translated hold fast in v.
8, bringing the different instances of clinging into sharp contrast. God wanted His people to cling to Him, not to
the Canaanites they were driving out. This required, among other things, that they not make marriages with
unbelieving foreigners under any circumstances (Ex. 34:11-16; Deut. 7:1-4).
Years later Solomon ignored this command and proved how destructive the sin of intermarriage could be (1 Kin.
3:1; 11:1-8; 2 Cor. 6:14).‖ Joshua concludes by telling the elders that rejection of God will exact a dire penalty:
―You shall perish quickly from the good land which He has given you‖ (verse 16). This, of course, happened in
later years, when Israel was taken into captivity and deported by Assyria and Judah was carried away by
Babylon. Yet rebellion was not long away, as it would dominate the period of the judges immediately following.
Still, Joshua‘s warning may have done some good, as the elders seem to have remained faithful (24:31).
Joshua‘s Farewell Address (Joshua 24)
One last time, Joshua summons the elders, this time at Shechem, about 10-15 miles north of Shiloh. This was
the place the blessings and curses had been pronounced more than two decades earlier (Joshua 8:30-35)—
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and perhaps Joshua chose it now for that reason. He rehearses Israel‘s history, much of which occurred within
the last two generations. The Exodus had occurred less than 70 years earlier, and Moses had died less than 30
years earlier. God had said He would send the hornet to drive out the inhabitants (Deuteronomy 7:20-23), and
here it is related that this did indeed happen. The Israelites were able to take over the cities and orchards
without having to start over.
We should notice here Joshua‘s words in verse 14: ―Now, therefore, fear the Lord, serve Him in sincerity and
truth, and put away the gods which your fathers served on the other side of the River [Euphrates, i.e., in
Mesopotamia] and in Egypt.‖ This closely parallels the apostle Paul‘s admonition in 1 Corinthians 5: ―Therefore
let us keep the feast, not with old leaven, nor with the leaven of malice and wickedness, but with the
unleavened bread of sincerity and truth‖ (verse 8)—that is, the same ―sincerity and truth‖ mentioned by Joshua.
The Feast of Unleavened Bread pictures the putting out of sin and coming out of the sinful ways of this world—
coming out of Babylon and Egypt, as Joshua essentially put it, forsaking the following of all affections rivaling
the true God—and replacing that with godly purity. And this is, of course, something we should always do
throughout our Christian lives.
Then comes Joshua‘s declaration of his own direction despite what the people‘s might be: ―But as for me and
my house, we will serve the Lord‖ (verse 15). ―With his famous words, Joshua clearly and unambiguously took
his stand on the side of the living God. Joshua modeled a perfect leader‘s actions. A leader must be willing to
move ahead and commit himself to the truth regardless of the people‘s inclinations. Joshua‘s bold example
undoubtedly encouraged many to follow with the affirmations of vv. 16-18‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses
14-15).
Indeed, even after telling the people that they could not fulfill God‘s requirements on their own and the
seriousness of the obligation they were entering into, Joshua still manages to extract from them strong
assurances that they would never forsake God, after which he follows the common practice of setting up a
―large stone‖ as a witness (verse 26; compare Genesis 31:44-52; Joshua 4). He also records these words in
―the Book of the Law of God‖ at the tabernacle.
The book of Joshua concludes with the deaths and burials of Joshua and Eleazar the high priest, both in the
land of Ephraim. While God could have inspired Joshua to write this, it is likely that He inspired someone else to
add this ending. This last section also records the final burial of Joseph, also in the land of Ephraim, whose
bones had been carried out of Egypt at his request (compare Genesis 50:24-25; Exodus 13:19).
The book of Joshua began with the words: ―After the death of Moses the servant of the Lord, it came to pass
that the Lord spoke to Joshua the son of Nun, Moses‘ assistant‖ (1:1). Now notice how the book ends: ―Now it
came to pass after these things that Joshua the son of Nun, the servant of the Lord died‖ (verse 29). ―This first
reference to Joshua as the servant of the Lord shows clearly how Joshua had ‗grown into the job‘ that Moses
had vacated. Now the book comes full circle, recalling the references in 1:1 to Moses as the servant of the Lord
and to Joshua as merely Moses‘ assistant‖ (Nelson, note on verse 29). Joshua was more than just Moses‘
successor. He was himself a type of Christ, a hero of faith leading the people to conquer the Promised Land
and thereby give them a home.

139

JUDGES
Introduction to Judges (Judges 1)
The second book of the Prophets, Judges spans the approximately 325 years from the death of Joshua, some
25 years after Israel‘s entry into the Promised Land, to shortly before the coronation of Israel‘s first human king,
Saul. Though it may have been written by various authors, adding to the storyline as events transpired—e.g.,
the Song of Deborah and the parable of Jotham—it was probably put into its final form by the last of the judges,
Samuel, in the 11th century B.C. The Talmud states, ―Samuel wrote the book which bears his name and the
book of Judges‖ (Baba Bathra 14b).
Moses and Joshua were, of course, the first of Israel‘s judges. But once in the Promised Land, others followed.
The judges were military men and governors whom God led to deliver Israel from foreign oppression and who
then had a responsibility to ―judge‖ the people in concert with the priests and Levites (Deuteronomy 17:8-9).
Each judge acted in a capacity similar to the later kings of Israel, except no hereditary line was involved. No
judge after Moses and Joshua exercised authority over all Israel, but each functioned within a limited
geographical area for a particular period of time.
As for general themes, the book of Judges shows that Israel‘s national existence depended on her obedience.
In a monotonous cycle: Israel rebelled; God allowed them to be conquered by an enemy king; they were
vassals to a foreign nation for a period of years; Israel cried to God; and God raised up a judge to deliver them.
The cycle may be described as sin, servitude, supplication, salvation. (Notice that God always gave more years
of peace than years of captivity—often at a five-to-one ratio.) Judges also shows the necessity of right
leadership. Each time God delivered Israel, He called a specific individual to lead them into battle, and to be
judge over them when they were freed. And when that leader died, the nation returned to its apostasy (with the
exception of Samuel, the last judge, whose situation was rather different, as we will later see).
Judges is a book about people set on ―doing their own thing‖ (―In those days there was no king in Israel;
everyone did what was right in his own eyes‖—Judges 21:25; also 17:6; 18:1; 19:1). The absence of a human
monarch allowed the people a great deal of personal freedom. But such freedom without adherence to God‘s
moral instructions inevitably leads to anarchy and confusion. ―There is a way that seems right to a man, but its
end is the way of death‖ (Proverbs 14:12; 16:25).
The Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries on Judges notes that the period of the Judges set the stage for the
apostasy that later led to the national punishments God visited upon Israel and Judah. ―Few periods in Israel‘s
eventful history are as important as the period of the judges. During these centuries the nation took the wrong
turning that led to her downfall and near-destruction. The apostasy of the later generations has its origin in the
early years of the settlement, and there is a clear line between the time when the nation first went after Baal
and the dark age when the Jerusalem Temple itself was defiled with all the trappings of the Baal worship, not
excluding cultic prostitutes (2 Kings 23:4-7)‖ (p. 11).
Because many of the tribes allowed Canaanites to continue to dwell in the land, the influence of Baal and
Asherah worship retained a foothold. Worship of these pagan gods involved the most vile acts, including
sodomy and prostitution in religious rituals. For these and other abominations, God would eventually send His
people into captivity.
Bible scholars have a problem with Judges because ―there is general agreement that the problem of
harmonizing the chronological data presents insurmountable difficulty‖ (Soncino Commentary, introductory
notes to Judges). Some 50 different methods of calculating the chronology of Judges have been offered. This is
because many of the judgeships overlap, the last chapters of the book are out of sequence, and many
scholars—dating Israel‘s conquest of the land too late—do not allow the full amount of time between the
conquest and the beginning of the monarchy.
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Halfhearted Conquest (Judges 1)
After God had brought Israel out of Egypt, He told them that He would bring them into a blessed land whose
inhabitants were to be utterly destroyed (Deuteronomy 7:1-2). Israel was to show no mercy, nor make any
covenant with them. Nevertheless, God said He would not expel the Canaanites immediately, but would, little
by little, drive them out before Israel, lest a sudden depopulation of the land be to Israel‘s hurt (Exodus 23:2930). This God would have done, if only Israel would have remained faithful to the task.
The business of conquering the land was begun under Joshua. All the days of his life it appears that the
Israelites remained generally faithful to the task, though Joshua complained about their lack of zeal even during
his lifetime (e.g., Joshua 18:3). But after Joshua died, Israel‘s zeal definitely slackened. The people became
more interested in enjoying God‘s blessings (a settled life in a new land) and less interested in carrying out His
directives (exterminating the Canaanites). Their shortsightedness would haunt the new nation throughout its
entire history and ultimately lead to its downfall.
Judah and Simeon began well, working together to clear their inheritances of the Canaanites. Most of the
highlands were secured for Judah and Simeon, but the Canaanites of the lowlands were better armed and
resisted the two tribes. God was not willing to then remove those Canaanites. Instead, they would be removed
later.
The people of Benjamin, however, were not so zealous. When they could not drive the Jebusites from
Jerusalem—Jebusites who had been driven from the city by Judah, but then had returned to reinhabit it—the
Benjamites did nothing. They did not seek assistance from their brother tribes but instead chose to allow the
Jebusites to remain. Benjamin pursued the occupation of its territory halfheartedly, and the Jebusites would
remain until David‘s day.
The story was much the same with the other tribes. Ephraim and Manasseh left many Canaanites dwelling in
their land. Asher did likewise. Naphtali followed suit, and Dan allowed itself to be driven away by the
Canaanites who held its allotted territory. Thus the stage was set for a continual train of miseries. The
halfhearted conquest would result in repeated wars, intertribal disputes, inefficient national government,
frequent apostasies in which Canaanite religious practices were embraced, and, as a result, eventual expulsion
from the land.
God never gives a command that cannot be followed, at least in the letter. Though the doing of the command
might be difficult and may require considerable time and effort, the latter end always proves to be immeasurably
better than the results of neglecting to obey the command.
As Christians we have been given the command to fight the good fight of faith, pressing onward to receive our
reward in the spiritual ―Promised Land‖ of God‘s Kingdom. It requires consistent and energetic effort, and there
are always spiritual Canaanites who oppose us and attempt to drive us from our inheritance. How have you
pursued your inheritance? Have you slacked off? Have you warred with half a heart? Are you willing to
fellowship or run with spiritual Canaanites, not recognizing that to do so only means eventual expulsion from
your inheritance? If so, now is the time to repent, redouble your efforts and make a good warfare. And while
warring, do not forget to aid your brother as he strives for his inheritance also.
When Restraint Is Taken Away (Judges 2)
The halfhearted efforts of the Israelite tribes in dealing with the inhabitants of Canaan as God had instructed
resulted in God‘s refusal to drive out the remaining Canaanites. Instead, those Canaanites would be a continual
source of misery and frustration for Israel. Yet when God told Israel that He would not drive out what Israel was
only too willing to live with, all Israel could do was weep and sacrifice. They were unable to bring themselves to
repentance. They were unable to rise up with one voice, confess their sin, and rededicate themselves to the
prompt fulfilling of God‘s command if He would grant them forgiveness.
This lamentable condition was the result of missing components in Israel‘s character and government—
components that are vital to any enterprise. The first component is strong, fearless, visionary leadership.
Without leaders who are willing to lead, willing to set forth a vision and fearless in its pursuit, the people
involved in the enterprise will limp along, wandering from pillar to post, never accomplishing any great thing. For
Israel, the generation that went in to the Land of Promise under Joshua was a generation that had such
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leaders. Men like Joshua and Caleb, and the elders of Israel, though making occasional mistakes, were not
afraid to lead. The vision was clearly laid out for them and they pursued it fearlessly, despite occasional errors.
But after Joshua and his generation died, the leaders who filled their offices were not cut from the same cloth.
These men, and the people they led, ―did not know the LORD nor the work which He had done for Israel‖
(Judges 2:10). Now certainly they did know about God. They had been keeping His feasts, observing His
Sabbaths, sacrificing at His tabernacle, and certainly they had heard the stories of the Exodus under Moses
and the conquest begun under Joshua. These men, however, did not ―know‖ the Lord nor His works in the
sense of having personally experienced them.
These are the second and third necessary components to right character—a personal knowing of God and a
sharp remembrance of His works. The second generation knew of God, but they did not personally know God;
they had become lax in their spiritual condition. They knew of the Exodus, but they did not lay to heart the
lessons of it. They knew of the conquest, but they had largely grown up during one of those tranquil periods in
which God intended that Israel dwell in the land already conquered and build their strength for the next period of
conquest.
A personal knowing of God, a remembrance of His works and strong, visionary and fearless leadership act as
internal and external restraints on the carnal nature‘s desire to let down, compromise and just make do. When
any one of those three elements is missing, the people are loosed of restraint and end up living comfortably
with sin. Israel‘s second generation lacked those qualities, and as a result they did not pursue their God-given
inheritance with vigor, but preferred to make do with what they had, to compromise and live with a certain
amount of sin.
By not studying the Old Testament, people can slip into the same errors without realizing their predicament.
Indeed, ancient Israel is supposed to be an example for us (see 1 Corinthians 10:1-9). As Christians we cannot
afford to make the same mistakes. Each of us must come to personally know God, to have real and daily
experience of Him. Each of us must develop a sharp memory for what God has done for Israel, for the Church
and for us in our private lives. Leaders must lead. Do not be timid or fearful. A light yoke is laid upon each of us,
therefore let us all work the harder that we may partake of a very bountiful harvest.
Othniel, Ehud and Shamgar (Judges 3)
All of the Israelites‘ weeping and sacrifice did nothing to restrain them from mixing with the detestable heathen
in the Land of Promise. ―And they took their daughters to be their wives, and gave their daughters to their sons;
and they served their gods‖ (verse 6). Israel simply did not have a heart to obey God (Deuteronomy 5:29). The
effect was disastrous: conquest and reduction to servitude under gentile kings.
The first servitude in the land was under Cushan-Rishathaim, king of Mesopotamia, and it lasted for eight years.
This king‘s name ―means ‗Cushan of Double Wickedness‘; this may not have been his actual name, but instead
a name pinned on him by the author of Judges for ridicule [or perhaps one that the people called him for the
same reason]. Note that this name is found four times in two verses (vv. 8, 10), which may support the point
that the author was mocking the king‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 3:8).
The brevity of the servitude under him may be accounted for by the fact that it was Othniel, the nephew and
son-in-law of Caleb (Judges 3:9; compare Joshua 15:16-17), whom God used to restore Israel‘s freedom.
Othniel probably saw and participated in the initial conquest, making him a transitional figure from the
generation that saw the earlier works (compare Judges 2:7) to those who didn‘t. It may be that some of the firstgeneration zeal was in Othniel and that his fearless leadership was able to rally a more repentant and zealous
spirit in his brethren. For 40 years Israel had freedom. But after the death of Othniel and his restraining
influence, Israel returned to the slavery of idolatry.
With the return to idolatry came the inevitable return of servitude to a foreign nation. This time it was Eglon, king
of Moab, who subdued Israel. After 18 years, God provided release through Ehud, who assassinated Eglon.
Once again, Israel had rest, this time for 80 years. But once again, Israel lapsed into disobedience.
The deliverance by Shamgar is related in a single line. It may be that he judged contemporaneously with Ehud,
perhaps taking a more westerly area of administration. He is said to have slain a large number of Philistines,
which would put his activity in the western lowlands of Judah. We cannot know for certain.
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Since Israel is said to have gone astray after Ehud died (Judges 4:1) we may conclude that Shamgar‘s
deliverance occurred after Ehud‘s judgeship began (3:31) and that he died before Ehud. Beyond that, The
Nelson Study Bible makes some interesting points: ―Moreover, Shamgar delivered Israel but did not judge it [at
least, that is not expressly stated]. Even the name Shamgar is not Hebrew. Yet he was the son of Anath—
clearly a Semitic name. This may mean that he was from the town of Beth-Anath in Galilee; more probably,
however, Anath is derived from the name of the Canaanite warrior goddess. If so, then it is ironic that God used
a foreign warrior to deliver Israel‖ (note on 3:31).
Deborah and Barak (Judges 4)
Once the restraining influence of Ehud‘s leadership was removed, ―the children of Israel again did evil in the
sight of the LORD‖ (verse 1). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary refers to the quotation here as ―the sin phrase.‖
It occurs six times in the book of Judges (see 3:7, 12; 4:1; 6:1; 10:6; 13:1). For their rebellion this time, God sold
them to Jabin, king of Canaan in Hazor, who cruelly oppressed them 20 years. Long before, Joshua had
defeated a king of Hazor named Jabin (Joshua 11:1-15). The same name has been found in a text from the
archaeological site of Mari on the River Euphrates (Nelson Study Bible, note on 4:2). Such facts may suggest
that Jabin was a title rather than a proper name, like Abimelech among the Philistines or Ben-Hadad among the
Syrians.
It does not appear to have dawned on the Israelites that as they continued to disobey God their periods of
servitude lasted longer and grew more intense in severity. Neither did it occur to them that, one way or the
other, they were going to serve someone—God or a gentile. Their service to God was light and held great
reward, but their service to the gentiles was always heavy and bitter. Were these men mad in not being able to
discern such things? No, they were simply carnal, and carnality does not like restraint of any kind—enabling
their willing blindness to reality.
At this time Deborah was judging Israel. How she became a judge we do not know, but perhaps her status as a
prophetess caused Israel to seek counsel and justice at her word. Her judgeship, however, took place during
the oppression of Jabin and must have been limited to religious matters and civil matters of little consequence
to him. It was while she was judging Israel that she received a revelation instructing her to call Barak and inform
him that God had chosen him to free Israel.
When Barak came to Deborah and received word of God‘s intention, he agreed to assume the task but only if
Deborah would accompany him. Barak‘s reluctance is not too difficult to understand when one considers that
what made Jabin‘s army so formidable was the presence of 900 chariots of iron. These were strategic
superweapons when pitted against forces without them, such as Israel‘s. Furthermore, the number of chariots
suggests that Jabin had built a very large standing army. To attempt to defeat such a numerically superior and
well-armed force would be quite daunting, and trepidation, especially given Jabin‘s cruelty, would be the natural
response.
Also, Barak may have questioned the truth of Deborah‘s revelation. Was she issuing a false prophecy, one of
her own making? If she would go with him, Barak could be assured that the prophecy was true—else why
would Deborah hazard her life for what she knew to be a falsehood? Fear, of course, is an enemy of faith. And
despite the fact that Barak is recorded in Hebrews 11:32 as an example of faith, his wavering in this situation
would cause the honor of victory to go to a woman, leaving Barak somewhat disgraced. Nevertheless, Barak
still consented to the task, perhaps expecting that woman to be Deborah—which would not have seemed so
bad considering the important position she already occupied. Instead, God chose yet another woman, further
stripping Barak of honor.
Many of the judges raised armies from only one or two of the Israelite tribes, which is evidence that Israel was
probably more of a loose tribal confederation at this time. Barak‘s army was drawn primarily from Zebulun and
Naphtali. Chapter 5 of Judges reveals that smaller elements of Issachar, Benjamin, Manasseh and Reuben
were also present, but Reuben (true to his nature, Genesis 49:3-4) vacillated. Large parts of Manasseh
remained beyond Jordan, and Dan and Asher preferred to continue their shipping trade rather than engage in a
war of liberation. At this time in their history, Israel had no strong central government that organized and
legislated for all the nation. The individual tribes acted in their own self-interest, with most of the governmental
authority of the nation being vested in the tribal elders.
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The engagement at the River Kishon was a complete route of Sisera, general of Jabin‘s army. The entire
Canaanite army was exterminated, and Sisera fled on foot. Unhappily for Sisera, he came across the tent of
Jael, the wife of Heber the Kenite. Exhausted and begging water, Jael instead gave him milk—a wise move
considering the sleep-inducing properties of milk. Sisera‘s fatigue combined with a large amount of milk sent
him fast off to sleep, a slumber so dense that Jael was able to sneak into the tent and kill Sisera by driving a
tent peg through his skull.
With his army destroyed, all his chariots captured and the military genius of Sisera gone, Jabin‘s days were
numbered. Israel grew stronger and stronger until they finally killed Jabin and destroyed his persecuting power
forever. And Israel had peace 40 years.
The Song of Deborah (Judges 5)
―The Song of Deborah is one of the finest examples of an ode of triumph preserved in Israelite literature…[with]
a vividness, an almost staccato effect of action and a spirit of sheer exultation‖ (Tyndale Old Testament
Commentaries, chapter 5 summary). The song celebrates the outcome related in our previous reading—a most
unexpected deliverance from an apparently unconquerable and desperately cruel foe. Considering all that
transpired, the opening lines of the song are most instructive: ―When leaders lead in Israel, when the people
willingly offer themselves, Bless the LORD!‖ While this is not an exact translation of the Hebrew here, the idiom
used being somewhat obscure, it does perhaps convey the intent behind it. And the sentiment is certainly a true
one in any case. For strong, fearless, visionary leadership combined with a people who willingly offer
themselves to God produces an irresistibly powerful and successful combination. Wherever there is vacillation
and little success among God‘s people, at least one of these two factors is missing.
The song gives some very interesting details of God‘s maneuvering in the deliverance from Jabin, as well as
the conditions of Israel‘s servitude to that terrible king. Verses 4-5 reveal that God caused a major rainstorm
just before or during the battle. No doubt the muddy ground mired the heavy iron chariots of Jabin, vastly
reducing his army‘s strength and demoralizing his troops. God often uses weather to confound armies, and it
has even apparently happened in modern times.
Verses 6-9 reveal the severity of Jabin‘s oppression. Main highways were desolate of traveler, whether trader
or pilgrim; all took the rougher unknown, but safe, trails through the hill country. Moreover, the many small
Israelite villages were under constant fear of destruction, and as a result many were depopulated, the people
either moving to larger cities or preferring tent dwelling, as did Jael.
Verse 20 has been interpreted in several ways, with some scholars preferring to understand it as an ironic slap
at the Canaanite practice of astrology, while others view the stars as symbolic of real heavenly forces, implying
that Israel had angelic help in its fight against Jabin. Another explanation is that the reference is to meteors.
Gideon‘s First Works (Judges 6)
Deborah and Barak‘s victory brought Israel 40 years of independence and peace. But Israel again did evil in the
sight of God, and God once again delivered them over to their enemies, this time the Midianites. For seven
years the Midianites, with smaller contingents of Amalekites and Mesopotamians, would raid Israel during
harvest seasons, swooping down and confiscating all the produce of the fields. Many Israelites took to the hills
to live in caves, no doubt because the invaders would seize even the foodstuffs stored in houses, and dwelling
in highland caves provided a place both of security and of safe storage.
Gideon was a Manassite, but of the smallest of that tribe‘s clans, and he himself the ―least‖ in the house of his
father—implying the smallest, youngest, least important or least thought of. In any case, he was clearly not a
man of any considerable wealth or influence. But God often works through the unknown and apparently
insignificant. This is also true of New Testament times (see 1 Corinthians 1:26).
During this oppression, God, through His prophet, plainly told Israel why they were being oppressed (verses 810). Yet, when the Angel of the Lord—who seems to have been the Lord Himself in this case (compare verses
12, 14, 16, 23), i.e., the preincarnate Christ as messenger of the Father (compare Genesis 16:10-13)—
appeared to Gideon, Gideon asked why all this had happened. Apparently few paid any heed to the words of
the prophets. Nevertheless, the time for punishment was to be ended, and God had chosen Gideon as the
instrument of that deliverance.
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Our introduction to Gideon is somewhat humorous. He is threshing wheat not out in the open on a threshing
floor as would normally be the case, but hidden in a winepress out of fear of the Midianites stealing the grain
from him. Yet this divine Messenger‘s first words to fearful Gideon are, ―The LORD is with you, you mighty man
of valor!‖ (verse 12). ―Both statements seemed absurd. First of all, where was the God of Israel? Second,
anyone with eyes to see could know that he was no mighty man of valor. Gallant generals and fearless warriors
did not hide from the enemy in winepresses‖ (Phillip Keller, Mighty Man of Valor, 1979, p. 25).
But God often refers to people according to what they will become. Gideon certainly didn‘t come across as
mighty or valorous initially, but by believing and trusting in God, he ultimately lived up to the confidence God
placed in him and truly became a mighty warrior, a man of valor. Interestingly, the name Gideon itself actually
meant ―Hewer,‖ ―Feller‖ or ―One Who Cuts Down,‖ perhaps implying an overcomer. And after God‘s calling,
Gideon would begin fulfilling the meaning of his name.
His first action was to destroy the local altar to Baal—another sign that few Israelites were listening to God‘s
prophets. When the local officials sought to put him to death, Gideon‘s father Joash challenged them to let Baal
prove his own divinity by taking vengeance on Gideon through some supernatural means. The challenge was
ironic, because it would show Baal completely incapable of taking vengeance upon anyone—Midianite,
Amalekite, Mesopotamian or even the smallest, most insignificant man in Manasseh. Of course, nothing
happened. Joash then called Gideon by the name Jerubbaal (―Let Baal Plead‖ or ―Let Baal Take Revenge‖),
thus making him a living taunt to the worshipers of Baal.
The destruction of the altar, and the confounding of the Baal devotees, gave evidence to Gideon that God was
on his side. He would need the encouragement of that thought, for then the seasonal raids of the Midianites and
their confederates commenced. When they appeared, the Spirit of the Lord came upon Gideon and he gathered
an army from Manasseh, Asher, Zebulun and Naphtali—again, only a few of the tribes of Israel.
While the Spirit of the Lord had come upon Gideon, he had as yet developed little faith. He required another
sign from God that God would truly deliver Midian into his hands. While this was probably for his own sake, he
may also have felt it necessary for the Israelites to know, with the evidence of such signs, that God had chosen
him to fight the battle. In any event, God did perform the famous fleece signs. Gideon, we can see, was still
used to walking by sight, not faith. Nevertheless, the success of his enterprise was not to come from his
strength but God‘s. The signs were given, and Gideon was emboldened.
Gideon‘s Army (Judges 7)
The army that Gideon gathered numbered 32,000 men, too large for God‘s purposes. If the battle had been
engaged, Israel would have attributed the success of the battle to their large numbers. Therefore, God set
about paring down the force. First, those who were afraid of battle would be dismissed. That left 10,000
soldiers. Still too many. So God instructed Gideon to bring the army down to a stream or pool. There Gideon
was to separate the men into two groups—those who scooped water in their hand and brought it to their mouth,
and those who got down on all fours to drink by placing their face in the water. Those who scooped the water
numbered 300, and those were the men God chose.
As to why God chose this method, we simply do not know. However, being such an unusual occurrence, it is
deserving of a comment here. The Nelson Study Bible offers a note on this division, the merits of which you
may judge for yourself: ―Some commentators have suggested that the men who did not get down on their knees
were maintaining a higher degree of military readiness by drinking out of their hands. However, they may be
reading too much into the account, for the text does not indicate any reason for Gideon‘s preference. The
reference to the way a dog laps might even be derogatory since dogs were despised creatures in the ancient
world [as they were considered worthless scavengers] (1 Sam. 17:43; 2 Kin. 8:13; Matt. 7:6). If so, God‘s role in
the victory becomes even more apparent, since the three hundred who were left were the ones who did not
even have the common sense to drink in a normal fashion. God‘s comment in v. 7 seems to reinforce this
suggestion‖ (note on Judges 7:4-5). Still, others stress the alertness of a dog as a positive. Whatever the
reason, we are still left with an incredible miracle of winning with only 300 men.
When the battle was engaged by night, Gideon gave every man a torch, a clay pitcher and a horn. As the
troops dispersed in the night, descending on the Midianites in the valley, Gideon gave the sign. The horns blew,
the pitchers were broken, the torches flared and a great shout was made—all simultaneously. This was an
important stratagem. Normally only the commander of a body of men would have a horn and a torch, so the
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sound of 300 horns and the sight of 300 torches made it appear that Israel had a very large army. Moreover,
the sound of 300 clay pitchers breaking simultaneously would have carried down the valley walls sounding like
the clanking of military armor. The valley walls would also have caused the noises to amplify.
The sight of the torches and sound of the Israelites‘ horns and shouting terrified the Midianites, who imagined a
huge army bearing down on them. It was every man for himself, most fleeing without their armor or battle gear,
thus becoming even easier prey for Gideon and his little band. In the confusion, the Midianites, Amalekites and
Mesopotamians even slaughtered each other in the dark in their panic and desperation. So God, by the most
insignificant man in Manasseh leading an insignificant troop, wrought a great victory for Israel. And there was
peace for 40 years (8:28)
Gideon‘s Diplomacy, Vindication, Humility and Foolishness (Judges 8)
Though Gideon‘s little band completely routed the Midianites and their allies, nevertheless he called to the men
of Ephraim to come down and aid in completing the victory (7:24). The Ephraimites were quick to the task,
taking the territory pointed out by Gideon, and capturing and executing two of the leading Midianite princes,
Oreb and Zeeb, whose heads they proudly brought to Gideon (verses 24-25). But the meeting with Gideon was
not entirely pleasant. The men of Ephraim sharply upbraided Gideon for his refusal to call them to the initial
engagement, feeling that they had been denied their rightful part in a great battle (8:1). Gideon‘s reply astutely
appealed to the vanity of the Ephraimite men. ―Though you were called to aid in the mopping-up activity, yet
you have done far better than I,‖ he basically told them, ―for you have taken and killed two Midianite princes—
and how shall my little skirmish compare to that!‖ (compare verses 2-3). Thus said, the Ephraimites‘ anger was
assuaged.
As Gideon and his men returned to the land of Israel, exhausted and faint with hunger, they came to Succoth
and asked the elders of the city for provision to continue their pursuit of other Midianite leaders. The elders of
Succoth refused, saying that it looked to them like Gideon hadn‘t captured anyone. The men of Penuel, upon
the same request, made a similar reply. In both cases Gideon promised to return and punish the cities for their
impertinence. According to the culture of the day, Gideon had every right to make the request, for he was a
fellow countryman who was warring against Israel‘s foes. The actions of the Succothites and Penuelites
showed disloyalty and cowardice. When Gideon captured the two Midianite kings, he returned to Succoth and
Penuel and carried out his threats, whipping the elders of Succoth with thorns and breaking down a defensive
tower in Penuel.
The victory achieved by Gideon was so stupendous that the men of Israel were intent on making him king. But
Gideon refused—God was Israel‘s king, and Gideon made sure to impress that point on the men of Israel.
Gideon did take a reward, however, which was also his due according to the standard of the day. But Gideon
behaved foolishly, for he took his reward of gold and made an ephod—a ceremonial religious garment—of it. It
became an object of veneration by the Israelites and, sadly, even proved a snare to Gideon and his family
(verse 27). When Gideon died, the people went back into total idolatry, even building a temple to Baal (verses
33-35; 9:4).
Gideon‘s story presents the first signs of a yearning for kingship in Israel. As previously stated, most of the real
governmental power in Israel at the time was in the hands of the elders of the various tribes, and the tribes
tended to look to their own interests, even when the national fortune or honor was at stake. The repeated cycle
of servitude and deliverance began to expose the weakness of the tribal confederacy as it then existed and to
awaken a desire for a more powerful central government. Sadly, the repeated cycle of servitude and
deliverance did not impress on the Israelites the need for fidelity to God and the covenant. That was the lesson
they should have learned. But men seldom blame their own evil hearts, preferring rather to blame ―the system.‖
King Abimelech (Judges 9)
As stated in yesterday‘s reading, when Gideon died, the Israelites went right back to their old ways, fornicating
with the gods of the Canaanites. How quickly do men turn when the restraining influence of a righteous man is
removed! Although Gideon did not become an actual king, he did have a heavy influence on all aspects of
public life. In fact, the large number of sons born to him after his victory—70!—indicates that Gideon amassed a
rather large harem (8:30), something usually reserved for kings. So although he did not become a king de jure,
he was apparently the de facto king in Israel. This is also indicated by the name of one of his sons, whom he
actually gave the royal title of Abimelech (verse 31), which means ―My Father Is King‖—and Abimelech‘s
remarks indicate that Gideon‘s 70 sons were placed in important positions of leadership (compare 9:1-2).

146

While Gideon earlier realized that he should not be crowned king, it is possible that he later didn‘t see things so
clearly, particularly when we consider what happened with the ephod and his having many wives. (The
multiplying of wives to oneself was forbidden to the kings of Israel in Deuteronomy 17:17 because it carried the
danger of turning the one doing so away from God—and this principle was certainly applicable to anyone.)
Furthermore, Gideon‘s strong leadership, the deference of the people of Israel toward him, his personal lifestyle
and the role of his sons in governing Israel probably did little to dispel the notion among the people that, even if
he was not an actual king, he might as well have been.
Nevertheless, it is nowhere stated that Gideon ever actually assumed the title of king—and, with what is made
of this issue in chapters 8 and 9, we would certainly expect the account to say so if he had. Thus, it is most
likely that he never did. Naming his son Abimelech was perhaps a recognition of what he effectively was—not
what he truly was. And perhaps he was even hopeful of being blessed with some kind of dynastic succession of
leadership, as presumptuous as that seems to be.
Whatever the case, it is clear that Gideon‘s son Abimelech did want to be acknowledged as king. Upon his
father‘s death, Abimelech realized that if he did not move immediately, he would forever lose his opportunity for
that honor. His first action was to gain the support of his mother‘s influential Shechemite family, who saw that if
Abimelech reigned in Israel, they would likely obtain high posts in the new government and all the benefits that
went with them. This led the men of Shechem to throw their support, and money from the temple of Baal-Berith
there, behind Abimelech.
With the new money, Abimelech hired an entourage to accompany him—putting on the airs of a king, a public
relations move. With the support of a significant city, and a personal entourage, Abimelech next eliminated any
potential competition by murdering all his brothers, Gideon‘s sons. Immediately, the men of Shechem and Beth
Millo crowned Abimelech king. Pathetically, this occurred at the terebinth tree at Shechem, where Jacob, so
many years before, had commanded those of his household to put away the foreign gods that were among
them (Genesis 35:4).
Jotham, the youngest of Gideon‘s sons, was the only survivor of the massacre. His long parable of the trees
who sought a king charged the men of Shechem and Beth Millo with the grossest foolishness and the most
treacherous dealings against Gideon, and he called forth a destruction upon them in repayment. Being the only
blood descendant of Gideon, he knew Abimelech would do all he could to take his life, so he fled and hid.
The pact between Abimelech and his Shechemite supporters lasted for three years. Thereafter, ―God sent a
spirit of ill will between Abimelech and the men of Shechem‖ (verse 23). What caused the breach is not stated,
but the disaffection caused the men of Shechem to support one Gaal, son of Ebed, in his bid for the throne. The
rebellion was brought to a quick end—Abimelech killed Gaal and destroyed the city, including its pagan
temple—and thus the treachery of the Shechemites against Gideon was repaid.
On the heels of this victory, Abimelech attacked another city, Thebez. But during the attack, a woman dropped
a grinding stone down onto Abimelech‘s head. Dying, he ordered his armor-bearer to kill him, lest it be said that
he was killed by a woman. And so Abimelech‘s treachery against his father Gideon was repaid.
God watches over His people. When the righteous cry out to him for deliverance from their enemies, God will
act, although the unfolding of the events may, to all outward appearances, seem to have little to do with God. In
the case of Abimelech, all God had to do was break the league between the Shechemites and Abimelech. The
natural wickedness of the players involved would serve to bring things to a conclusion. And, true to His word,
those who seek to exalt themselves will be abased.
Tola, Jair and the Ammonite Oppression (Judges 10)
After the reign of Abimelech, which does not appear to have included much territory other than Shechem and its
surrounding villages, Tola judged Israel and worked some kind of deliverance, although we do not know against
whom. He judged 23 years.
Following Tola, Jair judged 22 years. His 30 sons were noblemen and rulers of as many cities in Gilead, thus
indicating that Jair had a rather large administrative apparatus, which exercised significant influence in Gilead
and probably further afield. Since no mention is made of a deliverance made by Jair, it appears that he
continued the era of peace produced by Tola.
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The 45 years of peace and relative fidelity to God were shattered upon the death of Jair. Israel ran
wholeheartedly back into idolatry, embracing the gods of not just the Canaanites, but also of the Syrians,
Sidonians, Moabites, Ammonites and Philistines. And so, for 18 years God sold His people into the hands of
foreigners—the Philistines and Ammonites, two of the very peoples whose gods Israel adopted. From the
catalog of pagan gods, and the scanty notes of the Ammonite invasion into the territories of Ephraim and
Benjamin, it would appear that the greater part of the oppression fell on the tribes east of Jordan, and that the
Ammonite invasion might have been a coordinated effort with the Philistines to divide Israel down the middle.
When the 18 years elapsed, Israel came to its senses and, for the first time, the cause of their misery is actually
stated by them in the account—their rejection of God and attachment to the Baals. But when they cried out to
God, He rejected their pleas and told them He would not save them. Nevertheless, Israel repented and served
God. Eventually, God could no longer endure the misery of Israel. Ammon gathered in Mizpah, and Israel met
them. But who would deliver Israel?
Jephthah‘s Vow (Judges 11)
We come now to one of the most difficult passages in the book of Judges—the story of Jephthah. The story is
more important than one would at first suspect, for the critics have seized upon it as evidence that God is selfcontradictory, bloodthirsty and devoid of any sense of equity and justice. Similarly, those who adhere to the
belief in the divine inspiration of Scripture have found the story to be a stone of stumbling, especially since the
book of Hebrews includes Jephthah by name in its famous catalog of the heroes of faith (Hebrews 11).
If the common understanding of the story is correct, we surely have a very odd series of facts to explain.
Jephthah demonstrated a detailed knowledge of the history of his people, a history he could only have learned
from the books of Moses (see Judges 11:12-28). Yet, if this is so, how do we explain his apparent ignorance of
the blaring prohibition against child sacrifice contained in the books of Moses? (Leviticus 18:21; 20:2;
Deuteronomy 12:31-32; 18:10-12) Again, immediately after sending the ambassadors to Ammon ―the Spirit of
the LORD came upon Jephthah‖ (verse 29). But if this is so, how could a person led by the Holy Spirit be so
absolutely callous as to sacrifice his own child? In fact, Jephthah‘s vow is made immediately after receiving the
Spirit (verse 30)—how is that to be explained? Moreover, if the common understanding of the story is correct,
God gave Jephthah the victory over Ammon knowing full well that Jephthah would sacrifice his child, and yet
He never said a word—not in person, not in a dream, not by a prophet.
And further, how could a man who was so scrupulous to keep his vow (verse 35) be so unscrupulous as to
murder his innocent child in flagrant disobedience to God‘s law? Additionally, when his daughter learned of her
father‘s vow, she encouraged him to keep the vow and asked only to be able to go and mourn her virginity for
two months, at the end of which time she voluntarily returned so that her father could carry out his vow.
Jephthah‘s daughter exhibits no terror, no pleading for her life—even the friends with whom she mourned her
virginity allowed her to return! How is that to be explained? And why didn‘t Jephthah avail himself of the laws for
redeeming things vowed (Leviticus 27)—he said, ―I cannot go back‖—when such an option would have been
open to him?
And finally, if the common understanding of Jephthah‘s vow is correct, where is that marvelous and self-evident
faith that caused the writer of Hebrews, probably the apostle Paul, to unhesitatingly include him in his catalog of
the heroes of faith? The confusion can be cleared up by carefully examining Jephthah‘s vow. Let us notice it in
the New King James Version: ―If You will indeed deliver the people of Ammon into my hands, then it will be that
whatever comes out of the doors of my house to meet me, when I return in peace from the people of Ammon,
shall surely be the LORD‘s, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering‖ (verses 30-31). First, notice that it is a
conditional vow (if…then). Second, the phrase ―whatever comes out to meet me‖ is actually ―the one who
comes forth to meet me‖ in Hebrew, an apparent reference to a person. The Nelson Study Bible concurs: ―The
phrase to meet me seems to refer more appropriately to a human than to an animal‖ (note on 11:31).
How then are we to understand Jephthah‘s vow? The Hebrew of verse 31 is the source of the difficulty—or
rather, the translation of the Hebrew text is the source of the difficulty. The next phrase could just as well be
translated, ―…shall surely be the LORD‘s, OR I will offer it a burnt-offering.‖ The Nelson Study Bible notes, ―The
conjunction in Jephthah‘s pivotal statement in v. 31, that whatever or whoever came out of the door ‗shall be the
LORD‘s, and I will offer it up as a burnt offering‘ could be translated or. Thus, if a person came out first, he would
dedicate that person to the Lord, or if an animal came out first, he would offer the animal as a burnt sacrifice‖
(note on Judges 11:39). This explanation, however, has left out the possibility of an unclean animal, such as a
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dog, coming out. Presumably, a clean animal in this scenario would be sacrificed while an unclean animal
would be dedicated like a person. But there is a possibility that this translation is not entirely correct either, as it
leaves out the possibility of nothing or no one coming out to meet Jephthah. This brings us to the next apparent
problem in translation.
The clause ―or I will offer it up as a burnt offering‖ could also be rendered, ―or I will offer Him a burnt offering.‖ If
that is correct, then we are left with Jephthah imagining a person coming out to meet him and stating, in a
perhaps corrected rendering of verse 31, ―The one who comes forth to meet me I will consecrate to the LORD,
or [if no one comes out] I will offer Him [i.e., the Lord] a burnt offering.‖ This changes the complexion of the
difficulty entirely.
What emerges from a clear understanding of the Hebrew is significant. First, let‘s note that Jephthah was
making a conditional vow with God. If God would give Jephthah the victory and bring him safely home, then
Jephthah would either dedicate a person of his household to God or he would offer a burnt-offering to God if no
one came out. Once God performed His part of the vow, Jephthah was bound to fulfill his part.
Second, and most important however, Jephthah left the choice in God‘s hands! Jephthah could not control who
would come out of the doors of his house to greet him (or whether anyone would), just as Abraham‘s servant
had no control over who would give him drink (see Genesis 24:12-14). The vow contained a choice to be made
by God: either accept a consecrated person or a burnt offering. Therefore, Jephthah was perhaps, to a degree,
acting on faith, allowing God to choose how Jephthah would fulfill his part of the covenant.
Yet it still appears that the vow was rash and unwise. Jephthah had apparently not thought this through well
enough. He was shocked and deeply grieved that his daughter was the one who came out to meet him, stating
that this had brought him very low (verse 35). He was clearly expecting it to be someone else—probably a
household servant. No doubt, he learned a powerful lesson that day.
Thankfully, as the evidence seems to support, Jephthah did not sacrifice his daughter—he devoted her to the
service of God, much as did Hannah devote Samuel to the service of God. As such, Jephthah‘s daughter would
remain a virgin as she served at the tabernacle as part of a special class of dedicated women (compare Exodus
38:8; 1 Samuel 2:22; Luke 2:36-37). It appears that they acted as door porters, singers, musicians and workers
in cloth (most valuable and needed when the tabernacle stood, as it did in Jephthah‘s day). This dedication
meant that Jephthah would have no grandchildren—for his daughter was his only child—and thus no heir.
As we know, the Israelites viewed barrenness as a stigma, and for the family line to end was considered
virtually a curse from God. Now becomes very clear the grief of Jephthah (for he would have no inheritor) and
of his daughter (for she would have no children) and of her friends (for their friend would never become ―a
mother in Israel,‖ and possibly mother of the promised Messiah) and of the people of Israel (for their hero would
not leave them descendants and his name would ―perish out of Israel‖)! It is interesting to note the contrast
between Jephthah and the judges immediately before and after him. They both had 30 sons (Judges 10:3-4;
12:8-9), while Jephthah had just this one and only daughter.
As a final observation, we must note verse 39 again. The sacred historian records that Jephthah ―carried out his
vow with her which he had vowed‖ and then adds, ―she knew no man.‖ It is not recorded that Jephthah
sacrificed her—that is apparently a conclusion based upon an incomplete understanding of the above
scriptures. Some will argue that this last clause just magnifies the tragedy of her death—that she died young
without ever marrying. But if, indeed, Jephthah‘s daughter was sacrificed in gruesome and flagrant
disobedience to God, this added statement about knowing no man would seem to be superfluous and inane; it
only appears to make sense if she continued in a state of celibacy after Jephthah fulfilled his vow.
The writer of Hebrews, then, is vindicated for including Jephthah in the heroes of faith. Though Jephthah was
evidently rash and unwise in making his vow to start with, he nevertheless obeyed God‘s command to pay
one‘s vows to Him (Deuteronomy 23:21-23), even when it was to his own hurt (compare Psalm 15:4). In that
sense, Jephthah‘s fulfilling of his vow may be seen as a real act of faith! He was willing to give up his only hope
of grandchildren and perpetuation of the family line, enduring a social stigma, in order to obey God. Why?
Because he looked forward to the promises that he had seen and embraced (Hebrews 11:13), which would be
bestowed in that country of God (verse 14) when he would be raised in that better resurrection (verse 35)!
Truly, then, Judges 11 reveals Jephthah to be, in the end, a courageous man of integrity, faith and vision!
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The War Between Ephraim and Gilead (Judges 12)
The Gileadites were a clan within Manasseh, dwelling east of the Jordan and north of the Dead Sea. They
appear to have been very independent of their tribe, and this independence irked the men of Ephraim, who
generally headed the House of Joseph. Hence their accusation that the Gileadites were fugitives among
Ephraim and Manasseh (verse 4).
Now that the war with Ammon was over, the men of Ephraim suddenly showed courage. They accused
Jephthah of deliberately failing to summon them to the battle as a means of humiliating the leading tribe in
Joseph, and they intended to wage war against him. Led by Jephthah, the Gileadites steadfastly held their
ground, taking the strategic byways and heights. They recognized Ephraimite infiltrators by their distinctive
accent (showing that even in a small geographical region like Israel there were sharp delineations between—
and sometimes bitter divisions among—the Israelite tribes and clans). However, the battle went entirely in favor
of Jephthah and the Gileadites, and Gilead remained independent of their larger tribal units.
Jephthah judged only six years. After him a long series of judges followed: Ibzan of Bethlehem, seven years;
Elon the Zebulonite, ten years; Abdon the Pirathonite (Ephraimite), eight years. Thus Israel enjoyed a total of 31
years of peace.
The Birth of Samson (Judges 13)
At this point in the Judges narrative you may have noticed something interesting about Israel‘s periods of
liberty—they approach about 40 years, or one generation. It seems that Israel would remain faithful to God only
when a generation of Israelites experienced oppression. But the next generation would speedily go into idolatry,
only to be oppressed. How true this remains! One generation seldom learns from the errors of its predecessor,
and every generation feels it must ―push the boundaries‖ set by the previous generation.
After about a generation of peace, Israel again sinned, so God delivered them into the hands of the Philistines,
who dwelt on the lowland coasts of Israel‘s southwest. For 40 years the Philistines had oppressed Israel. Now
God raised up a deliverer, Samson of the tribe of Dan.
Samson was the son of Manoah, whose wife had been barren. Throughout the Scriptures we see that God
sometimes caused barren women to bear the one through whom He would work. This was done as a sign of
God‘s involvement with the child from the start, and that any glory of accomplishment was to go to God. And it
brought added respect to the chosen servant, which could help him accomplish the task God gave him to do.
Manoah‘s wife was visited by the Angel of the Lord—whom they later understood to be God Himself, i.e., the
preincarnate Christ, which this may have been (verse 22; compare Genesis 16:10-13).
This divine messenger told her that she would conceive a child and instructed her to avoid all wine, products of
the vine and unclean foods, for her son would be a Nazirite from birth, consecrated to deliver Israel from the
Philistines. Manoah recognized the seriousness of the news and asked God how to raise the child. Manoah
and his wife instinctively knew that if they were to raise a son who would do the works of God they would need
divine assistance in their parenting. This is certainly the case of Christian parents today, because we live in a
world that is largely lacking in godly values. Those who have children today need to ask God for wisdom in the
process of rearing children. They also need to actively pursue knowledge of proper child rearing.
Again the Angel appeared and reiterated the need to avoid wine, products of the vine and anything unclean.
Manoah and his wife then offered God a burnt offering and a grain offering. And as the offerings were
consumed upon the altar, the Angel of the Lord ascended to heaven, whereupon they came to the conclusion
regarding the Messenger‘s identity.
A major theme of this chapter is consecration to holiness. The child was to be a Nazirite from birth for the
entirety of his life. The Nazirite (Numbers 6) was consecrated to God for a stipulated period, during which he
was forbidden to cut his hair, to partake of wine or any other grape products, or to defile himself. Wine is often
used as a symbol of spiritual stupefaction, and so the lesson is that separation to God requires absolute
avoidance of anything that will dull one‘s spiritual senses. The dietary laws, moreover, are also explicitly
connected with the requirement of holiness (Deuteronomy 14:1-3). Thus, the lesson is that the raising of holy
children is only possible through holy parents doing all they reasonably can to remove sources of spiritual
defilement from their children. Of course, even this will not guarantee the child‘s persistence in holiness—as it
certainly did not in the case of Samson.
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Surprisingly, however, for those readers interested in biblical typology, the story of Samson appears to offer, to
a limited degree, a type of Christ. Samson, whose name means ―Like the Sun,‖ was Israel‘s deliverer and
strong man. Christ, the ―Sun of Righteousness‖ (Malachi 4:2), a ―sun and shield‖ (Psalm 84:11), is Israel‘s
Deliverer and Strong Man (compare Luke 11:21-22). Samson had miraculous physical strength; Christ had
miraculous spiritual strength.
Samson‘s conception was announced by a spirit messenger from God, as was Christ‘s. Both Manoah‘s wife
and Mary conceived as a result of divine intervention. Samson was separated to God from conception and for
the entirety of His life, as was Christ (though Christ was not a Nazirite as some argue). Moreover, as the story
will unfold, Samson‘s greatest victory came at the hour of his death, as did Christ‘s. There are marked
differences between them, of course. The type breaks down when we see Samson unwilling to submit to God
for so much of his life, unlike Christ who obeyed His Father perfectly. Still, there are some parallels. And
Samson‘s name was, in the end, recorded in the Hall of Faith (Hebrews 11:32).
Samson‘s Marriage (Judges 14)
Samson‘s life as a deliverer for Israel stands in sharp contrast to the other deliverers God raised up for Israel.
Despite such promising beginnings, Samson showed himself susceptible to being foolishly enticed by the world.
God did not want the Israelites intermarrying with pagan gentiles, but Samson took a Philistine woman as his
first wife. Also, Samson, as a Nazirite, should have avoided any uncleanness, but he took the honey from the
carcass of the lion, which would have rendered the honey unclean (compare Leviticus 11:24-38). In short,
Samson was a hardheaded man, but God would use that as a means of provoking the Philistines and delivering
Israel.
The marriage of Samson, and the trickery that attended it, also shows that Samson was easily manipulated by
the object of his desire. Neither his first, unnamed, wife, nor the woman Delilah would prove to be loving, faithful
wives—but, rather, willing tools in the hands of the Philistine oppressors. Moreover, Samson seemed to be
generally blind to their deceits.
These kind of strange personal characteristics in a deliverer of Israel seem to be contradictory to the purposes
of God. But in the case of Samson, God intended to use just such a man to seek an occasion against the
Philistines (14:4). God can use the most unlikely of instruments to accomplish His purposes, even the very
weaknesses and sins of men. If this is so with the weaknesses of God‘s servants, how much more when His
servants purge themselves of sin and weakness and become truly holy and spiritually strong! Let us all strive to
be just such excellent tools in the hands of our awesome God.
Foxes and Firebrands and the Jawbone of an Ass (Judges 15)
The shenanigans at Samson‘s marriage, and the giving of his wife to another, provoked him into taking
vengeance on the Philistine oppressors. He wrought havoc on their harvest. To do this, he trapped foxes—or
jackals, as the Hebrew can also be translated (which seems more likely as jackals, unlike the more solitary
foxes, traveled in packs, making it easier to catch them in greater numbers). He then tied torches—―firebrands‖
as the King James Version has it—between the tails of pairs of these jackals or foxes before releasing them
into fields of grain, vineyards and olive groves. One can imagine the panic-stricken animals, unable to run in a
straight line, zigzagging all over the fields, setting them on fire wherever they ran, thus burning whole crops.
Samson became a wanted man, and it was his own people who turned him over to the Philistines.
Another element in the Christlike symbolism of Samson‘s life: Samson is turned over to the Philistine
oppressors by Israelites of the tribe of Judah; Christ is turned over to the Roman oppressors by Israelites of the
tribe of Judah.
Samson then slew a thousand Philistine men with the jawbone of a donkey. His utterance in verse 16 after
slaying the Philistines is poetic, as the New King James Version indicates. However, the translation into English
does not do justice to the Hebrew play on words. The Moffatt Translation is perhaps better: ―With the jawbone
of an ass I have piled them in a mass.‖ At least Samson realizes that the strength and power he had to perform
this incredible feat came from God. ―You have given this great deliverance by the hand of Your servant,‖ he
acknowledges (verse 18). He even calls on God to further deliver Him from thirst, which God does. All this is
building to a grand climax as God continues to seek an occasion to deal with the Philistines.
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Samson: God‘s Flawed Tool (Judges 16)
God had been seeking an occasion to move against the Philistines (Judges 14:4). In itself, that is an interesting
turn of phrase, for it implies that God works out His plans within the willing activities of men. God could have
directly caused a thing to come to pass, but the Scripture says he sought an occasion. God often works in
human events in this manner, interweaving His plans with those of men, bringing His will to pass by using the
circumstances and individuals at hand. Thus, God works within the flow of history to accomplish certain ends
without violating man‘s free will and often without producing an obvious trail of ―miraculous‖ happenings.
This does not, of course, mean that there is no evidence of miracles in history. The incredible strength of
Samson alone would have been clearly miraculous to the people of his day—he carried massive city gates
uphill for 40 miles! (16:3) The free will God allowed the Philistines is extended to all men—even those God
specially uses. To break the Philistine tyranny over Israel, God would use a man, Samson, who had remarkable
strengths coupled with regrettable weaknesses. God would accomplish His purpose and Samson would be the
tool, whether he acted according to his better attributes or allowed his weaknesses to triumph. Regrettably,
Samson would allow his weaknesses to get the better of him
Contrary to scriptural principles, Samson had married a Philistine woman who was eventually given to another
man. He could have chosen any Israelite woman, but Samson allowed his impulsive desire rather than his faithguided intellect to control his behavior. He was lustful and arrogant. A little leaven leavens the whole lump, and
so Samson descended even further into sin because he was unwilling to control his desire and submit to God—
he went in to a Philistine harlot. Samson was now fully set to follow his lust, and this God would use to finally
free Israel.
When Samson fell for another Philistine woman, Delilah, the Philistine lords persuaded her to discover the
secret of his strength. After several failed attempts to capture him—attempts that Samson knew involved
Delilah—he was finally captured. It is remarkable that in spite of knowing what Delilah was up to, Samson
actually told her the truth. Maybe he did not really believe the truth himself, which might be hinted at in verse
20. Perhaps he had grown a bit cocky as to the source of his strength. If so, that was about to end.
Overpowered and blinded by the Philistines, he was afterward forced to grind wheat. Some commentators
suggest that he ground wheat as the women did, using a grinding stone and plate. Others suggest that he was
harnessed to a grinding stone as a beast of burden, although this was apparently not typical until centuries
later. In either case, the point was the same: to humiliate Israel‘s strongman.
When Samson was brought before the Philistine lords in their temple of Dagon some time later, his call to God
was sincere. However, his stated motive—revenge for the blindness inflicted upon him (16:28)—was surely not
the only motivation he had for seeking God. There is evidence to support Samson‘s repentance in that the New
Testament lists him as a hero of faith who, out of weakness, was made strong (Hebrews 11:32-34). Indeed, is it
not directly stated that he, along with the others mentioned, died assured of the promises of God‘s Kingdom
and will be ―made perfect‖ with Christians of this age? (compare verses 39-40)
Moreover, Judges 16:22 is quite telling in relating what happened during Samson‘s servitude. It states,
―However, the hair of his head began to grow again after it had been shaven.‖ Just what significance does this
have? After all, we know that Samson‘s hair was not ―magical.‖ It was God who gave him his miraculous
strength—the hair simply representing the Nazirite vow of consecration to God, which, in Samson‘s case, was
supposed to be lifelong. Perhaps verse 22, then, is telling us that while blind and humiliated in servitude to
pagans, Samson finally ―saw the light‖ and reconsecrated himself to God. Viewed this way, the final scene in
his life is but the culmination of that rededication.
This final scene is well known—Samson brings down the temple by toppling two pillars, which killed him and all
the Philistine lords within. Until recently critics had thought this unlikely, a dramatic myth. How could a whole
temple be destroyed by toppling two huge stone pillars? Just this past decade, however, a Philistine temple was
fully excavated, revealing that the structure of the temple rested entirely upon two central pillars barely six feet
apart. Given the weight distribution on those pillars, it would have been entirely possible for the biblical story to
have ended precisely as recorded.
Why is not more made of Samson‘s repentance if it happened at this time? Because that is not the point of the
narrative. The entire book of Judges concerns God‘s repeated deliverance of His people, regardless of the
inclinations of those to whom He gave the task. The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―Samson‘s life is ultimately a
story about God‘s faithfulness in spite of human weakness. God‘s hand can be seen throughout the story—in
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Samson‘s empowerment by God‘s Spirit and in God‘s professed desire to subdue the Philistines (14:4). It also
can be seen in this last contest between the true God and the Philistine god Dagon. When the Philistines
captured Samson, they attributed this to their god and celebrated his victory (16:23, 24). We know, however,
that it was God who had allowed it (v. 20), and that it was God who gained the ultimate triumph against Dagon
and the Philistine rulers (vv. 27, 30)‖ (note on 16:23-31).
History Out of Sequence (Judges 17)
The last five chapters of Judges are interesting as a group for, in addition to making no mention of particular
judges, they appear to be incidental notices of Israelite history that do not follow the general theme or time line
of the rest of the book of Judges. Indeed, The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―The book of Judges closes with two
appendixes, the first in chs. 17–18 and the second in chs. 19–21. They seem to be unrelated to the material
preceding them and to each other. For instance, these chapters do not describe the cyclical pattern of sin,
servitude, [supplication] and salvation seen in the earlier chapters of Judges. While chs. 2–16 describe foreign
threats to Israel, these last chapters show an internal breakdown of Israel‘s worship and unity. Furthermore, the
events in these chapters appear to have taken place early in the period of the judges‖ (note on 17:1–21:25).
That these chapters are out of chronological sequence with the rest of the book is attested to by several facts.
First, 18:1-3 inform us that the Danites had not received their inheritance in the land—―the tribe of the Danites
was seeking for itself an inheritance to dwell in; for until that day their inheritance among the tribes of Israel had
not fallen to them.‖ This could be interpreted in two ways: either it had not ―fallen to them‖ by lot, or it had not
―fallen to them‖ by conquest. Joshua 19:47 informs us that when Dan received its territorial allotment the
Danites found the land too small for their numbers, and hence they undertook the conquest of Laish. The
settlement of Dan‘s territory must have taken some time, and so the conquest of Laish must be put either late in
Joshua‘s time or very early in the period of Judges.
Second, 18:30 identifies the priest who officiated at the shrine in Dan (formerly, Laish) as ―Jonathan, the son of
Gershom, the son of Manasseh.‖ The Hebrew text of this phrase is remarkable for the fact that the name
N
Manasseh is spelled with a small superscripted nun (letter N), as M SH. The Masoretes—scribes who compiled
the Hebrew text into its present form—were scrupulous not to disturb the position of the individual letters of the
text, even to the point of developing a vowel system of ―points‖ which fitted above and below the letters, but
never between the letters. Thus, this small superscripted nun is a clue that it was not part of the original text. If
the nun is removed the name becomes MSH or Moshe, i.e., Moses. Now we know that Moses had a son
named Gershom (Exodus 2:22).
Therefore, many scholars believe that the nun was a scribal insert into the text to direct the reader of the text to
read ―Manasseh‖ rather than ―Moses,‖ thereby sparing Moses the dishonor of having Israel‘s first apostate and
idolatrous priest in his lineage. Jonathan would be the grandson of Moses. If this is correct, then the
transactions mentioned in connection with Micah and the Danite conquest of Laish must have occurred late in
the period of Joshua, or early in the period of Judges, the likely lifespan of Jonathan.
Third, Joshua 20:1 and verses 27-28 inform us that when Israel was roused to action against the Benjamites
they assembled before the Lord where Phinehas, the son of Eleazar, the son of Aaron, was still serving.
Phinehas was thus the grandson of Aaron, and hence of the same generation of Jonathan, who seems to have
been the grandson of Aaron‘s brother Moses. Phinehas was old enough to slay the fornicating Israelite
(Numbers 25) and would have survived into the period of Joshua and perhaps the early part of the period of
Judges, and hence would put the war against the Benjamites in the period of Joshua or early in the period of
Judges.
Fourth, the war against the Benjamites was so devastating to Benjamin that it was feared the tribe would vanish
in Israel (21:1-3). Only 600 Benjamite men are said to have survived (20:47), all the other Benjamites—men
and women—being put to death (20:48) so that these 600 men could find no Benjamite wives. Yet at the
division of the kingdom under Rehoboam, the Benjamites were considered a full tribe (although the smallest,
see 1 Samuel 9:21) and contributed in some significant way to the fighting force of 180,000 men at Rehoboam‘s
command.
If the story of the war against Benjamin is correctly placed in the chronology of the book of Judges, that would
mean that in a period of 120 years (the time from Saul to Rehoboam) the Benjamites recovered their numbers.
This is extremely unlikely. It is far more reasonable to believe that these events happened late in the period of
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Joshua or, more reasonable still, early in the period of Judges, in conjunction with the evidence above, and that
Benjamin therefore had about 400 years to recover their position and numbers.
The same is true for the story of the Danite conquest of Laish, as it probably happened within a short time of the
war against Benjamin. That would mean that the history of these transactions has not been placed in
chronological sequence within the book of Judges.
This, however, should not be viewed as a mistake. Much of the Bible is not in chronological sequence.
Likewise, these accounts were appended to Judges intentionally and purposefully, and it is instructive to search
out why. As the study Bible note quoted earlier goes on to state: ―There is a certain logic to placing them at the
end of the book. For one, the structure highlights the theme of the disintegration of Israel. The last chapters
emphasize that ‗every one did what was right in his own eyes‘ (17:6; 21:25). The general tone of these last
chapters is satirical and understated. The many violations of Mosaic law receive only minimal comments.
However, a muted note of disdain for Israel‘s wanton behavior is evident in places.‖
Micah‘s Household Shrine (Judges 17)
Micah was an Ephraimite. This man built what appears to have been a personal shrine to God in his house. The
context leads us to believe that neither Micah nor his mother intended open rebellion against God. Micah‘s
mother invoked the name of God in blessing her son (―May you be blessed by the LORD, my son,‖ verse 2) and
she had originally dedicated the silver to God (verse 3). Also, the name Micah itself meant ―Who Is Like the
Eternal?‖ As for Micah, notice the ―shrine‖ he had in his house. The Hebrew phrase that the New King James
Version renders as ―shrine‖ (verse 5) is beth Elohim. While the original King James translates this ―house of
gods,‖ it should perhaps more properly be rendered ―house of God.‖
Thus, it may have been some kind of miniature representation of God‘s tabernacle. Micah also had, as is
mentioned in verse 5, an ephod, a garment worn during worship and probably in imitation of the ephods of the
tabernacle priests. And then, mentioned in the same verse, were his teraphim (translated ―household idols‖),
small figures either representing gods or some devices associated with a god—in this case perhaps even a
miniature Ark of the Covenant. He was pleased to hire the Levite as his priest, at least showing he had some
sort of respect for the God who had appointed the Levites to certain religious service. Furthermore, he sought
instruction from the priest (―father‖ being a term for one who teaches and provides counsel). And Micah
believed that the LORD (the same LORD invoked by his mother) would bless him for these measures (verse 13).
While certainly not wholly in line with God‘s instructions, neither was this meant to be wholesale apostasy. It
was the worship of God united to idolatry—the sin of syncretism, blending pagan practices into their own
religion, which the Almighty had expressly forbidden (see Deuteronomy 12:29-32) but which the Israelites often
fell into. Moreover, it was doing what seemed right rather than following God‘s explicit commands—a recipe for
disaster as this is the path that leads to death (see Proverbs 14:12; 16:25). Though not intended to be apostasy
and rebellion against God, it was apostasy and rebellion nevertheless. Sincerely attempting to please God is no
excuse for breaking His direct commands. We must all remember this in our own worship of God.
Dan Adopts Micah‘s Error and Takes Laish (Judges 18)
When the Danite force moved north from Judah through Ephraim on their way to conquer Laish, they moved
through the highlands of Ephraim, probably because the lowlands were still occupied by Canaanites. To aid
them in their battle, the Danites decided to take the shrine of Micah and the Levite with them, probably in
imitation of the Israelite practice of having a priest head their fighting forces (compare Deuteronomy 20). We
are told that Laish was ―far from the Zidonians, and they had no ties with anyone‖ (18:7). Thus, they appear to
have lived an isolated life, having neither trading nor diplomatic relations with outsiders. In such a condition,
without allies, Laish fell to Dan.
After the conquest of Laish, the men of Dan set up Micah‘s idolatrous figures and consecrated Jonathan, who
may very well have been the grandson of Moses (see earlier highlight on Judges 17, ―History Out of
Sequence‖), as their priest, and his sons as their priesthood. The northern Danites retained this idolatrous
worship until the time of the captivity of northern Israel around 722 B.C. Moreover, all Israel knew about it, but
did nothing to stop it, as required by the law God had given (see Deuteronomy 13:12ff.).
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Prelude to the War Against Benjamin (Judges 19)
The disastrous war against the Benjamites began with a single incident, the brutal gang rape of a Levite‘s
concubine. As horrible as this incident was, we still might wonder how it was able to spark such a major war.
There are two major relevant factors involved in what happened, one cultural and the other historical. The
cultural factor involves proper treatment of a guest. Life in the Middle East has always been difficult, and to
cope with the arduous conditions of nomadic life an elaborate system of social customs was developed. One
social custom required every person to kindly entertain a guest, to provide comfort, lodging and food for a brief
period to any stranger who happened upon one‘s camp, even if that stranger was a member of an enemy tribe
in a time of peace. If the due benevolence was not shown, it was deemed an act of hostility and impiety before
God. If the offence was serious enough, clan or tribal wars could be ignited.
A second factor was the persistent memory of what God had done to Sodom and Gomorrah—not only from the
Pentateuch but even, no doubt, from regional stories passed down through generations. The filthy, abominable
behavior of the inhabitants of these cities and others around them was a major factor in the cry that went up to
God against them. The destruction against Sodom and her neighbors was so complete that even today their
exact whereabouts remain unknown. By comparing the behavior of the Gibeahite ―sons of Belial‖ (19:22) and
the old man (19:23) with the conduct of the men of Sodom (Genesis 19:4-5) and Lot (verses 6-8), one should
be able to see a very clear parallel.
Factoring the understanding of these elements into the story, one can see why an incident of this nature could
ignite such a war. The Levite was a representative of God, to whom the Gibeahites were extremely inhospitable
and showed open and flagrant impiety. Knowing the social requirements to care for the traveler, the natural
conclusion was that such an affront would be repaid with vengeance by the One the Levite served—God.
Therefore action needed to be taken.
Of course, the Levite does not appear very God-oriented, surrendering his concubine to be abused as he did
and being so cold and uncaring toward her the next morning before he knew she was actually dead. The
Ephraimite‘s offer to surrender up his own daughter does not paint him any better. We see here the low status
that women had in that society. Truly, this story is utterly horrendous all the way around. It illustrates how low
things had sunk—to the depravity of Sodom and Gomorrah. The prophet Hosea later cited this episode as one
of the most corrupt events in Israel‘s history (Hosea 9:9; 10:9).
The War Against Benjamin (Judges 20)
The grisly evidence of the crime of the Gibeahites produced shock in the nation of Israel. A council was held at
Mizpah, the Levite giving his testimony as to what had happened. All Israel resolved to take action against the
Gibeahites.
A delegation was sent to the Gibeahites demanding the surrender of the ―sons of Belial‖ (a term denoting
wicked, worthless, perverse individuals). But when the Gibeahite elders showed themselves to be implacable,
the situation became ominous. Indeed, all Benjamin rallied to the aid of Gibeah. The Benjamites fielded an
army of 26,000 men against 400,000 soldiers out of the remaining tribes. That the men of Benjamin would
determine to fight the other 11 tribes appears remarkably senseless, even though they were known for their
courage and military prowess. Genesis 49:27 hints at this and 1 Chronicles 8:40 and 12:2 provide examples.
Judges 20:16 states that their army included 700 men who possessed devastating power by use of the sling
(the same weapon with which David later slew Goliath). It was an effective weapon: ―The sling, which was
employed with a left-handed motion, must not be confused with a modern schoolboy‘s catapult; it was a
formidable weapon of war used in the Assyrian, Egyptian and Babylonian armies as well as in Israel…. It has
been estimated that stones weighing up to one pound could be projected with uncanny accuracy at speeds up
to 90 m.p.h.!‖ (Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, note on verses 15-16). With the clash between the two
armies looming, the Israelites obtained counsel from God on the matter and, after initial reverses, completely
routed the Benjamites.
We do not really know the reason that God initially allowed the Israelites to suffer 40,000 casualties with
virtually no Benjamite casualties before giving the Israelites any help. There may have been tactical reasons for
the lopsided nature of the first engagement. The Tyndale commentary on Judges offers this observation: ―The
hilly terrain in the vicinity of Gibeah favored a defensive force rather than an attacking force, especially if the
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former was in a strong position, as was likely in this case, since the Benjamites were familiar with their tribal
portion.
In such a situation superior numbers were of limited value, since they could not be effectively deployed, and a
determined group of men armed with slings could inflict heavy casualties on an attacking force…. [And] in the
battle which ensued the psychological advantage lay with the Benjamites. They would fight desperately
because they were fighting for their lives, whereas the opposing force, while convinced of the rightness of their
cause, may have had little heart to engage in a civil war‖ (note on verses 19-25). If this analysis is correct, it is
an interesting parallel to the American Civil War, in cases where southern armies overwhelmed numerically
superior armies of the north.
Perhaps more importantly, God may not have been especially happy with the other tribes (that their hearts were
not really right is evident in what happened in the aftermath of the war). We do see that they were driven to
fasting and sacrificing before God, something quite rare in this period. Perhaps God wanted them to see the
need for this. In any case, the Israelites finally succeeded using a tactic similar to that used at Ai. All but 600
Benjamite men were slaughtered in the fighting. The 600 men fled to a stronghold and maintained themselves
there for four months.
But during that four months, the Israelites did something just as unthinkable as the crime that sparked the war
in the first place—they went through Benjamin‘s territory and slaughtered the entire tribe, women and children,
young and old. This was an unjustified atrocity, though the Israelites may have considered it just retribution
because the Benjamite cities they butchered had sent forces to aid the wicked men of Gibeah. In any case, it
was an instance of anger and revenge taking precedence over self-control. When the slaughter was complete,
only the 600 men in the stronghold survived.
Wives for the Benjamites (Judges 21)
The slaughter of all the Benjamites except the 600 men holed up in Rimmon only worsened the situation—now
an Israelite tribe was about to become extinct. The 600 men had no wives, for they had all been slain in the
carnage that followed the war, and all Israel had bound themselves with an oath that they would not give their
daughters to any Benjamite man. What could be done? While searching for an answer, the men of Israel
determined that no men had come up to the war from Jabesh Gilead. Recalling that they had sworn to slaughter
any who did not come up to the war against Benjamin (verse 5), the answer seemed obvious—send a company
of soldiers down to Jabesh Gilead, slaughter all the men there, and their wives, but preserve alive the virgins for
the 600 men of Benjamin. And so one rash action followed another and the trail of blood continued. With the
slaughter of the inhabitants of Jabesh Gilead, 400 virgins were procured. But that was not enough.
In the strange twists of logic common in that day, again the answer seemed obvious: since all Israel was bound
with an oath not to give their daughters to the Benjamite men, let the Benjamite men take the daughters! And so
the Benjamite men were allowed to raid a group of women dancing in religious celebration and to carry away
whomever they chose as wives. The fathers of the women were prevailed upon not to attempt to retrieve their
daughters. And in this way, all oaths were kept and a tribe in Israel was preserved.
This kind of bizarre, torturous logic with regard to oaths might seem foolish to many of us today. Indeed, it all
seems rather disingenuous, as they sought out loopholes to skirt the clear intent of their oaths. But the keeping
of one oath, even if it was at the cost of some strange behavior, was another one of those social customs and
expected morality that was common to all Middle Eastern society. Indeed, the keeping of oaths is commanded
by God. But God expects those who give their word to follow through on the intent—not just the letter. Often a
considerable degree of wordplay and shades of meaning were employed to extract one from a difficult
circumstance (as the story of Hushai, 2 Samuel 15–17, will show), but in the end everyone was deemed to have
kept his word. Of course, none of this is to say that strange reasoning of this sort never happens today. Similar
―logic‖ is often applied in our day when people try to avoid blatant lies while nevertheless attempting to
completely mislead people.
So what should the Israelites have done instead? Following through on the intent of their oaths would have put
them in an untenable position from their vantage point. Of course, that was the problem. They were looking at
things from their own vantage point. What they should have been more concerned about was God‘s will. Thus,
they should first have repented for making foolish vows to begin with. Then they should have returned to
Phinehas and inquired of God about what to do.
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If they were truly seeking the Lord, He would have given them an answer. And God‘s direct commands always
override any vow. Indeed, if a father could void his daughter‘s vows and a husband could void his wife‘s vows,
God could certainly void the vows of Israel, who was His daughter by creation and wife by covenant.
Furthermore, no vow is binding if it obligates one to violate commands God has already given. The real solution
in such situations is, as already stated, humble repentance—something sorely lacking in the period of the
judges, when ―everyone did what was right in his own eyes.‖
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RUTH
Introduction to Ruth (Ruth 1)
The book of Ruth chronologically overlaps the book of Judges. And, although not stated in the biblical text,
Talmudic tradition names the same author for both—the prophet Samuel. But unlike the book of Judges, Ruth is
not part of the second major division of the Old Testament, known as the Prophets. Instead, it actually belongs
among the third division, the Writings (known in Greek as the Hagiographa, meaning ―Sacred Writings,‖ and
sometimes referred to as the ―Psalms,‖ as the book of Psalms is the first book of the Writings in order of
arrangement and makes up the largest portion of this section). The Bible Reading Program will cover some
material from the Writings in the course of our reading of the Prophets when that material has a clear timeliness
and helps to further elucidate the historical material in the Prophets. Ruth does just that, giving more details
about the period of the judges and providing an important link in the family of Judah, from which the kings of
Israel will eventually spring.
―The story is set in the difficult days of the Judges, which were marred by appalling spiritual, moral, and social
decline. Yet, as the story unfolds, we discover that within the corrupt society there were still true believers:
simple folk who tried honestly to love and serve God, and to live generously with their neighbors. The unveiling
of Ruth, of her mother-in-law Naomi, and of her husband-to-be, Boaz, reminds us that true sacred history is not
learned so much in the annals of heroes and kings, as in the daily lives of godly women and men. The Book of
Ruth should be required reading for any who study the era of the Judges, for it brings much-needed balance to
our impression of that age of spiritual disarray‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991,
introductory notes on Ruth).
This heartwarming and encouraging book provides an example of the variety of instruction God has laid out in
His Word. The entire book is a self-contained short story about a few central characters, similar in that regard to
Esther. There is no direct instruction from God—no commands, no correction from a prophet, no expounding of
God‘s law. There are, however, great themes and lessons in the book—one being that God blesses those who
seek to obey Him, sometimes in very unexpected ways. This is the experience of the main character Ruth, after
whom the book is named—making this book one of only two in the entire Bible named after women, the other
being Esther.
Remarkably, Ruth is not an Israelite but a foreigner, a Moabitess. Yet she will not remain so but will be grafted
into Israel—and not just grafted in but honored by God with an important position in the lineage of David and his
descendant the Messiah. Whether the book‘s author actually is Samuel or someone else, there is a clear sense
of respect for a foreign-born woman wanting to submit herself in obedience to God and follow His way of life,
and in doing so to have such a major impact on Israel‘s future.
Ruth is one of the five books of the Writings known to the Jews as the Megilloth—the other four being the Song
of Solomon, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations and Esther. While the word megilloth simply means ―rolls‖ or ―scrolls,‖
this term is used specifically of the festival scrolls—that is, the books of the Writings read in the synagogues at
feast times. One of the major threads running through the book of Ruth is that of harvest, specifically the
smaller spring harvest—first of barley and then of wheat (see Ruth 1:22). For this reason Ruth is traditionally
read in Jewish synagogues during the Feast of Harvest or Firstfruits (Pentecost)—which occurs during this
agricultural period in May or June.
Interestingly, Jewish tradition says the first Pentecost for Israel was when God gave the law at Mount Sinai and
Israel accepted it, thereby truly becoming His people. Ruth is the story of a woman who accepted the laws of
God and thereby became part of God‘s people. It should be noted that the ―harvest‖ of Israel as God‘s people
typified the spiritual harvest of spiritual Israel, the New Testament Church of God—the members of which are
God‘s ―firstfruits‖ in this age, as there will be a greater harvest of mankind when Christ returns. The story of
Ruth helps to illustrate the fact that all people will one day be given the opportunity to follow God—and that,
even today, gentiles are grafted in among God‘s firstfruits to be part of His early harvest. Paul (Romans 11:24-
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25) and Peter (Acts 10:9-15) later showed that God intended all along for the gentiles to be grafted into Israel
(Isaiah 56:3-7; Leviticus 19:33).
It was also at Pentecost that the nation of Israel entered into its covenant marriage with God. And this was
symbolic of the marriage relationship Jesus Christ was to have with spiritual Israel, the Church. Clearly, love
and marriage—as representative of God‘s relationship with His people—is also a theme of the book of Ruth.
Boaz, picturing Christ, marries Ruth, who represents the Church. He is the husbandman who protects, provides
for and cares for his bride.
Finally, another overarching theme of the book is clearly that of the kinsman-redeemer. ―The Hebrew word for
kinsman (goel) appears thirteen times in Ruth and basically means ‗one who redeems‘‖ (The New Open Bible,
1990, introductory notes on Ruth). The need for redemption is made clear early in the story—and its
accomplishment through buying back land, levirate marriage and the perpetuation of the family is the grand
conclusion.
The book thus ―provides a clear picture of the kinsman-redeemer, an individual who through relationship is able
to intervene on a family member‘s behalf. In this role Boaz prefigures Jesus Christ, who became a real human
being so that He might be our kinsman, and qualify as [that is, meet the conditions of becoming] our Redeemer‖
(Bible Reader‘s Companion, introductory notes on Ruth). What a wonderful picture!
It should be noted that the exact time of the story of Ruth within the period of the judges is not clear.
Genealogies of Judah‘s family, as recorded at the end of the book and in other passages (see Ruth 4:18-21;
Matthew 1), show the following progression: Salmon by Rahab (the Jericho prostitute of Joshua 6 fame) begets
Boaz; Boaz and Ruth have a child named Obed; and Obed begets Jesse, the father of David. Yet there were
around 360 years between the time that Salmon and Rahab met and the birth of David, and it seems unlikely
that there were only three generations between them. Thus, it appears that generations may have been skipped
in the genealogy—between Salmon and Boaz or between Obed and Jesse or both.
―Your People Shall Be My People, and Your God My God‖ (Ruth 1)
As the story opens, we are introduced to the family of Elimelech. We later learn that he is a close relative of one
of the story‘s main characters, Boaz—perhaps a cousin or uncle (a brother seems unlikely as that would
probably be stated). As the genealogies show, Boaz was from an important family line of Judah, descended as
he was from the tribal leader in Mosaic times. So Elimelech would also have been of that important family.
But famine drives Elimelech to relocate his family southeast to the land of Moab. While his action may have
been borne out of a lack of faith in God to provide for them in Israel (abandoning their inheritance in the
Promised Land and his responsibility to serve as a leader in Judah), it is also possible that he simply believed
this was the right way to provide for his family in such a situation, perhaps taking cues from the patriarchs, who
moved to Egypt in time of famine. (Moab may have seemed even more justifiable as it was closer to home and
the Moabites were descendants of Abraham‘s nephew Lot.)
In any event, the times must have been quite hard on the family already. For while Elimelech‘s name meant
―God Is My King‖ and his wife Naomi‘s meant ―My Delight‖ or ―Pleasant,‖ they named their sons Mahlon
(meaning ―Sickly‖) and Chilion (meaning ―Pining,‖ ―Failing‖ or ―Wasting Away‖). It is not clear whether these
names were given at birth or later (similar to Naomi later renaming herself Mara, verse 20). But it is clear that
conditions must have been pretty bad.
Apparently Elimelech dies not too long after settling in Moab. His sons are wed to local Moabite women—
Mahlon to Ruth and Chilion to Orpah (compare verse 4; 4:10). This was not forbidden in the law God gave
Israel, as intermarriage with Canaanites was (see Deuteronomy 7:3), though there were prohibitions related to
the offspring of intermarriage with Moabites (which we will address at the end of the book). But these particular
marriages produce no children. That may be because the marriages were rather short-lived (depending on
when the weddings took place). The sons, it turns out, were named appropriately, as they both died early
deaths 10 years after their father.
With her husband and two sons dead, and thus no men to provide for the family needs, Naomi realizes that her
prospects in Moab were bleak. Seeing herself as a further burden to her daughters-in-law, and hearing that
agricultural conditions in Israel had improved (Ruth 1:6), she determines to return to her homeland and entreats
Ruth and Orpah to return to their families and remarry. They, however, want to go with her. But she knows the
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hardships each of them would face in Israel, not only as widows, but especially as foreigners—they would be
impoverished and outsiders. And she could be of no help. As an elderly widow, there was no hope of her being
married again and having additional sons to give them in marriage (verses 11-13)—this according to the custom
of levirate marriage that God gave Israel, wherein a man was to marry his childless dead brother‘s widow in
order to continue his brother‘s lineage (see Deuteronomy 25:5).
Orpah then departs—going ―back to her people and to her gods‖ (Ruth 1:15). The wording here is interesting. It
implies that these Moabite women had actually left their pagan gods when they married Mahlon and Chilion.
But this was simply the rule of the day, as a wife in ancient Middle Eastern society was supposed to adopt the
religion of her husband. The real test was now. Orpah‘s name meant ―Neck,‖ perhaps fitting for one who turned
her head to look back—and then actually went back to her former paganism. Indeed, it is likely that she had
made no true commitment to God in the first place. Apparently neither of them had—or Naomi would probably
not have lightly told them to depart from it.
But Ruth was different than Orpah. It is interesting that her name may be a Moabite modification of the Hebrew
word reuit, meaning friendship, association or companion. Ruth certainly was motivated by true friendship for
Naomi. She was a faithful companion who would not leave her dear friend even when it meant personal
difficulty. Since there was no one else to care for her mother-in-law, she would stand in the gap and do what
she could. This was remarkable character and devotion. But there was apparently more to it than strong
friendship. At the end of her courageous and loyal commitment of verses 16-17 (the focal point of the entire
narrative), she invoked the Lord as one who sincerely believed in Him.
She had before been part of a dark and evil pagan society. But light had dawned through her association with
the family of Elimelech. She had no doubt heard all about Israel and its God. And though the way might be
hard, she wanted to be as much a part of it as she could. She would embrace what it meant to be an Israelite in
covenant with the true God. The remainder of the story concerns how this remarkable choice is rewarded in a
remarkable way.
We might expect Naomi to be overwhelmed and ecstatic at this decision. But her reaction seems to simply be
one of resignation to the fact of Ruth coming with her (verse 18). This is terribly sad. Perhaps she was not
convinced of Ruth‘s commitment—or perhaps she was just too fixated on concern over how this could possibly
work out well for Ruth, especially considering her own predicament. As can be expected to some extent, Naomi
has let the events of her life since coming to the land of Moab weigh heavily on her. And going home made it
even worse. As excited as those in Bethlehem were to see her when she and Ruth arrived there, Naomi asks
them to call her Mara, which means ―Bitter.‖ What had made her house in Israel a home was the presence of
her loved ones, who were now gone. ―For Naomi, who had left Bethlehem with a husband and two sons, the
return brutally drove home the extent of her loss‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 1:19-21).
Moreover, she views her circumstances as God‘s judgment on her (perhaps indicating some faithlessness in
the initial decision to resettle in Moab). But she has now returned. ―The theme of return is prominent in this
chapter. The word is even used of Ruth—an unusual word for the narrator to use since there is no indication
that Ruth had ever been to Israel‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 22). Perhaps what is important here is the
symbolism. The Hebrew word for return is the expression used throughout the Old Testament for repentance—
rejecting our former ways and turning our lives around to go the way God originally told mankind to go.
Ultimately, returning to God always brings great reward.
Bringing in the Sheaves (Ruth 2)
After all of the calamity of chapter 1, Naomi and Ruth begin to settle back into Israel. Without husbands to help
provide for them, Naomi and Ruth utilize the legal provisions God gave to Israel for the poor and widows (see
Leviticus 19:9-10; 23:22; Deuteronomy 24:19). Ruth seeks permission from Naomi to gather grain in the fields
being harvested. Her ―reference to whoever is kind enough to let her glean (the meaning of ‗in whose eyes I find
favor‘) reminds us that not everyone followed the Law!‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 2:2-3). With
Naomi‘s blessing, Ruth ―happens‖ upon the field of Boaz, a kinsman of Naomi‘s deceased husband Elimelech
(Ruth 2:1, 3). She, of course, didn‘t intend this, not even knowing about Boaz or any connection with him. But it
wasn‘t random chance. God was behind it, as Naomi later recognizes (verse 20).
Interestingly, ―about a mile east of Bethlehem is a field, called ‗Field of Boaz,‘ where, tradition says, Ruth
gleaned. Adjoining is the ‗Shepherd‘s Field,‘ where, tradition says, the angels announced the birth of Jesus.
According to these traditions, the scene of Ruth‘s romance with Boaz, which led to the formation of the family
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that was to produce Christ, was chosen of God, 1100 [or more] years later, as the place for the heavenly
announcement of Christ‘s arrival‖ (Halley‘s Bible Handbook, note on chapter 2).
In this field Ruth labored. Indeed, her harvesting would have been hard work—using a sickle to glean the
corners of the field and picking through the field for any grain the harvesters had dropped. Ruth caught the
attention of the servants because of her hard work, staying in the field from morning through the heat of the
day—not even stopping long to rest ―in the house‖ (verse 7), which was probably a tent or canopy to provide
some shade in the field. Ruth has thus established a good reputation for herself. ―In a small community the
story of Ruth and Naomi would be common knowledge, the focus of much conversation (cf. v. 11). Now events
showed Ruth hardworking (v. 7), respectful (v. 10), modest, and grateful (v. 13). The reputation we earn
opens—or closes—the door of opportunity‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 6, 10-11, 13). Indeed,
Ruth‘s having sown seeds of good character was allowing her to ―reap a harvest‖ of great reward (compare
Galatians 6:7).
Boaz fulfills the instruction God had given Israel to not treat strangers or foreigners differently under the law,
and even instructs Ruth to stay and glean in his fields for her protection. This and Naomi‘s words at the end of
the chapter show that safety was a concern for a lone woman during this period. ―Again we sense that Naomi,
Ruth, and Boaz live in an oasis of peace in a turbulent, sinful society‖ (note on Ruth 2:9, 22). Ruth was
apparently in danger of being molested while she worked in the fields. Among Boaz‘s many kindnesses, he
personally warned his workers that Ruth was not to be touched.
In verse 12, ―Boaz blesses Ruth, in a statement which may be taken as a prayer…. Boaz believes that Ruth
deserves the best for her piety and choice of Israel‘s God, and is convinced that a just God will see that she is
well rewarded. Boaz, who utters this prayer, is the means by which it is answered‖ (note on verse 12). Boaz
goes so far as to provide food for Ruth while she works, instructs his workers not to rebuke and shame her if
she works among the already harvested sheaves and even tells them to purposely drop some of the harvest for
her to gather.
It is interesting to note that Boaz did not just give her the grain. He ―exhibited the highest form of charity by
giving in secret so as not to shame the recipient‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 17). Perhaps there is even
a spiritual lesson in what happened. While God undoubtedly led Ruth to Boaz‘s field, and may have even laid it
upon Boaz to be so generous to her, Ruth herself had to put forth the necessary work to reap the blessings.
Thus, despite the fact that it was a gift, she still had to work. And work she did all day long, gathering an ephah
of barley (verse 17). As an ephah equates to about 65 percent of a modern bushel and a bushel of barley
weighs about 48 pounds, Ruth gathered about 31 pounds of barley.
This was far more than typical gleaning could bring in, and Naomi immediately recognizes that someone must
have helped Ruth out (verse 19). When Ruth tells her about Boaz, Naomi is overjoyed—realizing that he, as a
close relative of Elimelech, could redeem the family name and inheritance. And surely, she reasoned, this
development was from God (verse 20). So God had not abandoned her after all. He had accepted Ruth and
would take care of the both of them. After utter despair, Naomi now trusted God to see them through. Ruth
continues gleaning through the barley and then the wheat harvest (verse 23)
A Midnight Encounter (Ruth 3)
The word ―security‖ in verse 1 is correctly rendered ―rest‖ in the King James Version. It is describing the ―rest‖
found in marriage (see 1:9), that is, ―settling down‖—typical of the ―rest‖ of God‘s coming Kingdom (see
Hebrews 3–4), wherein the glorified Church will be married to Jesus Christ (compare Ephesians 5:22-23;
Revelation 19:7).
Naomi remarks again on the fact that Boaz is a close relative—a kinsman-redeemer (Ruth 1:2). ―The Hebrew
word refers to a relative who acted as a protector or guarantor of the family rights. He could be called upon to
perform a number of duties (1) to buy back property that the family had sold; (2) to provide an heir for a
deceased brother by marrying that brother‘s wife and producing a child with her [evidently ―brother‖ being
understood as a more encompassing family relation than just a literal brother]; (3) to buy back a family member
who had been sold into slavery due to poverty; and (4) to avenge a relative who had been murdered by killing
the murderer. The Scripture calls God the Redeemer or the ‗close relative‘ of Israel (Is. 60:16), and Jesus the
Redeemer of all believers (1 Pet. 1:18, 19)‖ (―Wordfocus: Close Relative,‖ Nelson Study Bible, p. 446).
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Indeed, as briefly mentioned earlier, ―the concept of the kinsman-redeemer or goel (3:9, ‗close relative‘) is an
important portrayal of the work of Christ. The goel must (1) be related by blood to those he redeems [and Christ
came in human flesh] (Deut. 25:5, 7-10; John 1:14; Rom. 1:3; Phil. 2:5-8; Heb. 2:14, 15); (2) be able to pay the
price of redemption [as Christ was able through His blood] (2:1; 1 Pet. 1:18, 19); (3) be willing to redeem [as
Christ was willing] (3:11; Matt. 20:28; John 10:15, 18; Heb. 10:7); (4) be free himself [from whatever caused the
need for redemption, i.e., the redeemer cannot redeem Himself] (Christ was free from the curse of sin). The
word goel…[thus] presents a clear picture of the mediating work of Christ‖ (New Open Bible, introductory notes
on Ruth). It is also of interest that a Christian needs to agree to God‘s way in order to receive the blessing. A
Christian needs to want salvation. Ruth wanted Boaz to marry her and she agreed to the system.
Naomi decides it‘s finally time to act. The end of harvest always meant celebration and feasting in ancient
societies. Perhaps she thought Boaz would be most receptive to any appeals or proposals at such a happy
occasion. She tells Ruth to wash, put on perfume and dress in nice clothes and then sends her down to the
festivities, but not to approach him during them (Ruth 3:3). Rather, Naomi instructs Ruth to follow Boaz and,
after he fell asleep, uncover his feet and lie down at them (verse 4). This seems rather strange to us today, but
it appears to have been more common and understood in the culture of the time. Today some view it as a
sexual advance, accusing Ruth (and Naomi for suggesting it) of immorality. But that is rather unlikely, as we will
see.
Boaz goes to sleep out in the open (verse 7). With most of the harvest at the threshing floor, it was not
uncommon for the owner or a trusted servant to sleep near the pile of grain to guard against theft. He wakes at
midnight, startled to find Ruth at his feet. She says to him, ―Spread therefore thy skirt over thine handmaid: for
thou art a near kinsman‖ (verse 9, KJV). First of all, we should notice that this is a humble petition, as she calls
herself his handmaiden—his servant. This may explain her presence at his feet, the position of a lowly
petitioner. Furthermore, in the NIV the expression ―thy skirt‖ is rendered ―the corner of your garment.‖ Some see
this as a reference to a cloak or outer robe that was being used as a blanket (see C.F. Keil and F. Delitzsch,
Commentary on the Old Testament).
―Boaz probably slept upon a mat or skin; Ruth lay crosswise at his feet—a position in which Eastern servants
frequently sleep in the same chamber or tent with their master; and if they want a covering, custom allows them
that benefit from part of the covering on their master‘s bed. Resting, as the Orientals [i.e., Middle Easterners] do
at night, in the same clothes they wear during the day, there was no indelicacy in a stranger, or even a woman,
putting the extremity of this cover over her‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on verse 9).
In the plural the Hebrew term translated ―skirt‖ is usually understood to mean wings, and thus some
translations, such as the New King James Version, translate it here as ―wing.‖ God used this terminology in
describing His taking of Israel as His wife: ―Behold, thy time was the time of love; and I spread my skirt over
thee, and covered thy nakedness: yea, I sware unto thee, and entered into a covenant with thee, saith the Lord
GOD, and thou becamest mine‖ (Ezekiel 16:8, KJV). In the New King James Version, the key phrase here is
translated ―so I spread My wing over you.‖ Clearly, Ruth‘s intent was a proposal of marriage—that she come
under the wing or cloak of a husband‘s protection, namely Boaz‘s.
What is also rather significant in this regard is that Boaz had earlier spoken to her of ―the LORD God of Israel,
under whose wings you have come for refuge‖ (Ruth 2:12)—here using the plural form of the same Hebrew
word. Yet he had not sent her on her way to be protected by God somewhere else. Rather, to a great degree,
he took on the duty of providing and caring for her himself. Since this true story illustrates the relationship
between Christ and the Church, there might seem to be a breakdown in the typology. Jesus said, ―You did not
choose Me, but I chose you…‖ (John 15:16).
This is after God the Father selects those who are to be part of the bride for His Son (John 6:44). But consider
that Ruth did not initiate the relationship. Boaz had already taken a keen interest in her and had shown obvious
favor toward her. Indeed, it is likely that he very much wanted to be her husband. But we see that he is an older
man who expected Ruth to marry someone much younger. The wise Naomi recognized Boaz‘s feelings for
what they were. She may have known that Boaz was a conservative man who lacked romantic assertiveness.
Naomi decided it was time for Ruth to show some initiative as a response to Boaz‘s interest. Likewise, after
being called by God we are to exercise initiative in seeking Him. ―Draw near to God and He will draw near to
you‖ (James 4:8).
Boaz is deeply touched. And he is immensely impressed with Ruth‘s great ―kindness‖ (verse 10)—the Hebrew
word here, hesed, meaning ―loyal love‖ or ―covenant faithfulness.‖ Not only had she stuck by Naomi, but now
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she was seeking to fulfill the obligation of preserving the lineage and inheritance of her deceased husband,
which would restore the family line of Elimelech and ensure that Naomi was well provided for.
Boaz‘s response really helps us to see that no sexual impropriety was occurring. If Ruth had been doing
something immoral, his first words would surely not be to bless her in God‘s name for her faithfulness and moral
virtue (verses 10-11). His telling her to sleep there until morning (verse 13) was most likely to ensure her
protection. It would not have been safe for her to walk back to town in the middle of the night, when she might
have been accosted—just before dawn would be safer, when no one was awake. It is true that, in verse 14,
Boaz does not want anyone to know she‘d been there. But that doesn‘t mean anything wrong had transpired.
Perhaps he just didn‘t want the encounter to be misconstrued and Ruth‘s reputation brought into question. Or
maybe he just didn‘t want his intent of marriage to become public until he was able to sort out the situation with
the other relative he mentions. For Boaz, we find out, was not the nearest kin (verse 12).
In the morning, Boaz sends Ruth home with a gift of grain—6 unspecified measures (verse 15). The New King
James has ephahs but that would be around 187 pounds, pretty difficult for her to carry in her shawl. Perhaps
Boaz just used a scoop and dumped six full scoops into her shawl. This gift may have been a pledge of his
intentions to marry her if possible. At the end of the chapter, Naomi tells Ruth to, in modern parlance, ―sit tight
and wait and see.‖ Naomi is confident that Boaz, who has repeatedly demonstrated uprightness and
compassion toward them, will have the matter resolved before the day is over (see verse 18).
Redemption and Marriage (Ruth 4)
Because Boaz was not the nearest kinsman, he had to give the choice to the nearer kinsman of whether to
redeem Naomi‘s land and marry Ruth or not. This was a serious choice because it was not just about inheriting
land or marrying a widow, it was about continuing a family line. Several interesting things take place in this
story. Verse 2 speaks of Boaz going before 10 elders of the city. According to the Interpreters One Volume
Commentary, this incident provided a precedent for the later view that 10 men formed a quorum.
In addressing his relative before the quorum, Boaz informs him that with the land comes the obligation to marry
Ruth (verse 5). But why would this be? And why does the land have to be bought from Naomi? Isn‘t the whole
problem that someone else now possessed the land? First of all, we should understand that when land was
sold in Israel, it was more like a lease or rental agreement since all land reverted to the original owner at the
Jubilee, every 50th year. The original owner and his family still possessed title to the land. Elimelech sold his
land in time of hardship. That land was redeemable by Elimelech‘s family through paying the ―balance of the
lease‖ to the current occupant. Title would have passed to Elimelech‘s sons and on down to the nearest of kin.
Widows, however, were not listed in the line of inheritance (see Numbers 27:8-11).
The nearest kinsman would thus seem to automatically become the new owner of the property. So why would
he need to purchase it from the widow? Keil and Delitzsch‘s Commentary on the Old Testament explains: ―The
question arises, what right had Naomi to sell her husband‘s land as her own property?… The true explanation is
no doubt the following: The law relating to the inheritance of the landed property of Israelites who died childless
did not determine the time when such a possession should pass to the relatives of the deceased, whether
immediately after the death of the owner, or not until after the death of the widow who was left behind.
―No doubt the latter was the rule established by custom, so that the widow remained in possession of the
property as long as she lived; and for that length of time she had the right to sell the property in case of need,
since the sale of a field was not an actual transfer of title but simply the sale of the yearly produce until the year
of jubilee.
―The field of the deceased Elimelech would, strictly speaking, have belonged to his sons, and after their death
to Mahlon‘s widow (Ruth), since Chilion‘s widow had remained behind in her own country Moab. But as
Elimelech had not only emigrated with his wife and children and died abroad, but his sons had also been with
him in the foreign land, and had married and died there, the landed property of their father had not descended
to them, but had remained the property of Naomi, Elimelech‘s widow, in which Ruth, as the widow of Mahlon,
also had a share.
―Now, in case a widow sold the field of her deceased husband for the time that it was in her possession, on
account of poverty, and a relation of her husband redeemed it, it was evidently his duty not only to care for the
maintenance of the impoverished widow, but if she were still young, to marry her, and to let the first son born of
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such a marriage enter into the family of the deceased husband of his wife, so as to inherit the redeemed
property, and perpetuate the name and possession of the deceased in Israel.
―Upon this right, which was founded upon traditional custom, Boaz based this condition, which he set before the
nearer redeemer, that if he redeemed the field of Naomi he must also take Ruth, with the obligation to marry
her, and through this marriage to set up the name of the deceased upon his inheritance.‖ In verse 6, the near
kinsman realizes that in buying the land he would be eventually giving it to heirs of Elimelech, thereby losing not
only the land but also the money used to buy the land and provide for Ruth and Naomi. This he sees as ruining
his own inheritance. Perhaps he already has children from a previous marriage who, he feels, would be left
insufficiently provided for in such a circumstance.
Whatever the case, he defers the right of redemption to Boaz in verse 7 and gives Boaz his shoe as a witness
to make it official (see Deuteronomy 25:5-10). This ―custom itself, which existed among the Indians and the
ancient Germans, arose from the fact that fixed property was taken possession of by treading upon the soil, and
hence taking off the shoe and handing it to another was a symbol of the transfer of a possession or right of
ownership‖ (Keil and Delitzsh).
Deuteronomy 25 required spitting in the face of one who refused to fulfill the obligation of being the redeemer.
That appears to be left out here—perhaps indicating some mitigating circumstances in favor of the relative,
such as the children he was already providing for. Or perhaps the spitting is simply not recorded. Some believe
the fact that the near relative‘s name is not mentioned in the story connotes a blotting out of his name for
refusing his obligation.
Boaz declares his intention to marry Ruth and all is approved. A blessing is even pronounced, invoking the
example of Tamar, a former levirate marriage from whom most of the tribe of Judah had descended (Ruth
4:12).
The story comes to a close with Boaz marrying Ruth, and it seems that God blessed them right away with
children (verse 13). Interestingly, the concluding scenes are of Naomi. The women of the community recognize
that in the face of all of the difficulty Naomi had experienced, the conclusion of the matter was far better than
anything that could have been anticipated. Ruth became ―better to you than seven sons‖ (verse 15). Oddly, it is
neighbor women who name the son born to Boaz and Ruth—they name him Obed, which means ―Serving.‖
Perhaps they played a major part in helping Ruth through her pregnancy, enough so that their input was
solicited and accepted.
The book finishes with a review of the genealogy that is very interesting because the genealogy has changed,
with Boaz taking the place of Elimelech. Instead of losing everything, as his relative feared, Boaz gained a
preeminent place in the history of Israel. In direct descent from Obed is Jesse, the father of David, from whom
descended Jesus Christ.
We might wonder how, a few generations later, the descendant of a Moabitess becomes the king of Israel,
when Deuteronomy 23:3 prohibited the descendants of Moabites from entering the congregation of the Lord for
ten generations. ―The Jewish Midrash implies that this prohibition related only to the women who wed Moabite
males‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Ruth 1:4). We cannot, of course, know for certain. There is, it
should be noted, a problem with Moabite wives in Ezra and Nehemiah‘s time—but these women are pagan, not
courageous women of faith who committed their lives to the true God. Ruth, on the other hand, well illustrates
what the apostle Peter later said in Acts 10:34-35: ―In truth I perceive that God shows no partiality. But in every
nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness is accepted by Him.‖ Let that be a lesson to all of us.
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1 SAMUEL
Introduction to 1 Samuel (1 Samuel 1)
After Judges, the next books of the Prophets section of the Hebrew Bible are Samuel and Kings. The books of
1 and 2 Samuel were originally one book in the Hebrew canon. Samuel certainly wrote parts of the book
bearing his name. In 1 Chronicles 29:29 he is mentioned as an author. However, he is dead after 1 Samuel 24
(his death is recorded in 1 Samuel 25:1). According to Jewish tradition, Nathan and Gad were the other
authors. The Nelson Study Bible points out in its introduction to 1 Samuel that ―another editor at a later date
could have taken the memoirs of Samuel, Nathan, Gad, and others and woven them under the guidance of the
Holy Spirit into the wonderfully unified book we have today.‖
It further points out in its introduction to 2 Samuel: ―Indeed, some notes may have been added even after the
division of the monarchy in 930 B.C. (1 Sam. 27:6). In the absence of any reference to the fall of Samaria, the
capital of the northern Kingdom, it is reasonable to assume that the books were complete by 722 B.C. The
majority of composition of the Books of Samuel may have been done during David and Solomon‘s reigns (c.
1010-930 B.C.), with only a small number of notations coming from later periods.‖
As the book of 1 Samuel opens, Eli the priest is judging Israel (1 Samuel 4:18). As we shall see, his judgeship
has some problems. God has determined to use a transitional figure as a prophet-judge in Eli‘s place, who will
also be used to anoint the first two kings of Israel as the nation moves into the period of the monarchy.
The Birth of Samuel (1 Samuel 1)
Verse 1 refers to Elkanah, the father of Samuel, as an Ephraimite (Ephrathite in the KJV), and further adds that
he dwelt in the mountains of Ephraim. He is from the town of Ramah, introduced here by its full name
Ramathaim-Zophim (see verse 19). Ramathaim is rendered in the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old
Testament as Arimathaim, which would seem to make it synonymous with the New Testament Arimathea—the
home of Joseph of Arimathea, who gave his tomb to be Jesus Christ‘s burial place. In Joshua 18:25, a Ramah
is listed as a town in the territory of Benjamin, located about 5 miles north of Jerusalem and about 4 miles south
of the Benjamite border with Ephraim. This is probably the same town, in the mountainous area that mostly
belonged to Ephraim.
Also, cities sometimes overlapped with another tribe‘s rural territory and Ephraim may have claimed it at this
time (compare Joshua 16:8-9). However, Elkanah was clearly a Levite, as his genealogy in 1 Chronicles 6:3338 points out. Levites had no territory of their own, and Elkanah is apparently being identified here by his place
of residence, rather than by his ancestral tribe. Note also in this genealogy that Samuel was a direct
descendant of Korah—the same Korah who died along with his companions and his companions‘ immediate
families for their presumptuous attempt to expropriate priestly duties (see Numbers 16:10).
Korah, first cousin to Moses and Aaron (see Exodus 6:18-21), was probably about the same age as Moses, and
his sons were likely well along in years with families of their own at the time of the rebellion. Apparently Korah‘s
sons did not participate in their father‘s sin, for it is clear they did not die with him (see Numbers 26:9-11). It
seems ironic that his descendant Samuel apparently ended up exercising certain priestly duties in his
obedience and faithfulness to God—some of the duties Korah died trying to usurp.
Elkanah journeys to the tabernacle at Shiloh yearly to worship and sacrifice (1 Samuel 1:3, 7, 21; 2:19). This
was undoubtedly referring to Passover, as this was the only time the people were required to bring a sacrifice.
At one of these visits, Hannah, who was barren, prays for a son. Part of her vow was that ―no razor shall come
upon his head‖ (1 Samuel 1:11), indicating that Samuel would be a Nazirite from birth (compare Numbers 6:26), as Samson was (see Judges 13:5).
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Eli and His Sons (1 Samuel 2)
Eli‘s sons are incorrigible. They do not administer their priestly responsibilities in the manner commanded in the
law. They commit other sins as well (verse 22), and cause the Israelites to sin (verse 24). The people even
begin to despise God‘s offerings—to hate coming to Shiloh for the Passover or for a voluntary sacrifice (verse
17). God sends a prophet to Eli to pronounce judgment on him for allowing these sons to continue to serve as
priests. The judgment is severe, and involves the eventual end of Eli‘s descendants serving as priests.
In verse 35, God says: ―I will raise up for Myself a faithful priest who shall do according to what is in My heart
and in My mind. I will build him a sure house, and he shall walk before My anointed forever.‖ Samuel was not
that replacement, as he was not of the priestly line and his sons did not continue in his role. Eli‘s descendants
retained the high priesthood for a few more generations until Solomon sent Abiathar, a descendant of Eli, into
forced retirement (1 Kings 2:26-27). Then Zadok took over any duties Abiathar had (1 Kings 2:35), and, from
that point on, the high priest was reckoned through the line of Zadok. It is evident from the prophecy of Ezekiel
that the Zadokite priesthood was faithful to God, and the time will come when all earthly priests will be
descendants of Zadok, not just Aaron (see Ezekiel 43:19; 44:15ff; 48:11).
Although Hannah brought her son a new robe every year at the Passover (verse 19), it is probable that she saw
him more often than that since her hometown of Ramah was only 15 miles south of the tabernacle in Shiloh.
Nevertheless, she was undoubtedly kept very busy taking care of Samuel‘s five younger brothers and sisters
(verse 21).
The Lord Calls Samuel (1 Samuel 3)
While still a child, God speaks directly to Samuel. In his first message, God reiterates His prophecy regarding
Eli. And through subsequent messages and their fulfillment, it becomes clear to all Israel that Samuel has been
called to be a prophet (verses 19-21), and God is once again making his will known through a servant of His
(see verse 1). ―The term prophet means ‗spokesman‘ and refers to one who speaks for another (see Ex. 7:1, 2)‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 3:20).
The Philistines Capture the Ark (1 Samuel 4)
The Israelites had developed a superstitious approach to God, the tabernacle and the ark. They thought that if
they brought the ark into battle, they would automatically have God‘s help. Instead, God teaches them a lesson
about thinking this way. The ark is captured, the Israelites are defeated and the sons of Eli are killed as God
had prophesied would happen.
When the bad news reaches Shiloh, it results in the deaths of Eli and Phinehas‘ wife during her grief-induced
labor. Although it is not stated here, apparently in connection with the death of the priests and the removal of
the ark, Shiloh was abandoned soon after as the place of worship, as we read in Psalm 78:56-69. Samuel, who
takes over all duties as judge, is never mentioned in connection with Shiloh again, taking up residence instead
in the hometown of his family at Ramah (compare 1 Samuel 7:17).
Shiloh‘s abandonment is further described in Jeremiah 7:12-15 and 26:4-9, where God uses its example to
demonstrate that the presence of the temple and the ark was no guarantee of protection from Israel‘s enemies.
The Israelites would receive God‘s protection only insofar as their ways pleased Him.
The Ark in Philistia; the Ark is Returned (1 Samuel 5–6)
The plague many of the Philistines suffer and die from produces ―tumors,‖ the Hebrew word for which ―literally
means ‗swellings‘ and may refer to any kind of tumor, swelling, or boil‖ (Nelson, note on 5:6). When the ark is
sent back, the people include an ―offering‖ consisting of five golden sculptures of these ―tumors.‖ But they also
for some unstated reason include five golden rats. It would appear that rats had some sort of involvement with
whatever the plague was. It is interesting to note that bubonic plague, the black death of the Middle Ages, is
characterized by the formation of buboes, i.e. inflammatory swellings of the lymph glands, especially in the
groin area—and that the plague was spread by the fleas of rodents, particularly rats. This, then, may have been
what the Philistines were suffering from.
When the Philistines decide the ark is most likely the cause of their problems, and agree to send it back, they
devise a test to try to determine for sure whether the God of Israel is behind all of this. They find two cows that
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have never pulled a cart and that have recently given birth, and they take their calves from them. If the cows are
willing to be harnessed to a cart for the first time and cooperate together to pull it without balking, without any
guidance, and in the correct direction away from their own calves, then, the Philistines reason, God would have
to be involved. The lords of the Philistines follow the cart in astonishment as the cows pull the ark directly back
to the land of Israel. For some reason, the ark is never returned to the tabernacle. It remains in the house of
Abinadab for 70 years or more until David brings it to Jerusalem when he pitches a new tent for it (1 Chronicles
15:1; 16:1). Meanwhile, the tabernacle and altar of burnt offering somehow find their way to Gibeon (16:37-40).
Israel Asks for a King (1 Samuel 7–8)
After some 20 years, the Israelites begin to seek God again, and relief from the Philistines. Samuel gathers
them together at Mizpah, about two miles north of his home in Ramah. Here Samuel leads them in pouring out
water to God, evidently symbolic of pouring out one‘s heart in repentance (compare Lamentations 2:19; Psalm
62:8). The gathering incites the Philistines to attack, but the Israelites are in a particularly God-oriented frame of
mind following Samuel‘s preaching, and God grants them a great victory.
But as Samuel gets older, Israel‘s faith begins to waver again. Samuel‘s sons are not righteous. (It is interesting
to note, however, that Samuel‘s grandson, Joel‘s son Heman, becomes one of the chief musicians in David‘s
time, see 1 Chronicles 6:32-33; 15:16-19). The people (or at least the elders, verse 4) worry about what will
happen to them when Samuel dies, and decide that what they really need is a human king like those ruling and
leading the nations around them. God had anticipated this years earlier (see Deuteronomy 17:14-20). But He
has Samuel describe to them the problems inherent in having a human king, which they either don‘t believe or
think they can endure.
The problem is that Israel already had a King—ever since the time of Moses and the Exodus, around 1445
B.C., when Israel became a true nation. The King at that time and for the next nearly 400 years was the Rock of
Israel, the Eternal God Himself—in fact, the preincarnate Word, Jesus Christ (compare Deuteronomy 32:4; 1
Corinthians 10:4; John 1:1-3, 14; 17:5).
Though ruling through His chosen ―judges‖—from Moses and Joshua all the way to Samuel—God in the person
of Christ sat on the throne of Israel (compare Judges 8:22-23). Indeed, Samuel later tells the Israelites that the
period of the judges was the time ―when the LORD your God was your King‖ (1 Samuel 12:12). And it is the
reason that when the Israelites told Samuel around 1050 BC that they wanted a human king like the nations
around them, the Lord told him, ―They have not rejected you, but they have rejected Me, that I should not reign
over them‖ (1 Samuel 8:7). So God then gives them a physical monarch.
It is interesting to note, as we will see in the next few chapters, that unlike other ancient rulers, the king of Israel
was not to be an absolute despot. God will have Samuel anoint Saul ―commander‖ (9:16; 10:1) or ―captain‖
(KJV) over His people. This Hebrew term nagiyd used here could be rendered in English as viceroy or
governor-general—the stand-in for the real monarch. In fact, the very act of anointing a ruler in the ancient
world implied a vassal relationship. It is later explained that Israel‘s king ―sat on the throne of the LORD,‖
reigning as king for Him (1 Chronicles 29:23; 2 Chronicles 9:6-8).
Also quite different than in other realms was the fact that the king was not also priest over the national religion.
Furthermore, in other countries, kings made law and were thus above it. But in Israel, God‘s prophet will explain
―the rights and duties of the kingship‖ (1 Samuel 10:25, NRSV). The ruler was subject to the law (see
Deuteronomy 17:14-20). Essentially, the Almighty set up a constitutional limited monarchy—in which He would
send a prophet as His representative to the king to give him his ―report card.‖
Saul Chosen as King (1 Samuel 9)
God had long before prophesied a line of kings from Abraham and Sarah (Genesis 17:15-16). This line was to
come through their grandson Jacob (35:9-11). And God had Jacob prophesy that this kingly line would come
through his son Judah (Genesis 49:10; see 1 Chronicles 5:1-2). But though God personally chooses the king for
Israel, He does not yet select a descendant of Judah. Instead, Saul, Israel‘s first king, is from Benjamin.
God knew that Saul was the type of person the people were looking for, apparently the tallest man in the nation,
and good looking (verse 2). Through circumstances, God arranges for Saul to visit Samuel in Ramah (verse
16).
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Samuel was not an Aaronic priest, and yet, as we saw previously (see 7:9-10), he appears to have himself
offered sacrifices—although in one case it is clear that he was simply officiating at the sacrifice, blessing it and
the people (1 Samuel 9:12-14). These sacrifices were done in various locations. However, there is no record
that Samuel offered sacrifices specifically at the tabernacle altar of burnt offering, wherever that was currently
located. Normally, all sacrifices were to be brought to ―the place where the LORD your God chooses, out of all
your tribes, to put His name for His habitation‖ (Deuteronomy 12:5).
But with the apparent abandonment of Shiloh, and the loss of the ark, perhaps there was no obvious place
where God was ―dwelling‖ at this time. In any case, Samuel‘s offering of sacrifices at a variety of locations
throughout the land—including the altar he had built near his home in Ramah (see 1 Samuel 7:17)—is
presented in the Bible as acceptable and proper. Perhaps he had special instructions from God—we know for
certain that he did in 1 Samuel 16:2.
Saul Anointed King (1 Samuel 10)
Saul‘s initial anointing is done in secret, after his servant is asked to make himself scarce (9:27-10:1). Saul is
then given several signs to encourage him and prove God is behind this. Among the instructions is one
involving a visit to Gilgal, and the command to wait there a week for Samuel to arrive for a sacrifice. This is one
of the tests Saul will not pass (see 13:8-14).
The ―group of prophets‖ mentioned in 1 Samuel 10 (verses 5, 10) points to the emergence of an institution that
accompanied the emergence of the Israelite monarchy. In 1 and 2 Kings, what is evidently a continuation of the
same group is called the ―sons of the prophets.‖ In its entry on them, The Interpreter‘s Dictionary of the Bible
says they are ―members of a prophetic guild, or order, first appearing in the time of Saul and Samuel in the
service of Yahweh…. The sons of the prophets appear again prominently in the ninth century B.C. in
association with Elisha…. The guilds of professional prophets continue to appear variously indicated [in
Scripture] (I Kings 18:4, 19; 22:6; II Kings 23:2; Jer. 26:7-8, 11) until the fall of Jerusalem in the early sixth
century B.C.‖
Saul chooses not to tell his family about being anointed as king. Then, when Samuel calls the nation together at
Mizpah to announce to them the king God had appointed at the insistence of the elders, Saul, in a moment of
either humility or outright fear of his new responsibility, hides himself. God lets them know where to find him, he
is accepted by most of the people, and he returns to his home with a bodyguard, not quite sure what he is to do
now.
Saul Defends Jabesh Gilead (1 Samuel 11)
Jabesh Gilead, located east of the Jordan in Manasseh‘s territory, had nearly been destroyed by the Israelites
following the war with Benjamin in order to obtain wives for the few remaining Benjamites (see Judges 21). Now
Jabesh Gilead is threatened by the Ammonites, one of the two nations descended from Lot, and sends to the
rest of Israel for help.
When the messengers come to the Benjamite city of Gibeah, the very city which had committed the grievous
sin that precipitated the war against Benjamin years earlier, and which happens to be the home of Saul, the
residents seem particularly distressed. As two thirds of the wives provided for the remnant of Benjamin had
come from Jabesh Gilead, it is probable that many of Gibeah‘s inhabitants had ancestors who came from there.
Saul himself may have traced his roots to that city.
In any case, the Ammonite threat against Jabesh Gilead unites the Israelites in a common cause under Saul,
who conscripts 330,000 troops under penalty of the loss of livestock. Their victory under Saul and Samuel
assures Saul‘s acceptance by the nation as king, and on the way back home, they stop at Gilgal (the location of
Joshua‘s first encampment after crossing the Jordan) to reaffirm his kingship.
Samuel‘s Address to the People (1 Samuel 12)
Samuel reiterates to the people that asking for a human king was not a good thing. To reinforce his statements,
he calls on God to bring about an unseasonal and sudden thunderstorm. In great fear, the people realize that
God was not pleased with their demands, and they ask Samuel to intercede for them. Samuel makes it clear
that whether they are ruled by a human king or not, the important thing is to obey God. A human king would not
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save them from God‘s anger if they behaved wickedly. Faithfully obeying God would bring blessings, and failure
to do so would destroy the nation and its physical ruler.
Samuel‘s statement that he will continue to pray for Israel demonstrates his spiritual character. If he had been a
man given to pettiness, he might have held a grudge against Israel for their request to have a king. But he did
not. Indeed, Samuel recognizes failure to constantly pray for others as a sin against God (verse 23). We should
remember this as we go about our daily lives.
War With the Philistines (1 Samuel 13)
Saul creates a small standing army. The thousand under his son Jonathan‘s leadership (a bold and courageous
fellow, as we will see further in the next chapter) attacks a garrison of the occupying Philistine forces. This
incites the Philistines to gather against Israel to put down the rebellion, and Saul assembles his worried forces
at Gilgal, while others in the threatened region hide themselves in the caves and thickets. As Samuel had
instructed (10:8), Saul waits seven days for Samuel to arrive to make the offerings. But Samuel does not arrive
right on time. Perhaps his slight delay was a test for Saul. Whatever the case, Saul becomes impatient and, just
before Samuel arrives, he presumptuously makes the offering himself. This sin of not following God‘s explicit
instructions is enough to lose the kingdom for Saul‘s descendants (verse 14). But greater offenses follow.
It is interesting to consider that verse 13 says Saul‘s dynasty would have continued forever if he had followed
God‘s commands—when God had earlier prophesied that the kingly line to the Messiah would come from
Judah and not from Benjamin (Genesis 49:10; see 1 Chronicles 5:1-2). Yet, this would actually have been a
rather simple matter. Probably, God would have had Saul‘s lineage merge with the Judahite lineage through
intermarriage. Indeed, Saul‘s daughter will later marry David. But there will be no children from their marriage.
An insight into the dominance of the Philistines over the Israelites at this time is shown by the fact that no
smiths were allowed to work in the land. As a result, only Saul and his son Jonathan had swords
Jonathan‘s Bold Attack (1 Samuel 14)
Saul‘s son Jonathan recruits his armor-bearer for a courageous attack on a group of Philistines. He has faith
that God can back them up, and asks God to reveal through specifically requested circumstances whether He
will, in fact, do so. The two men kill 20 Philistines, sending panic throughout the Philistine ranks, which is
aggravated by an earthquake. The rest of Saul‘s army discovers that Jonathan is missing, and that the
Philistines are in disarray and retreat, and begins to pursue them. They are joined by Hebrews who were
already in the Philistine camp, probably as mercenaries or volunteers trying to get in good with the occupational
forces (not unlike what David pretended to do in 1 Samuel 27), and by others who were hiding in the caves and
rocks nearby (verses 21-22; 13:6).
Eli‘s great-grandson Ahijah is mentioned here wearing the priestly ephod (verse 3). It is not clear from this
passage whether Ahijah himself was a priest in Shiloh at the time, indicating the city was still functioning in
some religious capacity, or whether, as seems more likely, this is just referring back to Eli as having been the
priest in Shiloh. Ahijah was probably serving as priest elsewhere.
In verse 18, Saul tells Ahijah to bring to him the ark of God, which is still in the house of Abinadab in Kirjath
Jearim. However, the account here does not state that it was actually brought at this time. In fact, Saul‘s
request is interrupted and the fighting soon ends with Israel victorious, the request for the ark now apparently
moot. (This appears to be another example of Saul‘s impatience—not waiting to receive the instructions he
sought from God before heading off to battle, verse 19.) Furthermore, when David later has the ark brought to
Jerusalem, it is brought from Abinadab‘s house—there being no mention anywhere in Scripture that it had ever
been moved from there.
Before leaving this account, it will no doubt come as news to many that Jonathan‘s strategy was actually
employed within the last century. Werner Keller writes in The Bible As History: ―One example, unique in its way,
shows how accurate the Bible can be even in the smallest details and how reliable its dates and information.
We owe to Major Vivian Gilbert, a British army officer, this description of a truly remarkable occurrence. Writing
in his reminiscences he says, ‗In the First World War a brigade major in Allenby‘s army in Palestine was on one
occasion searching his Bible with the light of a candle, looking for a certain name. His brigade had received
orders to take a village that stood on a rocky prominence on the other side of a deep valley. It was called
Michmash and the name seemed somehow familiar.

169

―‗Eventually he found it in I Sam. 13 and read there: ‗And Saul, and Jonathan his son, and the people that were
present with them, abode in Gibeah of Benjamin but the Philistines encamped in Michmash.‘ It then went on to
tell how Jonathan and his armour-bearer crossed over during the night ‗to the Philistines‘ garrison‘ on the other
side, and how they passed two sharp rocks: ‗there was a sharp rock on the one side, and a sharp rock on the
4
other side: and the name of the one was Bozez and the name of the other Seneh‘ (I Sam. 14 ). They clambered
up the cliff and overpowered the garrison, ‗within as it were an half acre of land, which a yoke of oxen might
plough.‘ The main body of the enemy awakened by the mêlée thought they were surrounded by Saul‘s troops
14-16
and ‗melted away and they went on beating down one another‘ (I Sam. 14
). Thereupon Saul attacked with
his whole force and beat the enemy. ‗So the Lord saved Israel that day.‘
―‗The brigade major reflected that there must still be this narrow passage through the rocks, between the two
spurs, and at the end of it the ‗half acre of land.‘ He woke the commander and they read the passage through
together once more. Patrols were sent out. They found the pass, which was thinly held by the Turks, and which
led past two jagged rocks—obviously Bozez and Seneh. Up on top, beside Michmash, they could see by the
light of the moon a small flat field. The brigadier altered his plan of attack. Instead of deploying the whole
brigade he sent one company through the pass under cover of darkness. The few Turks whom they met were
overpowered without a sound, the cliffs were scaled, and shortly before daybreak the company had taken up a
position on ‗the half acre of land.‘ The Turks woke up and took to their heels in disorder since they thought that
they were being surrounded by Allenby‘s army. They were all killed or taken prisoner
―‗And so,‘ concludes Major Gilbert, ‗after thousands of years British troops successfully copied the tactics of
Saul and Jonathan‘‖ (1981, pp. 182-183). What a surprising confirmation of Scripture! In the face of this and
other proofs of the Bible, let us not doubt the reliability of God‘s Word
Saul‘s Rash Curse (1 Samuel 14)
Once again Saul‘s rash behavior becomes an issue. He has made his troops swear that they will not eat
anything until the battle is over. This weakens the troops, Jonathan inadvertently breaks the oath, and
eventually, in their hunger, the troops ravenously devour the spoil without properly bleeding the animals. When
Saul finally attempts to seek God‘s counsel again, at Ahijah‘s suggestion (verse 36), God does not answer.
Saul concludes that somebody must have sinned in the previous battle (as at Jericho/Ai) and asks God to
reveal the culprit by lot. He is surprised to learn it was his own son—whom he then immediately condemns to
death.
We can see here the ―new Saul,‖ an arrogant, defiant, heartless and self-willed man—quite a long way from the
man who hid rather than be proclaimed king. Saul‘s actions illustrate how bizarre and corrupt his thinking had
become. He himself had disobeyed God and yet when his own son disobeys one of his own foolish commands,
he decides that his son should die. Saul is prohibited from carrying out his intent because the people insist that
this is going too far, and they refuse to let Jonathan be killed. After all, Jonathan had not even heard Saul‘s
oath.
Saul continues to expand the kingdom against the nations around them. The accompanying passage from
Chronicles highlights some of the additional wars being fought, during this time of Israelite strength and
expansion, by the tribes east of the Jordan.
The War With Amalek; God Rejects Saul as King (1 Samuel 15)
God had given instructions through Moses that the attack on Israel by Amalek during the first weeks of their
journey from Egypt (see Exodus 17:8-16) should be avenged (Deuteronomy 25:17-19). Israel has finally grown
strong enough to do this, and Samuel instructs Saul to carry out the mission. The destruction is to be complete,
including the animals.
The Kenites had a generally peaceful relationship with Israel. Moses‘ father-in-law is called a Kenite (Judges
1:16). Jael, who killed Sisera in the days of Deborah the judge (Judges 4:11, 17-22), was married to a Kenite.
And apparently there had been other favorable encounters with Israel, prompting Saul to encourage them to
escape before the fighting starts (1 Samuel 15:6).
Saul carries out a successful attack on the Amalekites. But he is ―unwilling to utterly destroy them,‖ leaving alive
their king and the best of the livestock (verse 9). Interestingly, Saul maintains that he has obeyed God (verse
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20). He does blame the people for keeping the livestock. Yet this was in his power. He could have ordered the
livestock destroyed. But it evidently made sense to him to preserve the livestock for sacrificing to God. And the
statement that this was Saul‘s reason was apparently not a lie—as lying is not what Samuel criticizes him for
(though Saul‘s apparent self-deception that he had obeyed God in the matter would fall under the category of
lying).
Samuel‘s answer in verses 22-23 is an important one for us today. Obedience supersedes any attempt to honor
God. And He cannot be honored with disobedience. If God has forbidden something, we cannot honor Him with
that thing. Yet people try to do this all the time in the world around us. For instance, God says not to use pagan
worship methods in an attempt to honor Him (see Deuteronomy 12:29-32). But people use holidays that
originated in paganism, like Christmas and Easter, in an attempt to do just that. Some people even think this is
obedience to God. But it isn‘t. No matter how sincere, this is actually dishonoring God because it is disobeying
Him. When people knowingly do this, it is rebellion and, as Samuel told Saul, is on par with witchcraft and
idolatry.
If you want to truly honor God, then do what He says—obey Him. (To learn more about the pagan origins of
Christmas and Easter, request or download our free booklet Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days
We Keep?) Although God had already stated that Saul‘s dynasty would not continue (1 Samuel 13:13-14), this
latest act of rebellion causes Saul himself to be rejected as king. God will anoint someone else instead. Samuel
refuses to have anything more to do with Saul, but Saul persuades Samuel to honor him one more time before
the elders. Samuel finishes the execution God had ordered Saul to fulfill. And then he returns home, never to go
to see Saul again—although Saul will later come to see him one last time in pursuing David (see 19:18-24).
David Anointed and Saul Rejected (1 Samuel 16)
The search for a new king begins appropriately enough in Bethlehem, meaning ―House of Bread,‖ for out of
David‘s lineage would spring the Messiah, the true bread from heaven (16:1-4; Micah 5:2; John 6:58).
Bethlehem had been the town of Ruth and Boaz. Indeed, Jesse and his family were their direct descendants.
Young David was a man after God‘s own heart, who, unlike Saul, would perform all of God‘s will (Acts 13:22;
Psalm 40:8). The fact that God sought those who would serve Him with all their heart was well known (12:20;
13:14; Deuteronomy 6:5). We would do well to emulate this desired quality in our own lives by studying David‘s
relationship with God.
The name David means ―Beloved.‖ His name is mentioned more than a thousand times in the Scriptures. David
as shepherd (1 Samuel 16:11) was a picture of Jesus Christ. First of all, Jesus is the Good Shepherd who gives
His life for the sheep (John 10:11; Psalm 22). Secondly, Jesus is the Great Shepherd who rules from heaven
interceding with the Father for us (Hebrews 13:20; Psalm 23). And finally, Jesus is the Chief Shepherd who
brings the Kingdom of God, rewarding His own (1 Peter 5:4; Isaiah 40:11; Psalm 80:1).
David was anointed, i.e. set apart for a special purpose, by Samuel (1 Samuel 16:13). Actually, this was the first
of three anointings of David revealed in the Scriptures. You can read of the second anointing that takes place
on the occasion of David assuming the kingship of Judah in 2 Samuel 2:4. And he is later anointed king of all
Israel in 2 Samuel 5:3.
Saul, on the other hand, is rejected by God. The departure of God‘s Spirit leaves him in a terrible spiritual,
mental and emotional state. God‘s Holy Spirit helps people to maintain sound mind (2 Timothy 1:7). And to start
with, Saul was a man who exhibited weakness in his character, such as needing the approval of men (1 Samuel
15:30). The removal of God‘s Spirit only made things worse.
Amazingly, David a talented shepherd boy, had already achieved notoriety at a young age, not only for his
musical ability, but also for his fighting skills (verse 18). He was a levelheaded, handsome young man with a
pleasing personality—a natural to be chosen to perform in the court of the king. Saul immediately took to David
with a real affection, making him his armor-bearer. David‘s performance of soothing music on the harp was able
to settle and refresh the disturbed state of Saul‘s mind.
The Philistine Champion (1 Samuel 17)
In chapter 17 we will read about David‘s great courage and faith in facing Goliath, the giant. The Philistines
were forever taunting their neighbors the Israelites. The Philistines were in a superior position to the Israelites in
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trade and technology. One way the Philistines tried to keep the Israelites subservient was by their monopoly on
instruments of iron. While the iron age had come to the Philistines, the Israelites were only able to manufacture
implements made of the softer bronze. The ability to forge iron weapons gave the Philistines a decided military
advantage over the Israelites.
On top of that, here comes Goliath of Gath, a one-man army who, at 9 feet 9 inches, would dwarf even the
tallest of today‘s professional basketball players! It is interesting that Goliath is mentioned as being from Gath.
When the Israelites first came to the Promised Land, they encountered giants throughout it: ―There we saw the
giants (the descendants of Anak came from the giants); and we were like grasshoppers in our own sight, and so
we were in their sight‖ (Numbers 13:33).
Most of them, however, were wiped out by Joshua: ―And at that time Joshua came and cut off the Anakim from
the mountains: from Hebron, from Debir, from Anab, from all the mountains of Judah, and from all the
mountains of Israel; Joshua utterly destroyed them with their cities‖ (Joshua 11:21). But notice the next verse:
―None of the Anakim were left in the land of the children of Israel; they remained only in Gaza, in Gath, and in
Ashdod‖ (verse 22). So this unusual lineage remained in these three Philistine cities only—and Goliath, 400
years later, was from Gath. Moreover, he was, we will later find out, not the only giant from that area (see 2
Samuel 21:15-22; 1 Chronicles 20:4-8).
The Hebrew expression translated ―champion‖ in verse 4 literally means ―a man who is a go-between.‖ Goliath
offered a one-on-one, man-to-man, winner-take-all challenge to the Israelites. There were no takers. Though
Saul was head and shoulders above his own people, he was certainly no match for Goliath. This presented
seemingly impossible odds that virtually checkmated the king of Israel.
Three of David‘s oldest brothers were among the fighting men on the battlefront. Young David‘s responsibilities
included keeping the sheep back home with an occasional trip to the front lines to bring supplies to his brothers
and their leaders. Every day, morning and evening, for nearly six weeks, Goliath would come out and defy
Israel to accept his challenge (verse 16). It frightened the wits out of the Israelite soldiers.
Then, one day, David happened to be there to hear Goliath‘s challenge. What really got to David was the
blasphemous reproach brought on the armies of the living God (verse 26). The word ―uncircumcised‖ was a
clear indication that the Philistines were not in a covenant relationship with the living God as the Israelites were.
Goliath was the enemy of God‘s people. David immediately recognized that it was wrong to allow this situation
to continue. David believed it was necessary to intervene at this momentous time. It was not a matter of pride or
vainglory on his part. His motives were selfless, yet he had to endure the criticisms of his brothers (verse 28).
Slaying the Giant (1 Samuel 17)
David had no doubt in his mind that it had been the Lord who had given him victory over the wild animals that
attacked his flocks (verses 34-37). David had gained the confidence to face Goliath: ―He [the Lord] will deliver
me out of the hand of this Philistine.‖ And: ―The battle is the LORD‘s‖ (verse 47).
Besides, in his spare time while tending the sheep, David had probably sharpened his aim by practicing with his
sling for hours on end, like boys today knocking tin cans off of fence posts, till he knew he wouldn‘t miss. ―A
sling was the typical equipment of a shepherd. It was a hollow pocket of leather attached to two cords. Putting a
stone in the pouch, the slinger would whirl it around his head to build up momentum. Releasing one of the cords
would hurl the stone at its target. Slingers were a regular part of armies in the ancient Middle East (see Judg.
20:16)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 17:40).
It didn‘t matter that Saul‘s armor didn‘t fit because David knew that the entire assembly of soldiers would be
shown that the Almighty, All-Powerful Lord of Hosts saves not with sword and spear (verse 47). David exhibits a
remarkable faith and courage for one so young.
When David slays Goliath, the Philistines flee (verse 51), breaking their original agreement that, if their
champion were defeated, they would accept servitude to the Israelites (compare verse 9). We might wonder as
to whether the Philistines had originally intended to be bound by this agreement. More likely, considering the
stature of Goliath, they probably had not even considered the possibility that he could be defeated. In any case,
we do not find the Philistines being subservient even after they get over the shock of losing. Instead, they
remain as Israel‘s enemies. In the wake of David‘s victory, Saul asks whose son he is. The Nelson Study Bible
comments: ―How does this question fit with the fact that David had been serving as a musician in Saul‘s court
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(16:18-23)? Saul‘s unstable mental condition (16:14, 15) may have affected his memory. Saul may have
recognized David as his court musician but forgotten the name of David‘s father. He would need to know it in
order to reward David‘s family (v. 25). It is also possible that in his question, Saul‘s principle interest was not
David‘s identity, but the possibility that David was a contender for the throne of Israel‖ (note on 17:55).
Saul Resents David (1 Samuel 18)
Jonathan, the son of Saul, immediately recognized in David the qualities he most admired. For, indeed,
Jonathan was as courageous as David was. (It would be helpful to go back and review the exploits of Jonathan
in chapter 14, and compare them to the exploits of David, to better grasp the tremendous camaraderie that
developed between them). Jonathan and David were ―kindred spirits.‖ They made a covenant pledge to always
be loyal to one another (verse 3). Later, under adverse conditions, we will see them renew this friendship
covenant.
David‘s victory over Goliath and his newfound popularity, especially with the women, would soon inflame Saul‘s
immature jealousy. David‘s ongoing successes will further expose the deteriorating character of Saul (verses 69). The more Saul gives vent to his rage, the more unstable his mental state becomes—and the more
susceptible he is to the evil spirit troubling him (16:14). Indeed, we open ourselves up to satanic influence if we
do not control our anger (Ephesians 4:26-27). Saul becomes homicidal and twice tries to run David through with
his spear, but David evades him. Realizing God was with David and not with him, Saul has a pathological fear
of David. Not able to kill David, he gives him a responsibility that will keep him away (verses 12-13).
Samuel had anointed David to be king, but had not given David any kind of timetable. David knows to bide his
time, conduct himself properly and wait on God. Even David‘s quiet conduct enrages Saul and causes him to
fear David even more (verse 15). Saul then hatches a plot to have David killed. He stoops to using his daughter
as bait to trap David, never expecting David to survive the seemingly impossible ordeal proposed to him (verse
21).
In his own eyes David considers himself to be ―lightly esteemed‖ (verses 18-23). Though he is destined to be
king of Israel, in his innate meekness David cannot see himself in Saul‘s royal circle. (Here is another lesson for
us to emulate—to remain humble despite the awesome divine kingship to which God has destined us.)
Saul‘s plot fails with David surviving and succeeding twice over. Amazingly, though Saul acknowledges that
God is with David, he becomes even more the enemy of David! (verses 28-30). We will continue to see how
God works out every situation to fulfill His plan for David.
Saul Tries to Kill David (1 Samuel 19)
As we study through the historical stories contained in these Bible readings, let‘s remember to look for the
guidance to make our present lives more Christ-like. All of these passages of Scripture were given under
inspiration of God‘s Holy Spirit for our edification, to teach us lessons and provide examples.
In the same foolish way that Satan tries to remove God from his throne, Saul, knowing that God is with David,
launches an open conspiracy to destroy David. God has provided an ally in Jonathan, which affords David
some needed protection. Jonathan gives his father some very sound advice, which is actually heeded by the
easily persuaded Saul (verses 4-6). A good relationship between Saul and David is restored when Jonathan
points out that what David had done was good for the whole country. But as soon as David wins another battle
against the Philistines, Saul‘s jealous nature reappears. God allowed a willing evil spirit to agitate Saul‘s already
volatile envy.
Michal, Saul‘s daughter, loves David and is protective of him (18:20; 19:11-17). David escapes and goes to
Ramah to seek counsel of Samuel, whom we haven‘t read about for a while.
Samuel presides over a group of prophets (verse 20). Recall that when Saul was first anointed, he fell in with a
group of prophets, who were also musicians, as Samuel said he would (10:5-11). In both cases, the original
King James has ―company of the prophets.‖ Samuel had judged Israel in a circuit—from the towns of Bethel,
Gilgal and Mizpah yet always returning to Ramah (7:15-17). As noted in the highlights for 1 Samuel 10, the
prophet Elijah later presides over an association known as ―the sons of the prophets,‖ located in Gilgal, Bethel
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and Jericho (see 2 Kings 2). These are often referred to by commentators as the schools of the prophets,
training centers of prophetic ministry. It seems likely, as the commentators also surmise, that Samuel founded
these schools and that his circuit was connected with them.
This is evidence that God‘s desire has always been that His ministry be well educated. While Christ‘s original
12 apostles were ―uneducated and untrained men‖ according to the standards of the day (Acts 4:13), they were
in fact educated through the instruction they received from Christ, the role model of His life, constant study of
Scripture, their Spirit-guided discussions and regular thoughtful meditation.
With David in Samuel‘s care, God intervened in the situation so that all those who were sent against David were
overcome and, surprisingly, began to do something completely incongruous to their intention—prophesy. Even
Saul, when he came to see for himself, began to prophesy—provoking a similar reaction to the one he received
when he prophesied when first anointed (1 Samuel 19:24; compare 10:11). ―Naked,‖ says Barnes‘ Notes,
means without his robe and other outer robes, leaving only his shirt (1997, note on 19:24).
The superscription of Psalm 59 says that it was written upon the occasion of Saul sending assassins to stake
out David‘s house and kill him—the event recorded in 1 Samuel 19. There are times in an individual‘s life when
emotionally and psychologically he is ―on top of the world,‖ and there are times when a person is in ―survival
mode,‖ just trying to keep it all together. Both emotional states afford opportunities to draw closer to God. When
times are wonderful and prosperous, we draw nearer in our relationship to God by giving Him the credit and
thanks for all He has done in our lives. But when the days are dark and our strength fails and it seems as
though we won‘t make it, we cry out to Almighty God for sorely needed help. When times seem darkest,
Christians can be confident that God is yet working through circumstances for their good (Romans 8:28).
Jonathan‘s Loyalty (1 Samuel 20)
David tries desperately to make peace with Saul. The Scriptures show that David carried himself with wisdom
and the proper decorum (18:5, 30). Each month, on the occasion of the new moon, Saul held a feast at his
court—apparently an important meeting to establish the agenda for the month. All the leading men were
expected to be present. There had to be a very important reason to be excused.
In chapter 20 we see David leaving Samuel and going back to Saul‘s capital, but David fears coming into the
king‘s presence. David‘s best friend, Jonathan, can‘t believe his father Saul intends any harm to David. But
David knows better. He tells Jonathan to cover for his absence with what sounds like a reasonable excuse,
explaining that Saul‘s reaction will reveal his intent.
King Saul sees through the explanation Jonathan gives him to excuse David. Saul becomes extremely angry at
Jonathan, reviling him and disparaging his mother (verse 30)—a form of cursing that is sadly in common usage
even today. Saul rages at Jonathan that he‘ll never be king as long as David lives (verse 31). When Jonathan
attempts to reason with his father, asking what David has done to deserve death (verse 32), Saul explodes into
fury and even tries to kill Jonathan—finally convincing Jonathan that there is no hope for David to reconcile with
Saul (verse 33).
Jonathan carries out the predetermined method for alerting David of the threat on his life. The two meet for an
emotional goodbye. Again they pledge their love and loyalty, and that of their families in perpetuity (verses 4142).
As a note of interest, verse 26 gives internal validation of the fact that Old Testament laws were in general use
at this time. (There are some who try to argue that such laws were invented much later, in the period of Ezra
after the Jewish captivity in Babylon.)
David and the Showbread (1 Samuel 21)
David is too inexperienced in political matters to comprehend just how deep the subterfuge was running in
Saul‘s regime. He makes a huge tactical error that will cost many innocent lives. This incident ushers in the
beginning of a vast sea of anguish that would so characterize David‘s life, providing him with great depth of
feeling for the inspiration of so many of his psalms that would prefigure the sufferings of the innocent Christ.

174

David is on the run. Innocently enough, he flees to Ahimelech, who is serving as high priest at Nob. Ahimelech
is fearful, perhaps having heard rumors of the breach between Saul and David and does not want to put himself
and the other priests in jeopardy by getting in the middle of any conflict. David, sensing this, lies to Ahimelech to
expedite his and his men‘s need for sustenance and to immediately be on their way: ―I‘m on a secret mission for
the king‖ (compare verse 2). The lie works for David, but this will, though unintended by him, result in terrible
tragedy for the priests.
Here we also see the interesting occasion when David and his men eat the holy bread, elsewhere called
showbread, which was a special grain offering to God intended only for the priests (verses 3-5; compare
Exodus 25:23-30; Leviticus 24:5-9). Ahimelech is willing to feed them with it only if they are ritually pure.
Perhaps this hearkens back to God‘s original intent that the whole nation of Israel was to be a kingdom of
priests (Exodus 19:6) who were to be pure in this way before their presentation before God (verse 15). David
affirms the ritual purity of his men and, furthermore, argues that the bread is effectively common anyway
because new bread had already replaced it before God.
Reassured, Ahimelech gives them the bread. While ―the Talmud explains this apparent breach of the law on the
basis that the preservation of life takes precedence over nearly all other commandments in the Law‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on 21:6), this is not entirely correct—as we cannot lie, steal or commit adultery to protect
human life. But preserving the lives of others clearly is part of the intent of God‘s law (compare Romans 13:10;
Proverbs 24:11-12), and this did take precedence over the ceremonial laws God gave, which He intended to be
observed for a limited time (compare Hebrews 9:9-10; Galatians 3:19-25). Christ explained on more than one
occasion that saving life even took precedence over the general prohibition against work on the Sabbath. In its
same note on David and the showbread, The Nelson Study Bible continues: ―Jesus referred to this incident in
Matt. 12:2-4; Mark 2:25, 26, in His discussion with the Pharisees concerning the Sabbath. The spirit of the Law
was kept by Ahimelech‘s compassionate act.‖ That much certainly is true, for Christ upheld the feeding of David
with the bread.
Doeg, an Edomite loyal to Saul, sees Ahimelech give David food and Goliath‘s sword (verses 7-9). The account
says that Doeg is there ―detained before the LORD,‖ i.e., under a spiritual vow. Subsequent events will make his
religious piety questionable, however, and it is entirely possible that he undertook the vow for a wrong reason,
perhaps to act as a spy among the priests. In any case, his witnessing of these events will result in severe
consequences when he later passes the information on to Saul.
Though it was acceptable for David to eat the showbread, it was certainly not right for him to lie. It is even
worse when we later find out that David suspected Doeg would relay what happened to Saul (22:22). But David
was operating out of fear. Goliath‘s sword should have been a reminder of God‘s deliverance—but fear can
cause a man to forget his priorities. (God‘s human servants can go from high points of strong faith to lows of
fear and doubt.) David is so fearful of Saul that he flees the country into enemy Philistine territory, reasoning
that he has a better chance of survival there even though he is still held in contempt by the Philistines because
of his former victories over them (verses 10-11).
When captured by the Philistines in Gath, David composes Psalm 56 as a prayer for relief from tormentors, his
experiences on the run providing its inspiration. We see some beautiful word pictures here. God remembering
David‘s sacrifices in His book of remembrance is described as David‘s tears being put into God‘s bottle. The
American national motto, ―In God We Trust‖—a shortened form of the longer Pilgrim motto, ―In God We Trust,
God with Us‖—finds its origins in verse 11, ―In God I have put my trust.‖ And David touches on the ever-present
biblical theme of ―walking with God.‖
Feigning Insanity (1 Samuel 21)
David reasons that it would be safer with the enemy than with Saul. But he almost gets in over his head with the
Philistines. They would probably have tortured him for useful military information against Israel. By pretending
to be insane, however, David renders himself not only useless to the Philistine cause, but even offensive in the
royal presence of Achish (verses 12-15). The superscription at the beginning of Psalm 34 tells us how this
episode ends, with the king driving David away and him departing. In this same superscription, however, it
should be noted that Achish is referred to as Abimelech—this being the dynastic title of Philistine rulers for
centuries, meaning ―My Father Is King‖ (compare Genesis 20:2; 26:1).
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David Gathers a Following (1 Samuel 22)
David flees from the Philistine city of Gath to a cave near the city of Adullam, ―about ten miles southeast of Gath
and sixteen miles southwest of Jerusalem‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 1 Samuel 22:1). At first, he is a man
who feels all alone with no one to help him. In that forlorn condition, David cries out to God for help and
deliverance. It is with these thoughts that David composes Psalm 142.
But God answers David‘s prayer. His family and followers soon gather to him (1 Samuel 22:1-2). Indeed, an
ever-charismatic, inspiring leader, David puts together a militia of fighting men from the tribes of Gad, Benjamin
and Judah with powerful captains. We read in 1 Chronicles 12 about the makeup of this force and how God
through the Holy Spirit inspires these men to accept David as their leader (verse 18). In 1 Samuel 22:2, we see
that this group of men is not some noble knighthood. Rather, they are malcontents, the dregs of society, men
on the run like David himself. And yet, they form a rather formidable force of about 400 men that grows to 600—
the cave of Adullam being referred to in 1 Chronicles 12 as a stronghold.
Realizing that his parents are in imminent danger from King Saul, David asks the King of Moab to provide
refuge for them, which is granted (verses 3-4). It is to Moab‘s advantage that Israel be weakened through an
internal power struggle. Furthermore, David‘s family has Moabite connections, as his father Jesse‘s
grandmother or earlier ancestor was Ruth, a Moabitess (Ruth 1:4; 4:21-22; Matthew 1:5).
Saul Murders the Priests of God (1 Samuel 22)
Saul has become a coercive, wrathful man full of curses for his son and his soldiers—essentially calling them a
bunch of dirty double-crossers (verses 7-8). His paranoia indicates that he is losing his grip on reality. Such
paranoia often accompanies demonic influence. His jealous and unreasonable anger toward those in his high
command reminds one of the aberrations of Hitler and other corrupt rulers of history.
Doeg the Edomite, seeking to ingratiate himself with Saul, tells the king what he had witnessed—that the high
priest Ahimelech had helped David (verses 9; 21:7).
Ahimelech explains that he considered David to be a faithful servant of Saul (verse 14). Nevertheless, Saul
orders that Ahimelech be put to death along with all of the priests! It is such a heinous order that, to their credit,
Saul‘s men refuse to carry it out (verse 17). But Doeg is up to the gruesome task. He puts to the sword 85
priests, their wives, children and animals.
It is interesting to consider here that, although Doeg‘s actions were inexcusable, God apparently used him to
carry out part of the curse He had placed on Eli (compare 1 Samuel 2:27-36). These priests and their families
were probably all Eli‘s descendants. Only Abiathar escapes—and he will eventually be deposed by Solomon.
God often uses unrighteous men and circumstances in carrying out His will (see our article ―Twist of Fate‖ at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
Still, Saul proves himself an evil tyrant by this wholesale slaughter. He has done in anger to the many priests of
God and their families what he was unwilling to do, at God‘s command, to Israel‘s enemy King Agag of the
Edomite Amalekites (see 1 Samuel 15). And Saul has committed this atrocity by the hand of an Edomite. He is
clearly becoming more and more deranged.
But it is David who will feel the burden of responsibility in the matter and suffer the pain of guilt. He laments to
Abiathar, the one escapee of Saul‘s carnage, ―It‘s all my fault. I‘ve caused the death of all your relatives‖
(compare verse 22). In Psalm 52 we see how David brings this unbearable burden to God in prayer, asking
God‘s vengeance on Doeg along with all those who love evil, and to avenge those who love righteousness.
David ends his Psalm with the sure faith that God will come through—we have only to wait on Him.
David Saves Keilah (1 Samuel 23)
As we study the life of David, we see some similarities between his life and the life of Jesus Christ. In chapter
23, we see David as ―savior.‖ Furthermore, David does not act on his own initiative. Instead, he inquires of the
Lord whether or not to fight the Philistines, who are assailing the city of Keilah, a city about 15 miles southwest
of Jerusalem belonging to Judah (see Joshua 15:44) and just south of David‘s stronghold at the cave of
Adullam. Likewise, all of Christ‘s saving work is subject to and in harmony with the will of God the Father.
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Moreover, David renews his inquiry as conditions warrant, the condition in this case being the fear David‘s men
naturally have in facing such a formidable foe. Though not fearful himself, David is understanding of his men‘s
fears and goes back to God for their reassurance. Jesus is the same way with us. He knows our frame (Psalm
103:8-14), sympathizes with our weaknesses (Hebrews 4:15) and intercedes for us with the Father. (The
Father, of course, knows our frame too—yet He has appointed Christ, who has actually walked in our shoes, as
intercessor.)
David then saves the inhabitants of Keilah (verse 5). But in doing so, he puts himself in jeopardy by giving away
his position to Saul. In Christ‘s saving work, He divested himself of divine glory to die an ignominious death in
human flesh (Philippians 2:5-8). Part of Christ‘s saving work, which we must all learn to emulate, was laying
down His life for others (compare John 15:13). While David did not literally die for others in this case, it is clear
that he was willing to. He certainly endangered himself.
Saul, in 1 Samuel 23, makes a classic mistake in the way he deludes himself and takes God‘s name in vain—
crediting God for his own evil plan seeming to work out (verse 7). Sadly, people sometimes use God‘s name
this way to lend credibility to their clearly ungodly wrong motivations or actions. In verses 6 and 9, we find out
how David was able to inquire of the Lord—through the use of the ephod, to which was attached the Urim and
Thummim. Abiathar had managed to take it when he escaped from the scene of Saul‘s massacre (22:20).
With the ephod, David learns very distressing news—the people of Keilah will betray him to Saul. In this world,
loyalty is too often only one-sided. David has been loyal to the Keilahites, but they do not reciprocate. How
often Jesus Christ has experienced this with mankind. He has laid down his life for us but even the whole
professing Christian world, though considering Him Savior, betrays Him time and again through failing to always
honor and obey Him.
God saves David by revealing to him that the ungrateful Keilahites are about to betray his presence (verses 1012). God‘s plan is sure. Our prayers are always answered when they are in accordance with His will. David and
his men depart to the Wilderness of Ziph (verses 13-14), ―about four miles southeast of Hebron [in Judah]. This
region had many ravines and caves in which David‘s men could hide‖ (Nelson, note on 23:13-14).
Psalm 63 is introduced as being written by David ―when he was in the wilderness of Judah,‖ so it was likely
written around this time. Though still pursued by Saul, things are going somewhat better for David as God
continues to give him victories. David remains humble and gives God all the credit. As we read this psalm, we
sense that David is more secure, realizing that God is working out His plan. David, enjoying true fellowship with
God, knows he has God‘s protection: ―Because You have been my help, therefore in the shadow of Your wings
I will rejoice‖ (verse 7).
When David mentions ―the king‖ in verse 11, he is referring to himself. Despite present conditions, He knows
that he is the rightful king—anointed of God by Samuel. And he knows that God will yet fulfill this purpose in
him. As Christians, we too can be confident in God‘s promise to make us kings and priests in His coming
Kingdom (see Revelation 1:6).
Jonathan‘s Encouragement; David Betrayed Again (1 Samuel 23)
Jonathan understands and believes that David is destined to be king of Israel and that nothing can upset God‘s
plan. Incredibly, Jonathan reveals that, deep down, Saul realizes it too (1 Samuel 23:17). David and Jonathan,
so much alike, renew their covenant pledge to one another (verses 18; 18:3; 20:8).
Notice these particular words of Jonathan: ―You shall be king over Israel, and I shall be next to you‖ (23:17).
Jonathan, heir to Saul‘s throne, is content to take second place beside David. However, this is not to be, as
Jonathan will soon die.
Yet who knows what God has in store? We know that David, when resurrected at Christ‘s return, will again
reign as king over Israel (Ezekiel 37:24). And it appears that Jonathan, by the amazing character he displays
and the deep closeness and fellowship he shares with the spiritually-minded David, may himself have been one
of the few in the Old Testament period who, like David, received God‘s Spirit before it was more generally given
in New Testament times. If so, then Jonathan too will be in the first resurrection with David. Then, might he not
at last stand next to David, assisting him in ruling over Israel? That would, perhaps, give Jonathan‘s words a
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prophetic sense. Whether or not his words were inspired, this scenario as fulfillment of them remains an
intriguing possibility.
But God‘s Kingdom is yet far away as we read these verses. David is here betrayed again. First the Keilahites
and this time the Ziphites betray him to Saul (verses 19-20). Saul then takes God‘s name in vain as before by
crediting God with the Ziphites‘ evil betrayal of David (verses 7, 21).
Saul‘s forces surround David (verses 22-26). Betrayed and seemingly facing imminent death, David goes to
God with the words recorded in Psalm 54. In cases like this, when all seems lost, deliverance arises in unseen
ways. This time a Philistine invasion diverts Saul‘s attention so that David and his men are saved once again.
Here is a lesson for us to look to when it seems that things just aren‘t going to work out.
David Spares Saul (1 Samuel 24)
David and his men are hiding out in En Gedi, a lush oasis with rugged cliffs, canyons and caves near the Dead
Sea. As soon as Saul finishes with the Philistines, he receives word that David is hiding out here and returns to
seek him. David and his men are taking refuge in a particular cave (1 Samuel 24:3). What must have been
going through David‘s mind as he once again appears hopelessly trapped? The answer is Psalm 57. David
pleads with God to be protected from his enemies.
In answering David‘s plea, God must have been driving the point home to him: ―I will protect you and save
you—I will always be there for you.‖ And what an answer it is! While hidden deep within their cave, David and
his men are astounded to see Saul choose this particular cave for a restroom. David‘s men tell him, ―This is the
day we‘ve been waiting for—God has delivered your enemy for you to do whatever you like‖ (compare 1
Samuel 24:4). Indeed, David could have easily killed Saul and assumed the royal throne—particularly since it
was clear that this must have been from God. But David‘s heart isn‘t like that. Instead, he evidently sees what
God is doing here as a test. David has the faith to realize that since God had established Saul, only God should
remove him. David trusted God to handle the problem in His own time and way. Again, David sets an example
of godly leadership, resisting bad advice.
However, David can‘t resist the temptation to cut a piece from Saul‘s robe, demonstrating that he could have
easily killed him. Some even see the cutting of the hem as symbolic of taking the emblem of royalty. But David
would not be the one to take Saul out. He immediately regrets shaming the king in the eyes of his 3,000
soldiers (verse 5). The men with David would take matters into their own hands so David has to restrain them
from killing Saul (verse 7). David explains to his men, and then to Saul, that he will not lift his hand to harm
God‘s anointed king (verses 6, 10). ―Isn‘t this proof that I‘ve never sought, nor ever will seek, to harm you or
take your throne?‖ David asks Saul (compare verses 8-14).
Verse 15 explains what has been going on since Saul set out to destroy David. God had already delivered
David out of Saul‘s hand time and again. Indeed, what has just happened in the opportunity to spare Saul is
itself an amazing deliverance—as Saul responds gratefully to it, even acknowledging David as the successor to
the throne (verse 20). But even with Saul‘s public display of remorse and sorrow, David knows that he can‘t
count on Saul keeping his word, so he continues to keep his distance from the unstable king (verse 22).
Death of Samuel; Nabal and Abigail (1 Samuel 25)
Samuel, the prophet of the Lord, dies. Greatly respected by all Israel, people gathered from all over the nation
to honor him at his burial. As his death comes during the short-lived truce between Saul and David, it is
possible, though not directly stated, that David was able to attend this memorial. Afterward, David ventures
south into the wilderness of Paran.
Then follows the story of Nabal and Abigail. Nabal, a descendant of Caleb of the house of Judah, lived in Maon
with his great flocks in nearby Carmel. Carmel is a town in the general area of Ziph and Maon in Judah (see
Joshua 15:55-57), some 20-30 miles south of Jerusalem. (It is not to be confused with the northern Mount
Carmel by the sea, which figures later into the lives of Elijah and Elisha.) Saul had set up a monument to
himself in Carmel following his war with Amalek and before his final rejection by God (see 1 Samuel 15:12).
David and his men acting as a protective militia had protected Nabal‘s property from marauding bands of
thieves. Nabal‘s name means fool, and he was true to his name. Even his own wife Abigail remarks, ―Nabal is
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his name, and folly is with him‖ (verse 25)—or, in modern parlance, ―Fool is his name and folly is his game.‖
Abigail, on the other hand, was a woman of understanding who deserved better than Nabal (verse 3). Apart
from a world of arranged marriages, it would be hard to imagine two such people ever getting together.
It was expected that those who were being protected would contribute to the support of those who made it
possible for them to prosper—and Nabal is prosperous (verse 2). Yet Nabal, in his foolishness, denies any
support to David‘s men (verses 4-11). His impulsive anger aroused in righteous indignation, David fully intends
to wipe Nabal from the face of the earth (verse 22).
As the King James Version shows, the literal Hebrew of verse 22 says David will kill everyone who urinates
against the wall. Most modern translations render this as simply meaning all the males. However, verse 16
mentions David‘s protection as a ―wall‖ and David‘s reference may be to all those who were treating his help
and protection with contempt (see ―David‘s Threat to Nabal,‖ Bible Review, October 2002, pp. 18-23, 59).
Abigail comes to the rescue of her husband and her household. She is wise enough to realize that Nabal‘s
foolish rejection of David‘s men will bring a terrible and swift reprisal. So she brings generous supplies, part in
payment of what is due and part to appease David‘s wrath. She explains Nabal‘s nature to David, but, as his
wife, takes the blame and asks forgiveness, declaring herself David‘s servant, as her husband should have
done (verses 25, 28). Abigail is well aware of David‘s reputation.
Abigail gives David some insightful counsel. She realizes that his life is fully interwoven with the plan of God
and points out that this insult by Nabal is nothing compared to the glory David will one day have—particularly
since God Himself will deal with David‘s enemies. But, she goes on to say, if David were to react to what is now
a small matter, it would then become a huge matter for him, as it would be a horrible mistake he would regret
for the rest of his life.
David accepts her good advice (verse 33). And note this: He gives God the credit for Abigail‘s intervention! He
fully realizes how close he has come to making a disastrous mistake. He accepts and appreciates the intent
with which Abigail has given her gifts (verse 35).
After Nabal recovers from a drunken stupor, Abigail tells him what she had done for David and his men.
Apparently, Nabal‘s rage is so violent at this news that he has a massive stroke and dies about 10 days later
(verses 36-38). Again, David gives God all the credit for keeping him from making a terrible mistake and for
avenging him. Abigail‘s request to be remembered (verse 31) brings her to David‘s side in marriage (verses 3942).
David Spares Saul Again (1 Samuel 26)
This is the second time the Ziphites attempt to deliver David into the hands of Saul. Saul‘s respect for David‘s
knowledge of battle is evident as he takes 3,000 soldiers with him in his pursuit of David and his 600 men. After
a 25-mile march south, from Gibeah to the wilderness of Ziph, where David is hiding, Saul and his troops make
camp. It is here that God directly intervenes for David. Abishai, David‘s nephew (1 Chronicles 2:16), volunteers
for what seems an extremely dangerous plan. In any given troop deployment, there are always sentinels who
stand watch over an encampment. From 1 Samuel 26:12, we find that God causes a deep sleep to come on
Saul and his troops, allowing David and Abishai unrestricted access to the campsite. As David has constantly
been on the run from Saul, fearing for his life, this miracle no doubt greatly encourages David. But we should
also observe that he resists the natural inclination to read it as license to take matters into his own hands.
As these scriptures are intended for examples (1 Corinthians 10:11), let‘s pause here for a self-evaluation of
this incident. Would we have acted as Abishai, and assumed that the intent of God was to have Saul killed? Or
would we have thought like David, a man who made many mistakes yet who is referred to as ―a man after
God‘s own heart‖? It is important for us to ask the question in light of any given situation, What is God‘s will?
David knows that Saul is king over Israel by God‘s direct decree, and he feels strongly that it will be God‘s hand
that will remove him.
Indeed, Acts 13 says: ―And afterward they asked for a king; so GOD gave them Saul the son of Kish, a man of
the tribe of Benjamin, for forty years. And when HE had removed him, HE raised up for them David as king, to
whom also He gave testimony and said, ‗I have found David the son of Jesse, a man after My own heart, who
will do all My will‘‖ (verses 21-22).
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So David does not take Saul‘s life, but he does take his spear and his canteen—symbolic of Saul‘s strength and
sustenance—as proof of his venture. After returning safely from the campsite, David chastises Abner (captain
of the guard and the one ultimately responsible for Saul‘s safety). This embarrassment may be instrumental in
Abner‘s temporary refusal to acknowledge David as king after Saul‘s death.
But David‘s humility (―…for the king of Israel has come out to seek a flea,‖ 1 Samuel 26:20) causes Saul to
acknowledge his foolishness, at least for the time being. David still keeps his distance as he knows that Saul
has a habit of quickly changing his mind and attitude. Though not yet written, we find here, in principle, Christ‘s
admonition of Matthew 10:16 in use: ―Be wise as serpents and harmless as doves.‖ After this incident, it
appears that David and Saul never see each other again.
David Joins the Philistines (1 Samuel 27–28)
As 1 Samuel 27 opens, we see an example of one who was instrumental in God‘s hands apparently at a point
of weakness in his faith and perhaps fallen into depression. As is clear from other biblical examples, such as
Elijah (1 Kings 19:4) and Jonah (Jonah 4:3), servants of God sometimes suffered terrible depression. With
evidence to the contrary, David here imagines that Saul will one day succeed in killing him (verse 1). One would
think that with God having already had David anointed as king (16:13) and having delivered him on so many
occasions, there would be no reason to be depressed. In this chapter, we can understand David‘s weaknesses
as much as we can acknowledge our own. The Bible reveals both the ups…AND the downs of God‘s servants.
So David, ironically, seeks refuge in Gath, one of the royal cities of the Philistines, home of Achish the king.
Accompanying David are his two wives, Ahinoam and Abigail (remember that David‘s first wife, Michal, had
been given to another man by Saul in contempt for David, 1 Samuel 25:44). Also with him were his 600 men
with their wives and children. So the total number of people would, no doubt, exceed 1,000. Being under the
constant watchful scrutiny of the enemy of Israel probably proved to be rather strenuous for David and his
company. After a time, David is given his own city, called Ziklag, about 20 miles south of Gath, as a city of
refuge from Saul.
When Israel first entered the Promised Land under Joshua, Ziklag belonged to Judah but was eventually ceded
to Simeon (Joshua 19:1-9). Using Ziklag as his fortress, David now has the freedom to attack neighboring
nations. However, he is not forthright in his explanation to Achish of his attacks on these nations. Even though
David is accomplishing what the Israelites have previously failed to do in driving out the Canaanites (Numbers
33:51-53), he gives Achish the impression that he is warring against his own people. Therefore Achish says,
―He has made his people Israel utterly abhor him‖ (1 Samuel 27:12). We are skipping over the remainder of
chapter 28 at this point, and will return to it just before the death of Saul.
In 1 Samuel 29, we find the Philistines gathering for battle at Aphek, about 30 miles north of Gath and ―about 13
miles northeast of Joppa‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 29:1-2)—close to modern Tel Aviv. The Israelites under
Saul are approximately 40 miles further to the north in Jezreel. David has evidently gathered his forces and
marched behind Achish and his troops as they come together at Aphek. Whether David sincerely intends to
fight against Saul and his own people is not made evident. It certainly would not be consistent with David‘s
established pattern, however, as he has previously refused to fight against Saul.
But we do know this: God gives David a way of escaping this volatile situation (compare 1 Corinthians 10:13).
The Philistine generals do not have the confidence in David that Achish does and strongly persuade the king to
send him back to Ziklag. Thus, David will not have to fight against Saul in the upcoming battle—but neither will
he be there to help Saul in defense of his own country against the Philistines. And this battle, as we will shortly
learn, will be Saul‘s last.
Saul Consults a Medium (1 Samuel 28)
The Philistines move from Aphek, where they had dismissed David (1 Samuel 29), to Jezreel (29:11) to
confront Saul and the Israelites. They gather at the town of Shunem, a place we will again read about in the
days of the prophet Elisha (see 2 Kings 4:8ff), while Saul pitches his camp at Mount Gilboa, about four miles
south (1 Samuel 23:4).
David had previously stated regarding Saul, ―As the LORD lives, the LORD shall strike him, or his day shall come
to die, or he shall go out to battle and perish‖ (26:10). Saul‘s time to die is now at hand. It is a very gloomy and
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depressing time for him. Samuel has died and any appeal to God goes unanswered. God explains to us, ―But
your iniquities have separated you from your God; and your sins have hidden His face from you, so that He will
not hear‖ (Isaiah 59:2). Saul does not have the confidence he possessed when God‘s Spirit was working with
him (compare 1 Samuel 11:6; 16:14). The day before the battle (28:19), he becomes fearful and desperate and,
instead of true repentance, once again turns away from God—this time by essentially turning to Satan for an
answer.
God‘s instructions to Israel are quite clear in this matter: ―Give no regard to mediums and familiar spirits; do not
seek after them, to be defiled by them: I am the LORD your God‖ (Leviticus 19:31). ―And the person who turns to
mediums and familiar spirits, to prostitute himself with them, I will set My face against that person and cut him
off from his people‖ (20:6).
―There shall not be found among you anyone who makes his son or his daughter pass through the fire, or one
who practices witchcraft, or a soothsayer, or one who interprets omens, or a sorcerer, or one who conjures
spells, or a medium, or a spiritist, or one who calls up the dead. For all who do these things are an abomination
to the LORD, and because of these abominations the LORD your God drives them out from before you‖
(Deuteronomy 18:10-12). The original King James Version renders ―medium‖ as ―consulter with familiar spirits.‖
Saul in fact, during his reign, did obey God‘s instruction in this matter by removing these ―abominations‖ from
the land (1 Samuel 28:3). Evidently, though, there is at least one who evaded detection, a woman of the town of
En Dor.
Now we come to a two-part question that many, including many biblical scholars, do not know how to answer:
Does the woman really conjure up a spirit? And is that spirit actually the prophet Samuel? Let‘s look at some
facts:
Some would argue that there is no entity really brought up here because Saul does not actually see one
himself—he only reasons that Samuel is present from the woman‘s description. But whether or not the woman
is a fraud and trickster, what happens surprises even her (verse 12). And even though Saul does not see
anyone, the account says that ―the woman saw Samuel‖ (verse 12). Moreover, there is clearly spoken
communication from this ―Samuel‖ (verses 15-16). But is this truly Samuel, the deceased prophet of God? It
would not have to be from the wording here. For instance, a person on a hallucinogenic drug might say he saw
something that was not really there, and we would consider that he did ―see‖ it—seeing in this context being a
matter of perception rather than sensory input from light actually entering the eye. Since the Bible says the
entity spoke, something was definitely present. But what the woman sees is not actually visible to the naked
eye—or Saul would be able to see it too. This means that the image the woman sees must be projected into her
mind through supernatural means. So we ask: Is the prophet Samuel the one doing this?
First of all, the Bible very clearly points to a future resurrection of the dead. Many ―orthodox‖ believers, however,
maintain that this is simply the rejoining of a conscious, disembodied soul with a new body. Yet the Bible
repeatedly describes the current state of the dead as one of ―sleep‖ (Daniel 12:2; 1 Corinthians 11:30; 1
Thessalonians 4:14-15; 2 Peter 3:4). Ecclesiastes makes it even more clear: ―For the living know that they will
die; but the dead know nothing…. for there is no work or device or knowledge or wisdom in the grave where
you are going‖ (9:5, 10). Thus, a dead person is completely unconscious. The resurrection is an awakening—a
return to consciousness.
What this means is that there is no such thing as ghosts, as they are commonly defined—the spirits of the dead
still wandering the earth. But there certainly are spirit beings who, unable to materialize, can appear as ghostly
apparitions (compare Luke 24:39—where Christ shows His disciples that He is not one of these). The Bible
elsewhere calls these beings unclean spirits—or demons. They are fallen angels, spirit beings who have
rebelled against God under the arch-demon, Satan the Devil.
Now, the woman of En Dor is a medium, consulting with, as already noted, ―familiar spirits‖ (1 Samuel 28:7
KJV). Are these dead people? No. For we have already seen that there is no consciousness in death. Consider
also: Why would God impose the death penalty for communicating with dead friends and relatives if that were
really possible? One scholar explains: ―The reason the death penalty was inflicted for consulting ‗familiar spirits‘
is that these were ‗evil spirits,‘ or fallen angels impersonating the dead…. God hardly could have prescribed the
death penalty for communicating with the spirits of deceased loved ones if such spirits existed and if such a
communication were possible. There is no moral reason for God to outlaw, on pain of death, the human desire
to communicate with deceased loved ones. The problem is that such communication is impossible, because the
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dead are unconscious and do not communicate with the living. Any communication that occurs is not with the
spirit of the dead, but with evil spirits‖ (Samuele Bacchiocchi, Immortality or Resurrection?, 1997, p. 168).
Furthermore, it would be quite odd for God to send a message to Saul through the prophet Samuel when the
account very clearly states that God will not answer Saul‘s inquiries ―either by dreams or by Urim or by the
prophets‖ (verse 6). And consider that this is because of Saul‘s disobedience (compare Isaiah 59:2). So why
would God now go ahead and answer him in the face of even greater disobedience on Saul‘s part in the use of
a medium? That just does not seem reasonable.
Thus, the being the medium sees ascending out of the earth (1 Samuel 28:13) is nothing more than a demon.
Even ―the church fathers [early Catholic theologians] believed that a demon impersonated Samuel and
appeared to Saul‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 28:12). Saul only perceives that it must be Samuel. He certainly
wants it to be Samuel! The apostle Paul is inspired to write: ―And no wonder! For Satan himself transforms
himself into [or disguises himself as] an angel of light. Therefore it is no great thing if his ministers also
transform themselves into [or disguise themselves as] ministers of righteousness, whose end will be according
to their works‖ (2 Corinthians 11:14-15). So it would not be unusual for a demon to appear as Samuel. And we
know from all other scriptures that pertain to this subject that this is not the prophet Samuel speaking.
Let‘s look at the conclusion of Saul‘s deed. He certainly doesn‘t come away with anything profitable. In fact, he
is so disheartened that he can barely eat! These scriptures should once again remind us of God‘s instructions
against consulting with the evil spirit realm.
The Philistines Reject David (1 Samuel 29)
In 1 Samuel 29, we find the Philistines gathering for battle at Aphek, about 30 miles north of Gath and ―about 13
miles northeast of Joppa‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 29:1-2)—close to modern Tel Aviv. The Israelites under
Saul are approximately 40 miles further to the north in Jezreel. David has evidently gathered his forces and
marched behind Achish and his troops as they come together at Aphek. Whether or not David sincerely intends
to fight against Saul and his own people is not made evident. It certainly would not be consistent with David‘s
established pattern, however, as he has previously refused to fight against Saul. But we do know this: God
gives David a way of escaping this volatile situation (cf. 1 Cor. 10:13).
The Philistine generals do not have the confidence in David that Achish does and strongly persuade the king to
send him back to Ziklag. Thus, David will not have to fight against Saul in the upcoming battle—but neither will
he be there to help Saul in defense of his own country against the Philistines, as he might if present. And this
battle, as we will shortly learn, will be Saul‘s last.
David Defeats the Amalekites (1 Samuel 30)
Having left the gathering of Philistine forces at Aphek, David and his troops march the 50 miles back south to
Ziklag—about a two-day march, and they arrive the third day (verse 1). Upon returning, they find that the city
has been invaded by the Amalekites. Why God has allowed this to happen is not revealed. Perhaps it is to bring
further destruction upon the Amalekites. Perhaps it is to keep David from returning north to aid the Israelites
against the Philistines. Whatever the case, God does allow it to happen and once again shows His mercy and
power to David. Here‘s what we do know: 1) Instead of acting out of vengeance and anger, David appeals to
God for an answer. 2) God delivers everything back to David—plus enough spoils to share with more than a
dozen cities that David has frequented. 3) David‘s mercy is also evident as the spoils are shared with the men
who were willing but not able to continue the journey to fight the Amalekites, to the dismay of others referred to
as ―wicked men‖ or, literally, ―men of Belial.‖
Don‘t forget, when David was anointed to be the next king of Israel by Samuel, the Spirit of God came on him
―from that day forward‖ (1 Samuel 16:13). As long as David stays close to God and appeals to Him, the fruit of
that Spirit is evident. But there are also times, as with all of us, when David uses his own carnal reasoning
(compare Romans 8:7). And as is also the case with all of us, he and many others suffer pain and futility due to
such reasoning and the wrong actions that flow from it.
Through the ups and downs, good and evil, blessing and curses that we read of David, we can conclude
David‘s ultimate destiny, not by our reasoning alone but through the inspired Word of God. It reveals that after
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the return of Jesus Christ to the earth, the people of Israel will once again be united as one nation, and David
will be their king (Ezekiel 37:22-24).
Death of Saul and Jonathan (1 Samuel 31)
We now arrive at the very sad conclusion to Saul‘s reign as king over Israel. Severely wounded, he commits
suicide. Yet not only Saul, but also three of his sons, including David‘s close friend Jonathan, die in this battle.
Afterward, in a particularly heinous incident, the Philistines cut off Saul‘s head and put it on display in the
temple of Dagon while his body and those of his sons are fastened to the wall of Beth Shan, at the junction of
the Jezreel and Jordan valleys, to advertise their victory.
In a daring move, the men of Jabesh Gilead swoop in under cover of darkness and recover the bodies of Saul
and his sons. In our highlights on 1 Samuel 11, we mentioned that Saul may have had ancestral roots in
Jabesh Gilead in relation to Judges 21. Furthermore, this was the city that had been rescued from the
Ammonites by Saul in his first act as king, and the Jabesh Gileadites apparently had a very fond remembrance
and debt of gratitude to him, which they repaid in their recovery and burial of his and his sons‘ bones and a
week of fasting. The bodies they burned—quite unusual among the ancient Israelites and perhaps done
because these bodies had been mutilated by the Philistines. Years later, David will have the bones of Saul and
Jonathan exhumed and reburied in Benjamin, in the tomb of Saul‘s father Kish (2 Samuel 21:11-14).
The account in 1 Chronicles 10 describes the reason for the death of Saul: ―So Saul died for his unfaithfulness
[or ‗transgressions‘ KJV] which he had committed against the LORD, because he did not keep the word of the
LORD, and also because he consulted a medium for guidance. But he did not inquire of the LORD; therefore He
killed him [by the circumstances He directed], and turned the kingdom over to David the son of Jesse‖ (verses
13-14). One may ask, Did not David also commit transgressions before God?
Yes, all have sinned and fallen short of God‘s glory (Romans 3:23). The difference is in the heart. When David
sins, he has a pattern—a habit—of acknowledging his sins before God and repenting. By contrast, Saul took no
responsibility for his actions, seeking to deny his sins or reverse their consequences instead of repenting of
them. Moreover, Saul‘s habit was that of continually seeking his own will. Remember that when Saul did not
follow God‘s instruction, Samuel said, ―But now your kingdom shall not continue. The LORD has sought for
Himself a man after His own heart [David], and the LORD has commanded him to be commander over His
people, because you have not kept what the LORD commanded you‖ (1 Samuel 13:14).
As for Jonathan‘s death, we don‘t know why God allowed it. Perhaps his presence would not have fit into God‘s
continuing plan for David‘s life. In the same way, we might wonder why God allowed Herod to put James the
brother of John to death early in the New Testament era, while Peter was miraculously delivered from Herod.
God has not revealed His reasons, but we can always be confident that His decisions are for the ultimate good
of His servants (see Romans 8:28).
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2 SAMUEL
David Laments Saul and Jonathan; Anointed King of Judah (2 Sam. 1–2)
The book of 2 Samuel spans the 40-year reign of King David, which begins as the book opens. An Amalekite
delivers the shocking news of Saul and Jonathan‘s death, even reporting that he was the one who had killed
Saul at Saul‘s request. Yet ―the Amalekite‘s report of Saul‘s death is different from the account in 1 Sam. 31:4,
which states that Saul died by falling on his own sword. It appears that the Amalekite‘s story is a fabrication.
Perhaps he sought recognition or reward from David by claiming to have slain Saul‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note
on 1:6-10; compare 2 Samuel 4:10). But having just had a run-in with a band of Amalekites (1 Samuel 30), and
aware of God‘s judgment on them (Deuteronomy 25:19), David was in no mood to consider the merits of the
story and whether or not some sort of mercy killing had been in order. The Amalekite is thus rewarded with
execution—on the basis of his own testimony.
Furthermore, ―David‘s execution of the Amalekite was a strong statement to those under his command that he
had no part in Saul‘s death and did not reward it in any way. Thus he exemplified respect for authority and
distanced himself from the charge of being a usurper‖ (note on 2 Samuel 1:15).
After being chased and persecuted by Saul for so long, we read that David‘s reaction to Saul‘s death is not that
of a carnal-minded human being. It is rather the reaction of one who lives according to the Spirit of God. Jesus
Christ Himself taught this attitude, as revealed in Matthew 5:44: ―But I say to you, love your enemies, bless
those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute
you.‖ The type of eulogy given in this chapter is just another testimony of David‘s respect, mercy, love and
compassion for Saul and his sons.
David‘s greatest mourning is, of course, for his best friend Jonathan. Recall how Jonathan deeply loved David,
and David evidently loved Jonathan nearly as much in return: ―The soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of
David, and Jonathan loved him as his own soul‖ (1 Samuel 18:1; see also 18:3; 20:17; 19:1).
Sad to say, there are those who have perversely twisted Jonathan‘s love for David expressed in 2 Samuel
1:26—―surpassing the love of women‖—to be what God would consider an abomination. But let‘s look at the
facts:
David‘s sexual interest was toward women, as evidenced by his many wives and concubines—and his sin of
adultery with Bathsheba. And Jonathan evidently married because he had at least one child—Mephibosheth
(see 2 Samuel 4:4).
God had specific instructions regarding sexual relationships. ―You shall not lie with a male as with a woman. It
is an abomination‖ (Leviticus 18:22). ―If a man lies with a male as he lies with a woman, both of them have
committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to death. Their blood shall be upon them‖ (20:13).
Immediately before in 2 Samuel 1:26, the very same verse in question, David focuses on Jonathan being like a
brother to him—and yet, more than a brother. David‘s son, Solomon, used this proverb to denote a close
relationship, saying, ―There is a friend who sticks closer than a brother‖ (Proverbs 18:24). What David and
Jonathan shared was deep and true friendship—and perhaps even spiritual fellowship if Jonathan had God‘s
Spirit.
In chapter 2, David‘s decade or more on the run is finally over. It is time for him to begin his succession to the
throne. But instead of presumptuously taking the responsibility, David first asks God where he should go from
Ziklag. (Ziklag was clearly not a place from which to rule, located as it was in the remote southern area of
Judah.) After moving to Hebron, David is ceremonially anointed king of Judah, even though he was already
officially anointed king over all of Israel by Samuel years earlier (1 Samuel 16:13).
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But division ensues as Abner, Saul‘s uncle and captain over Saul‘s troops, presumptuously appoints Saul‘s son
Ishbosheth as king over Israel. So there are now, for the first time, two kingdoms in the land—Israel (led by the
tribe of Benjamin) and Judah (by itself). There may have been several reasons for Abner‘s actions: 1) To keep
the crown in the family. 2) An attempt to hold onto power, as Abner has great influence in the affairs of state. 3)
Remember that David rebuked and embarrassed Abner after sneaking into Saul‘s camp.
In a confrontation between Abner and Joab (captain of David‘s troops), what begins as a contest of strength
between 12 young men from each side turns into a bloodbath. Abner, under Ishbosheth, loses 360 men, mostly
of the tribe of Benjamin. David, however, loses only 20 men, including Asahel, Joab‘s brother. It should be
noted that the brothers Joab, Abishai and Asahel were David‘s nephews, all sons of his sister Zeruiah (2
Samuel 2:18; 1 Chronicles 2:13-16).
For years the tribes of Israel remained engaged in civil war, during which time the ―house of David‖ grew
stronger and the ―house of Saul‖ grew weaker.
David‘s Harem (2 Samuel 3)
Clearly one of David‘s weaknesses is his passion for women. And in the ancient Middle East, kings were often
judged by the size of their harems. The larger the harem, the more powerful the king was considered to be. But
Israel was supposed to be different. One of God‘s instructions for Israel‘s king was written in Deuteronomy
17:17: ―Neither shall he multiply wives for himself, lest his heart turn away.‖ Sadly, David succumbed to this
temptation, which would cause hardship in his family and his own life and set a terrible example for his son
Solomon. Listed here are David‘s wives and the sons he fathered by them while he lived and reigned in Hebron:
Ahinoam (Jezreelitess) bore Amnon (later killed by his half-brother Absalom)
Abigail bore Chileab (Daniel)
Maacah (Geshurite) bore Absalom (who later betrayed David and was killed by Joab)
Haggith bore Adonijah (later executed by Solomon for betrayal)
Abatal bore Shephatiah
Eglah bore Ithream
That‘s at least six children by six different women in seven years—not a very good way to start a family. And his
former wife Michal is about to be thrown into this mix. What a terrible mess!
Abner‘s Defection (2 Samuel 3)
After a power struggle between Ishbosheth and Abner over one of Saul‘s concubines, Abner, probably seeing
the handwriting on the wall, is now ready to pledge his loyalty to David. David tests that loyalty by demanding
that his first wife, Michal, be returned to him. Ishbosheth (who fears Abner, 2 Samuel 3:11) carries out the
demand. Though David seems satisfied with Abner‘s pledge of support, it is not so with Joab, who will not forget
that his brother died by Abner‘s hand.
Joab Murders Abner (2 Samuel 3)
Joab seeks revenge for his brother Asahel‘s death by murdering Abner. Yet it‘s not a tit for tat. For while Abner
killed Joab‘s brother during the course of battle and in self-defense—after repeatedly warning Asahel to call off
his pursuit and even offering him the opportunity to fully arm himself for a fair fight (2:18-23)—Joab kills Abner
in a deceitful plot. Under false pretenses, Joab stabs him in the stomach—where Asahel was pierced by
Abner‘s spear. Moreover, this treacherous act occurs at Hebron, a city of refuge, wherein an avenger of blood is
not permitted to kill a murderer without a trial (Numbers 35:22-25). However, it may be that the act actually
occurs in a suburb just outside the Levitical city itself (compare Joshua 21:11-12; 2 Samuel 2:3).
Wisely, David makes it a point to let the Israelites know that it was not his intention to kill Abner. These are
already very delicate times, as David and Abner had just begun an important peace process in the unification of
all of Israel. So it is no wonder that David speaks so strongly against his nephew Joab, pronouncing a curse on
him and his descendants. David declares a fast and personally follows Abner‘s coffin to the gravesite in an
outward show of honor and respect. He refers to Abner as ―a prince and a great man.‖ David‘s skills in
statesmanship prove successful in gaining the hearts of the people.
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Murder of Ishbosheth (2 Samuel 4)
In 2 Samuel 4, we learn of a son of Saul‘s son Jonathan, Mephibosheth, who was five years old at the time of
Israel‘s defeat by the Philistines. It was characteristic for the victor of a battle to wipe out the entire family of a
defeated king, especially the sons, thus preventing any succession to the throne and any eventual revenge. So,
after hearing the news of Saul‘s defeat and death, Mephibosheth‘s nurse picked him up and fled for their lives.
In the course of her escape, she evidently stumbled, dropping the young child and causing a serious enough
injury (possibly spinal) that he became paralyzed in the legs and was unable to walk.
Saul‘s kingdom, under Ishbosheth, continues to grow weaker. So now we find another assassination plot under
way. This time it is Ishbosheth who becomes the victim of those of his own Benjamite tribe. For the second time
we find David‘s ―reward‖ for those who feel they are doing him a favor. Once again we see David‘s valiant
intention of allowing God to be the one to take action. After all of the battles David has fought, he feels it to be
thoroughly dishonorable to murder someone in this way. As he lamented concerning Abner: ―Should Abner die
as a fool dies? Your hands were not bound nor your feet put into fetters; as a man falls before wicked men, so
you fell‖ (3:33-34).
Ishbosheth meets the same fate, but there is no rejoicing from David over this heinous crime. Actually, David
fulfills the requirement of the law in this matter as found in Exodus 21:14: ―But if a man acts with premeditation
against his neighbor, to kill him by treachery, you shall take him from My altar [showing no mercy in such a
case], that he may die.‖ Once again, David makes it publicly known that he did not support this assassination.
The executed men are hung in a public place with their hands and feet cut off, for all to see.
One may ask why this same sentence was not carried out upon Joab. He had the excuse that he was acting as
a kinsman avenger of blood (2 Samuel 3:27; compare Numbers 35:16-21). Although there evidently were
problems with the reason for which, and the manner in which, Joab carried out his vengeance, perhaps it was
too difficult to prove that his actions were not justifiable. Moreover, it should not be forgotten that Joab was a
member of David‘s family. Still, it is interesting that many years later, this matter with Abner is a factor in David
ordering his son Solomon to execute Joab once David is dead (1 Kings 2:1-6).
The United Kingdom (2 Samuel 5)
After years of civil unrest, all of Israel is finally ready to accept David as king. As all of the tribes agree: ―We are
your bone and your flesh.‖ This basically means, ―We are your relatives.‖ Centuries earlier, Laban said the
same thing to his nephew Jacob (Genesis 29:14) and Gideon‘s son Abimelech said it to his mother‘s family
(Judges 9:1-2). But, if people would really think about it, that goes beyond our immediate next of kin—or, at
least, it should.
No matter what color or nationality, we are all human beings, created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27).
No matter what race we belong to today, our roots all trace back to Noah, and back to our ancestral parents,
Adam and Eve (―the mother of all living,‖ 3:20). Indeed, God ―has made from one blood every nation of men to
dwell on all the face of the earth‖ (Acts 17:26). Thus, we are all blood relatives. We are all one family. But men
have always found reasons to fight each other, whether geographically, economically or racially motivated.
From the beginning, man has always found reasons, however unjustified, to kill his brother (compare Genesis
4:1-15).
Back to the story of David‘s kingdom, the Israelites are now ready for unity and peace among each other after
years of killing.
From the account in 1 Chronicles 12, we can see the numbers of troops from each tribe who come to Hebron to
declare loyalty to David. Commentaries disagree on whether the actual troops assembled or only their
commanders. If the troops actually presented themselves, their numbers approached 350,000! Regardless of
whether the full battle-hardened army amassed before David, their unanimous support for David‘s kingship is
dramatically conveyed. After years of strife, troops that were fighting and killing each other are now celebrating
this momentous event with food and drink being brought in by the neighboring tribes. For a time, there is truly
joy in Israel! David reigned for 7½ years from Hebron as king over Judah. It is now time to reign for the next 33
years from the city of peace, Jerusalem.
Interestingly, it should be remembered that Israel was actually divided into two kingdoms—Israel and Judah—
when Ishbosheth was proclaimed king over Israel and David was made king of Judah. But a distinction between
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Israel and Judah existed even in Saul‘s day (compare 1 Samuel 11:8; 17:52; 18:16). Perhaps it goes all the way
back to the initial conquest of the land under Joshua, when the south went to Judah and the lands of the
northern conquest went to the other tribes. Following Ishbosheth, even when David replaces him as king of
Israel, there are still two distinct kingdoms—albeit with both under the same king. David is now king of Israel
and king of Judah, a distinction maintained during his reign. Indeed, much later in David‘s reign, we find a
military census reporting, ―Then Joab gave the sum of the number of the people to the king. There were in
Israel eight hundred thousand men who drew the sword, and the men of Judah were five hundred thousand
men‖ (2 Samuel 24:9).
The creation of this United Monarchy is very similar to what happened in Britain. When King James VI of
Scotland became King James I of England, he was still king of Scotland. Indeed, he became King James I of
the United Kingdom of Great Britain. Israel‘s two kingdoms under one ruler will continue through Solomon‘s
reign, with Judah and Israel still being mentioned under him as distinct nations (1 Kings 4:20, 25).
The Divided Monarchy will reemerge when Israel proclaims a non-Davidic ruler after Solomon‘s death. Judah
will continue to be ruled by the line of David. Ironically, though, the tribe of Benjamin, instead of leading the
Kingdom of Israel as in the days of Ishbosheth, will, in the later split, become part of the Kingdom of Judah.
Conquest of Jerusalem (2 Samuel 5)
At the time of David‘s siege, Jerusalem is called Jebus, which, interestingly, means ―Trodden Underfoot‖ (New
Open Bible, Topical Index, Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1990). Upon Israel‘s entrance into the Promised Land, it
was allotted to the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. But these tribes only briefly defeated the Canaanite
inhabitants of Jebus (Judges 1:8), for the Jebusites were soon back in their fortress city (see 19:10-12).
―The city itself was strategically located in the hill country near the border of Judah and Benjamin, making it a
foreign wedge between the northern and southern tribes‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Samuel 5:6-9).
Jerusalem was originally a fortress built on a high hill between two valleys that converged in a V formation. The
steep sides of the hill, combined with the city‘s walls, made it seemingly impossible to penetrate. The Jebusites
are so confident in the safety of their walls that they mock David, possibly placing the blind and lame in
positions that are in full view of the Israelite troops.
But considering what is written concerning the skill, wisdom and bravery of the men who are now united under
David‘s leadership, it is not so surprising that Jerusalem is conquered. David challenges his men to enter the
city ―by way of the water shaft‖ (verse 8). This shaft ―extended about 230 feet up from the Gihon spring to the
top of the hill where the Jebusite fortress was situated (2 Chr. 32:30). The tunnel gave the city a secure water
supply in the event of a siege‖ (note on verse 8). The account in Chronicles reveals that it is Joab who runs with
David‘s challenge and leads the first invasion of the city, earning him the position of captain over all of Israel‘s
army. David then makes this fortress city of such great strategic value his own new capital, calling it the City of
David.
David also exercised considerable diplomatic wisdom here. Rather than choosing as his capital a city held by
one of the 12 tribes of Israel (or one of the two kingdoms) and thus being perceived as favoring that one, David
chose a city that belonged to none of the tribes and was thus viewed as neutral. In similar manner, the
government of the United States early on placed its national capital, Washington, in the District of Columbia, a
territory bordering two states but that did not belong to any state, so as not to be seen as favoring one state
over another.
David‘s Harem Grows; David Defeats the Philistines (2 Samuel 5)
As time draws on, David‘s kingdom increases in fame throughout the region due to God‘s blessing and
unification of all Israel. But again, one of David‘s weaknesses is exposed in that he takes to himself yet more
wives. The account in 1 Chronicles 3:5-9 lists the children born to David in Jerusalem. Four sons are born by
Bathsheba (including Solomon). Nine sons are born to his other wives. There are also other sons and
daughters born to David‘s concubines.
Hiram, King of Tyre, a powerful city-state on the Mediterranean coast north of Israel and center of the
Phoenician Empire, shows great respect by sending builders and materials to help build a palace for David at
Jerusalem. This demonstrates David‘s growing prominence—that the ruler of the Phoenician Empire, which
dominated ancient maritime commerce, would seek to cement an alliance with Israel through such projects. The
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Philistines, on the other hand, regarded David‘s strength as a threat to their nation. Here, David‘s real strength
is shown as he once again seeks God first for instruction in regard to the Philistines. After defeating the
Philistines, David burns the idols that are left behind. Once again, God is with him in defeating his enemies.
Psalm 30 is written by David in his dedication of the palace built for him in Jerusalem. In these verses, David
recounts both the dark times and the bright times. This chapter can be a testimony for us today. All of us have
experienced troubling times in our lives in which we cried out to God for His intervention.
Though we never deserve it, and cannot earn it, God has constantly shown us His endless grace and mercy.
Individually, it would be helpful to record some of our own trials and remember how God has always delivered
us when we have sought Him, as David did, with all our heart. Can God look upon each of us and say, ―I have
found _______ a man/woman after My own heart, who will do all My will‖? We have a great advantage today,
as we can strive to emulate the positive qualities of a man like King David and also learn not to repeat his
mistakes. Let‘s follow the example of David and give thanks to God forever!
David Brings the Ark to Jerusalem (2 Samuel 6)
With Jerusalem now the royal city of Israel, it is finally time to bring ―church and state‖ together in this
centralized location. So David calls for the Ark of the Covenant to be moved to Jerusalem from Kirjath Jearim,
approximately 10 miles west of Jerusalem. The ark has been situated here since the Philistines relinquished it
to the Israelites (1 Samuel 6:21).
Now we come to a very important lesson that David and all Israel had to relearn. Let‘s review some of the
specific instructions that God previously gave for Israel to follow.
The ark of God was an extremely holy object, representing His presence (see Exodus 25:21-22). It had to be
handled with the utmost regard to strict regulation in the Law of Moses, which mandated that the care of the
most holy things was entrusted to the Levitical sons of Kohath (Numbers 3:29-31). Yet even these caretakers
were not to touch the holy articles or so much as look casually upon them ―lest they die‖ (4:15, 20). The
Kohathites were instructed to carry the ark on their shoulders by poles passing through rings on the ark‘s
corners to keep them from touching it (4:1-16; Exodus 25:14-15). It was not to be transported by cart or any
other vehicle (Numbers 7:6-9). David, however, was using the same transport method the Philistines had used
(compare 1 Samuel 6:7-8).
Yet God says, ―Therefore you shall be careful to do as the LORD your God has commanded you; you shall not
turn aside to the right hand or to the left‖ (Deuteronomy 5:32). And: ―You shall not add to the word which I
command you, nor take from it, that you may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command
you‖ (4:2). Also: ―Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you shall not add to it nor take away from
it‖ (12:32).
We are never to reason against, or attempt to change, God‘s commands. A king was not to be ignorant of
God‘s instruction: ―Also it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, that he shall write for himself a
copy of this law in a book, from the one before the priests, the Levites. And it shall be with him, and he shall
read it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LORD his God and be careful to observe all the words
of this law and these statutes, that his heart may not be lifted above his brethren, that he may not turn aside
from the commandment to the right hand or to the left, and that he may prolong his days in his kingdom, he and
his children in the midst of Israel‖ (17:18-20). Thus, God requires much of a leader He chooses.
Though Uzzah‘s violation is apparently unintentional, God makes a powerful example of him. It is possible, of
course, that Uzzah was more involved in what happened than we know. As one given the great honor of
walking so closely to the ark, it may be that he was instrumental in the decision to use the cart. Perhaps it was
his cart or oxen being employed. And, in any case, he is the one who actually touched the ark. Still, it appears
he meant well.
When Uzzah is struck down, then, David becomes angry—and not, it should be pointed out, at his own
carelessness. Evidently, David still doesn‘t understand important aspects of what has gone wrong. That he has
either forgotten or is ignorant of God‘s specific instructions regarding the transport of the ark is apparent from 1
Chronicles 13:12: ―David was afraid of God that day; saying, ‗How can I bring the ark of God to me?‘‖ (compare
2 Samuel 6:9). He doesn‘t know.
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So his anger, then, is at God—for what He has done to Uzzah. His death seems so unjust and unnecessarily
harsh, as it does, no doubt, to many today. After all, Uzzah was trying to protect the ark, and David, who had
made the decision about transporting it, was zealous to restore God‘s prescribed tabernacle worship to the
nation. But he should have looked more closely at exactly what God had prescribed.
Moreover, there were other Levites who probably knew of God‘s instructions and should have made His will
known to David. Ignorance and forgetfulness do not negate God‘s specific commands. ―My people are
destroyed for lack of knowledge,‖ God will later proclaim (Hosea 4:6). In other words, what you don‘t know can
hurt you! Because of such neglect, Uzzah was killed by God. So what began as a joyous time of celebration
has turned into a very sad and sobering moment.
God is sending a warning signal here to all people of all times that He is not a God to be trifled with. We must
approach Him with the proper awe and respect. And David does receive a dose of healthy fear of God, which
undoubtedly sends him to the Scriptures or to the priests to determine what ought to be done—as should have
been done in the first place. Let this, then, serve as a lesson for all of us too. From the point of view of
leadership, the decisions a leader makes brings consequences—either good or bad—on the lives of those he
leads.
As for Uzzah, he will stand in the general resurrection of the dead after Christ‘s millennial reign (compare
Revelation 20:5, 11-12) with all those of mankind who have not yet been given an opportunity for salvation—
and he will then be able to choose whether to truly serve the Lord. God is ultimately fair. Indeed, Uzzah will
awake in a world far better than the one he has left behind.
For the next three months, the ark is left at the home of Obed-Edom, a Levite of the line of Korah who will later
be one of the doorkeepers for the ark (1 Chronicles 15:18, 24; 26:4-8). He is also called a Gittite (2 Samuel
6:11) because he is from the Levitical city of Gath Rimmon (compare Joshua 21:24).
When David hears that those of the house of Obed-Edom have been blessed due to their possession of the ark,
he is once again encouraged to bring it to Jerusalem. The account in 1 Chronicles 15 reveals that David is now
aware that the ark had not been transported according to God‘s instructions: ―Then David said, ‗No one may
carry the ark of God but the Levites, for the LORD has chosen them to carry the ark of God and to minister
before Him forever‘‖ (verse 2). And to them he says in verse 13, ―For because you did not do it the first time, the
LORD our God broke out against us, because we did not consult Him about the proper order‖ (Hebrew mishpat,
―judgment, law, decree, charge‖).
Again, God‘s law, charge or decree concerning the transport of the ark can be found in Exodus 25:14-15 and
Numbers (4:5, 15; 7:9; 10:21). The ark was to be carried on the shoulders of the Levites, through the use of
poles that were inserted through rings. That is now done ―as Moses had commanded according to the word of
the LORD‖ (1 Chronicles 15:15).
The account in 2 Samuel 6 reveals the deep respect and care that David takes in carrying out God‘s
instructions concerning transportation of the ark. Sacrifices are offered to God after those bearing the ark have
―gone six paces‖ (verse 13). It is unclear whether this means just once, after the first approximately 18 feet
traveled, or if it implies once every 18 feet that the ark is carried, all the way to Jerusalem.
Michal‘s Contempt (2 Samuel 6)
David once again rejoices with shouting, music and dancing as the ark is carried into Jerusalem. This is not just
loud ―noise,‖ because those appointed to perform are skilled musicians and singers. David is a skilled musician
and composer himself. His manner of celebration, however, earns the contempt of his wife Michal. We will see
more about the specifics of her derision in this instance when we read soon of David‘s return home, but it is
apparent that Michal despised him for much more than his actions on this occasion.
Michal‘s is a terribly tragic story. She was very much in love with the young heroic David in his earlier years (1
Samuel 18:20, 28). And when he bravely killed 200 Philistines to marry her (verse 27), she must have loved him
even more. But her love for David estranged this young princess from her father King Saul. Indeed, when Saul
sought to kill David, Michal put her own life on the line to help her husband escape (19:11-18). But his escape
only resulted in her separation from him as David spent at least 10 years fleeing from Saul. In fact, Saul
annulled her marriage to David and had Michal wed to another man named Palti (25:44). While in this new
marriage, her father and Jonathan, her brother, died in battle.
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David, now recently established with the full regal power of Israel, had demanded that Michal be restored to
him. So she was forcibly taken from her husband, Palti. As he wept uncontrollably (2 Samuel 3:15-16), it is
apparent that he sincerely loved her—and perhaps she had come to love him in return. Yet here she was back
with David—no longer the young hero but king in her father‘s stead (a position no longer disputed since the
assassination of her brother Ishbosheth shortly after her return to David). Worse, she could expect no
monogamous devotion from her husband. David now had a harem—and she had to compete with at least six
other women for whatever attention she might receive from him.
As The Nelson Study Bible concludes: ―It is not likely that these mere actions of David, as he celebrated before
the Lord at the return of the ark, brought about Michal‘s hatred of him (6:16). Her hatred had probably grown
over the years. Her sarcastic words [which we‘ll soon read] on David‘s great day of religious and spiritual joy
came from a lifetime of pain (6:20). Unlike her brother Jonathan, Michal did not accept her God-given lot and
trust God for her future happiness (1 Sam. 23:16-18). Instead, she became bitter not only at David, but also
toward God [which appears evident in that she was not joyful over the return of the ark and the restoration of
tabernacle worship—even staying home instead of participating in the celebration]. Tragically, Scripture gives
no indication that there was any healing for Michal. She died childless ([2 Samuel] 6:23)‖ (―A Love That Turned
to Hate,‖ p. 517).
―The scornful remark about David‘s uncovering himself no doubt refers to the priestly attire worn by the king
instead of his royal robes (v. 14). Dancing about in this short garment, David had exposed more of himself than
Michal [who had been raised a princess] thought appropriate‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 20). Indeed,
in comparing him to ―base fellows,‖ perhaps she even considers him unworthy of kingship for having no royal
sensibilities. It may also be that her particular circumstances of now having to compete with the rest of David‘s
harem has made her focus in on this fault of his—and that she has convinced herself that it was actually his
goal in the celebration to attract the attention of women.
David rebukes her, reminding her that God has chosen him in place of her father—perhaps implying that the
royal ideas her father raised her with are incorrect. He goes on to say that he will be even more undignified if
the situation calls for it, that he refuses to look upon himself as all high and mighty, and that this approach will
be understood and respected by the women of the land—unlike her. According to Scripture, this episode is the
reason Michal never has children—but whether this is due to a resultant estrangement from David or a direct
punishment of barrenness from God is not made clear. In any case, there will be no possible successor to
David‘s throne from the line of Saul.
The Davidic Covenant (2 Samuel 7)
These chapters tell of David‘s desire to build a house for God—a temple, a more permanent structure than the
tabernacle. God‘s answer, through the prophet Nathan, is No. David later sheds additional light on this
pronouncement. Notice that the material in these chapters is ―according to all‖ that Nathan told David (1
Chronicles 17:15; 2 Samuel 7:17)—i.e., they don‘t contain everything Nathan said. We can find more
elsewhere. David explains in 1 Chronicles 22:8 and 28:3 that God told him that he is not permitted to build Him
a permanent dwelling because he has been a warrior who has shed blood. Indeed, his entire reign is virtually
one battle after another. This would not be fitting symbolism.
The transfer of the ark from a tabernacle to the more permanent temple is to represent the Lord moving to this
earth as an enduring dwelling—which will commence with the coming reign of Jesus Christ over all nations.
This future reign of Christ, the Prince of Peace, will be over a peaceful world (see Isaiah 9:6-7). So, instead of
David, God will have the temple built by David‘s son Solomon, his name meaning ―Peaceful,‖ who will,
appropriately, reign over a period of peace. This is not to say that Solomon would not fight under certain
circumstances. Rather, it will not be necessary because, by the end of David‘s reign, God will at last give the
Israelites rest from their enemies—which, again, is representative of God‘s coming Kingdom.
God then speaks through Nathan of His plan to establish David‘s house. David‘s ―house,‖ his royal dynasty, will
be established forever. How will God go about this? In 2 Samuel 7, God tells David what will happen after his
death: ―I will set up your seed after you, who will come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom‖ (verse
12). This, of course, refers to Solomon. Notice verse 13: ―He shall build a house for My name, and I will
establish the throne of his kingdom forever.‖ We must be careful here, however, as the Hebrew word translated
―forever,‖ olam, does not always carry the same meaning as ―forever‖ does in the English language.
Occasionally it means unending as long as certain conditions apply (compare Exodus 21:6; Jonah 2:6).
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Recorded elsewhere, there are definite conditions attached to the endurance of Solomon‘s throne. Looking at 1
Chronicles 28 again, David expresses the condition God gives: ―Moreover, I will establish his kingdom forever, if
he is steadfast to observe My commandments and My judgments, as it is this day‖ (verse 7). This condition is
later reiterated by God to Solomon himself (2 Chronicles 7:17-18, compare verses 19-22). So if Solomon lives
in disobedience to God, his dynasty will not go on without end. Sadly, this will come to pass, as Solomon will
eventually have his heart turned to following other gods (see 1 Kings 11:4).
So what is meant by 2 Samuel 7:14-15, where God says he will not remove his mercy from Solomon as he did
with Saul, who disobeyed? As we‘ve seen, it cannot mean that Solomon‘s dynasty would never be cut off.
Rather, it must mean that, in the event Solomon disobeys, he will not be killed by God as Saul was. Instead, he
will be allowed to live out his life. Furthermore, though the kingdom will be torn from him and given to a
neighbor as Saul‘s was—this will not happen to Solomon himself. As God later tells Solomon: ―Nevertheless I
will not do it in your days, for the sake of your father David‖ (1 Kings 11:12).
Though Solomon‘s dynasty is not prophesied to continue forever, that of David himself is. God says, ―I have
made a covenant with My chosen, I have sworn to My servant David: ‗Your seed I will establish forever, and
build up your throne to all generations‘‖ (Psalm 89:3-4). In 2 Chronicles 13:5, we are told that ―the LORD God of
Israel gave the dominion over Israel to David forever, to him and his sons, by a covenant of salt.‖ Salt is a
preservative against corruption and decay. It was required in offerings (Leviticus 2:13), which were often part of
covenants. In using the phrase ―covenant of salt,‖ then, God is denoting a permanent alliance, an inviolable
covenant, established for ―all generations.‖
What this tells us is that this throne must be in existence in our generation. Some might suggest that Christ sits
upon it now. After all, He is of the line of David—not through Solomon but through David‘s son Nathan.
Furthermore, Jesus is actually prophesied to sit on David‘s throne. An angel tells Mary: ―And behold, you will
conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, and shall call His name Jesus. He will be great, and will be called
the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. And He will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there will be no end‖ (Luke 1:31-33; compare Isaiah 9:6-7). But
Christ never took over a throne in his human life. And since His death and resurrection, He has been in heaven,
sharing His Father‘s throne (compare Revelation 3:21). Yet He is coming back to rule Israel and all nations, as
the book of Revelation goes on to show. It is at that time that He will fulfill the prophecy of at last assuming the
throne of David.
So where is that throne, which must exist in ―all generations,‖ in our day? Fascinatingly, we can trace the line of
David through Solomon beyond ancient Israel and Judah all the way to the British monarchy today (see ―The
Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/ materials). When Christ returns, the rule of
the Solomonic line will finally cease, and Christ, of the line of Nathan (another of David‘s sons), will take over
the throne.
The Israelite Empire; Mephibosheth Exalted (2 Samuel 8–9)
Here we see David extending the dominion of Israel. God‘s covenant with him included the promise that he
would be victor over his enemies. Furthermore, in conjunction with his movement north, his purpose is directly
stated: ―to establish his power by the River Euphrates‖ (1 Chronicles 18:3). All of this expansion was, no doubt,
carried out with God‘s promise to Abraham firmly in mind—that the land God was giving him would extend ―from
the river of Egypt to the great river, the River Euphrates‖ (Genesis 15:18). Perhaps he also had direct
instructions from God that Scripture does not reveal.
Of defeated nations, the accounts explain that they became David‘s ―servants,‖ bringing tribute—that is, vassal
states indirectly ruled by David. The conquest of one of these, Moab, may have been undertaken with mixed
feelings—David‘s great-grandmother Ruth having come from there (Ruth 4:13-17) and him having sent his own
parents there to Moab‘s king for protection while he hid from Saul (1 Samuel 22:3-4). Perhaps Moab had a new
ruler at this time. Nevertheless, Moab was a pagan nation that had posed a serious danger to Israel in the past
(see Numbers 25:1-3; Judges 3:12-30) and would do so repeatedly throughout Israel‘s history.
In 2 Samuel 9, we read of David wanting to show the ―kindness of God‖ (verse 3) to a son of Saul‘s son
Jonathan in fulfillment of David and Jonathan‘s covenant of friendship (compare 1 Samuel 20:14-15). In
learning of Jonathan‘s crippled son (2 Samuel 4:4), David sends for him immediately. Mephibosheth has good
reason to be afraid at this point, as the founders of new dynasties in ancient times often killed the children of
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former rulers to eliminate contenders for the throne. But David reassures him, promising to restore his family
estate and that he will be like an adopted son, eating at the king‘s table for the rest of his life.
Perhaps we can see in the story of Mephibosheth an illustration of our lives under God‘s grace—going from
nothing, undeserving of blessing, living under threat of danger, to complete security with royal treatment at the
table of the King of the universe.
Defeat of Syria, Ammon and the Chariots of Mesopotamia (2 Samuel 10)
This section of Scripture is quite interesting. Focus here is often placed on the fight against Aram, i.e., Syria,
which stretched northeast to the Euphrates River. Yet across the Euphrates from Syria was the empire of
Assyria—not yet risen to the major superpower it would ultimately become, but still a great force to be reckoned
with. And, though Assyria is not directly mentioned here, we do see that there were forces arrayed against
David from Mesopotamia (1 Chronicles 19:6), the land between the Tigris and Euphrates, which included
Assyria. Indeed, it also included Babylon to the south.
Some try to argue that the words translated ―Mesopotamia,‖ Aram Naharaim, denoted just a minor district on
the upper Euphrates. But this is negated by the mention of 32,000 chariots (verse 7)—a huge number in any
ancient context and unimaginably so if the traditional view of Israel fighting against just a few small neighboring
powers is correct. At the height of his power, King Solomon had only 1,400 chariots (1 Kings 10:24-26). In
addition to this, we know of 33,000 soldiers from the Aramaean, i.e., Syrian, states (2 Samuel 10:6), but there
were probably untold thousands more in conjunction with the chariots sent from Mesopotamia.
While some might argue that the figure of 32,000 chariots is a copyist error, such an error seems highly unlikely
since such a number of chariots would have screamed out at ancient readers and scribes as a mistake—unless
it were known to be true.
Surprisingly, then, it appears that what we may be looking at in our current reading is a massive Middle Eastern
coalition that included the entire national armies of Assyria and Babylon—all engaged against David. The figure
of 32,000 chariots is probably a combined total from all the armies fighting Israel.
What, then, of the instigation of this conflict by the disgracing of David‘s messengers by the Ammonites? Author
Stephen Collins gives some intriguing insights in this lengthy quote from his book, The ―Lost‖ Ten Tribes of
Israel…Found!: ―The Ammonites were a small tributary nation subject to David and were no doubt aware that
David had executed two-thirds of the Moabites who had rebelled against him. Why then would they dare to take
the apparently suicidal action of humiliating David‘s ambassadors and provoking David into a warlike response
(I Chronicles 19:1-5)? The only logical explanation is that the Ammonites were acting as agents for someone
else who wanted to challenge David, and that the Ammonites knew they would be backed by powerful friends
who supported their hostile action. The rest of the account supports that conclusion.
―I Chronicles 19:6-9 states the Ammonites ‗hired‘ a force of 32,000 chariots and an uncounted number of Syrian
and Mesopotamian warriors to fight King David‘s army on their behalf…. Since Ammon was paying gold and
silver as tribute to Israel already (I Chronicles 18:11), it hardly had the resources to hire virtually the entire
national armies of the nations in Mesopotamia. Indeed, verse 6 indicates the Ammonites had no gold left with
which to ‗hire‘ mercenaries and could pay only in silver. Apparently, the other nations wanted to challenge Israel
in considerable force, and Ammon‘s revolt was the pretext to arrange such a conflict…. That this huge
Mesopotamian army would allow itself to be ‗hired‘ without receiving any gold at all indicates that their presence
was a national policy of Assyria‘s king! A force of 32,000 chariots could only have been mustered with the
approval of the Assyrian Empire, the dominant power of Mesopotamia.
―The Bible‘s use of the term ‗Mesopotamia‘ to describe the homeland of this vast force of foreign troops [rather
than a specific country] indicates that it was a joint expeditionary force of many Mesopotamian nations (Assyria,
Babylon, etc.). Verses 6-7 state that many Syrian troops were also ‗hired‘ by the Ammonites to join the
Mesopotamian armies in fighting King David. Since David had already conquered portions of Syria, the Syrians
were eager to join a large alliance to fight against David. This battle then was an effort by the king of Assyria to
defeat the growing power of King David. He arranged for virtually his entire army, along with other
Mesopotamian allies and various Syrian kings to be ‗hired‘ (for a pittance) by one of David‘s subject nations
(Ammon) to get rid of the threat posed by King David‘s power.
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―Interestingly, these Mesopotamian nations and Syria had enough respect for King David and Israel that they
did not declare war openly, but allowed their national armies to fight as ‗mercenaries‘ of a small nation. In this
manner, if things went badly, they could go home and say that they were not technically at war with Israel on a
national level. However, as evidence that these nations were actually arranging a war with King David, the Bible
states that ‗the kings‘ of the mercenary armies (the Mesopotamian nations and Syrians) came with their armies
to personally watch the battle (I Chronicles 19:9)….
―This battle for supremacy of the ancient world was fought in two stages. The initial stage of the battle is
described in I Chronicles 19:8-15. Israel‘s army met the combined forces of Ammon, Syria, and the
Mesopotamian nations, and defeated them in a two-front battle. The fact that Israel had to split its forces and
fight in two separate directions indicates that Israel‘s army was not expecting to fight so large a force and found
itself surrounded by a numerically superior army. Israel‘s army likely expected to fight only the upstart
Ammonites, and was surprised by the presence of so many enemies. Nevertheless, Israel‘s army won the
battle, and the Mesopotamian army (i.e. the Assyrian army) apparently retreated to its own territory as they are
not mentioned in the second stage of the battle.
―David quickly realized that this conflict involved far more than a revolt by the little nation of Ammon. It was
actually an attempt to destroy Israel‘s army and national power, and to prevent it from supplanting Assyria as
the preeminent nation in the ancient world‖ (1995, pp. 8-10).
The superscription of Psalm 60 shows that it refers to these events. David speaks here of having drunk the
wine of astonishment or confusion. He speaks of trembling. David must have been overwhelmed at what was
happening. But incredibly, the ultimate victory in this apparently titanic struggle was given by the Almighty Lord
of Hosts to him and the men of Israel. As David notes in verse 12, it is ―through God‖ that ―we will do valiantly.‖
David later uses much of this psalm to write the second part of Psalm 108 (verses 6-13—the first part of Psalm
108, verses 1-5, being taken from Psalm 57, written while David and his men hid from Saul in the cave at En
Gedi, compare verses 7-11).
Interestingly, Psalm 83, which seems to be a prophecy of end-time events, may also refer to this monumental
battle we‘ve been reading about. A psalm composed by the Levitical chief musician Asaph, it concerns a huge
Middle Eastern confederacy whose goal is to wipe out Israel—to which Assyria is joined. Perhaps a coming
end-time fulfillment of the apparent prophecy here had a prototype in David‘s time. If so, the episode we‘ve just
read about would seem to be the only one that would fit. If Psalm 83 does refer on some level to this episode,
we may regard the ―inhabitants of Tyre‖ mentioned in the coalition as rogue elements in that city rather than
King Hiram and those loyal to him, as he was a close ally to David and later to Solomon.
―In the second stage of the battle recorded in I Chronicles 19:16-19, the Israelites and the Syrians mobilized
their entire national military resources and clashed anew. This time there was no more pretense that the
Syrians were Ammonite mercenaries. Also, the Assyrians were apparently no longer engaged, but had
retreated after being soundly defeated by the Israelite army. The account states that David ‗gathered all Israel‘
and Syria ‗drew forth the Syrians that were beyond the River‘ (meaning reinforcements from east of the
Euphrates River). The second battle of this war involved King David and his fully-mobilized army marching
eastward from the Jordan River to fight everyone the Syrians could muster. After suffering 47,000 dead,
including their commander, the Syrians yielded to King David and ‗became his servants,‘ meaning they became
vassal nations of Israel who paid tribute to King David….‖
―What began as an effort on the part of Assyria and its Mesopotamian allies to crush Israel‘s military power
resulted in Israel becoming sovereign over all the engaged Syrians, and the Mesopotamian powers being put to
flight. The Assyrians and their allies learned firsthand that they could not successfully stand against Israel‘s
power‖ (pp. 11-12). Indeed, Collins goes on to quote secular history as explaining that after this point,
Aramaean invaders invade Mesopotamia and exhaust Babylonia and Assyria—and he points out that this is
while the Aramaeans are vassals to David, indeed that the Israelites might be referred to by the Assyrians as
one and the same with these Aramaeans. ―After David made the Aramaeans his vassals and (probably in
concert with those vassals) subjugated Assyria and Mesopotamia, David was not just king of Israel and Judah,
he was emperor over nations. He was the dominant ruler of the known world, and Israel had become an ancient
‗superpower‘‖ (p. 19).
David‘s faith in God to grant victory is expressed in Psalm 20: ―Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; but
we will remember the name of the LORD our God. They have bowed down and fallen; but we have risen and
stand upright‖ (verses 7-8). With the forces to the north defeated, there remains only a mopping-up operation to
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finish this whole episode. The terrified Ammonites, their help gone, flee to their capital city of Rabbah to hide
behind its city walls.
David‘s Adultery with Bathsheba and Murder of Uriah the Hittite (2 Samuel 11)
Often, it is when we are on top of the world that we are most vulnerable to temptation. As the apostle Paul
warns: ―Therefore let him who thinks he stands take heed lest he fall‖ (1 Corinthians 10:12). What an incredible
position David now appears to be in. He sits enthroned as one of the most powerful rulers on earth. Under this
flush of greatness, with tremendous wealth now pouring in, spiritual danger looms. For riches and power can
lead one to deny God and disregard Him (Proverbs 30:8-9; Deuteronomy 8). We enter here into the darkest
period of David‘s personal spiritual life. It is of note that David was around 50 years old at this point, after
decades of close association with God and experiencing God‘s hand in his life.
The story opens with the fight against the Ammonites to finish the matter begun in our previous reading.
Reference is made to the spring as the time of year when kings go out to battle. There are three reasons for
this. 1) Winter in the region is the rainy season. Its end assures troops dry conditions for battle. 2) The rainy
season is the time for planting. By the spring, the barley is ready for harvesting and the wheat harvest is well
along—freeing up more men to go out to fight. 3) These harvested grains are needed to feed the troops.
David sends Joab to besiege the Ammonite capital of Rabbah (what is today a part of Amman, the modern
capital of Jordan). Though so involved with his past battles, David now decides to stay home at Jerusalem. It
would seem that he should be with his men on the scene—particularly when the account says kings normally
go out with their armies at this time and even the ark of God was at the scene of the battle (verse 11). But with
his newfound greatness, perhaps he has begun to deem himself above that. Perhaps he thinks, We‘re so
powerful now that I don‘t need to be there. Besides, why place myself in unnecessary danger. I‘m the king. I‘m
too important. Whether this assessment is accurate or not, events that follow indicate that some sort of spiritual
lethargy has set in with David, weakening his character for the time being—the fruit of which soon becomes
evident.
One would think the fight with Ammon would be over almost immediately—with the incredible victory David‘s
army has just accomplished. But, though there are some chronological sequence questions in 2 Samuel 12, it
doesn‘t appear to happen that way—the siege, we will see, seems to take a very long time. If so, why? Besides
the fact that ancient sieges could last months or even years depending on the resources of those within the city
under siege, the real answer may perhaps be found in the blessings and curses pronounced in the time of
Moses. God promised that the Israelites would be blessed with military victory when they were obedient—and
would suffer reverses when they were not (see Deuteronomy 28:1-7, 15-25). David‘s amazing victories over the
awesome coalition arrayed against him came from God at a time when David was seeking Him. But now it
would appear that, with David‘s present spiritual letdown, God allows the Israelite military to accomplish very
little, making it slow going at Rabbah.
Surprisingly, as we will see later, the book of Chronicles does not record what happens when David remains at
Jerusalem. Chronicles, it seems, has a different focus, primarily emphasizing the strength of David and his
dynasty. (As we will see, it does not delve into all the turmoil of David‘s house during his lifetime, such as the
rebellion of Absalom.) But God‘s Word does not skip over David‘s great sin—for, though it does not appear in
Chronicles, we find it in 2 Samuel 11.
David looks out from the rooftop of his palace and sees a beautiful woman bathing herself. Although the
account says he inquires about her, the nature of this inquiry is unclear as she is almost certainly someone he
already knows. She is ―Bathsheba, the daughter of Eliam, the wife of Uriah the Hittite‖ (verse 3). Eliam and
Uriah are two of David‘s elite mighty men, with whom he has spent untold hours around the campfires over the
years (see 2 Samuel 23:34, 39). Indeed, Eliam—also known as Ammiel (see 1 Chronicles 3:5)—is the son of
Ahithophel (2 Samuel 23:34), whom we will later learn is one of David‘s chief advisers, something like a prime
minister or chief of staff. Living next to the royal palace, probably by David‘s own granting, these were very
important people who would have been regular guests at the king‘s table. Perhaps David in his inquiry just
wants to make sure she will be alone—that there will be no one to inform Uriah.
Though he now reigns over a powerful kingdom, dominating a sizable part of the Middle East, David is unable
to reign over his own passions. Having seen this beautiful woman bathing, he lusts after her—coveting his
neighbor‘s wife in violation of the Tenth Commandment. God admonishes us in enticing situations to flee from
the stimulus that is before us (see 1 Corinthians 6:18; 2 Timothy 2:22). If David were to now walk by this rule,
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considerable suffering would be avoided. But, as it is, he uses his power as king to take advantage of Uriah‘s
wife—he ―took her‖ (verse 4). What part Bathsheba herself played in all this is difficult to ascertain. Did she
know David would see her bathing? We don‘t know. She, of course, has sinned in the matter as well, for
adultery is a two-way street. But David, as spiritual leader and premier civil authority in the land, has greater
accountability. Furthermore, this sordid situation is made worse by the fact that David fathers a child by her.
What a terrible betrayal this is against Uriah. Many refer to this whole episode as that of ―David and
Bathsheba.‖ But God does not. He calls it ―the matter of Uriah the Hittite‖ (1 Kings 15:5). The name Uriah
means ―Flame of the Eternal‖ or ―The Eternal Is Light.‖ As he is called a Hittite, it is apparent that he is probably
a foreign mercenary who became a worshiper of the God of Israel. For years, he has devoted his life to the
service of David. And this is the treacherous payback he receives from the king—but, sadly, adultery is not the
end of it.
With Uriah off fighting the Ammonites, Bathsheba‘s pregnancy would expose her as an adulteress—and it
would probably not take long to learn the father‘s identity. David‘s attempts to cover up his sin by getting Uriah
together with his wife are not successful. Unlike David, while Uriah‘s comrades are still in the field, the everdedicated soldier refuses to enjoy the comforts of home. What can David do? He makes a fateful decision.
―Failing to cover up sin, David plotted the loyal soldier‘s death. Perhaps David could not face the shame of
seeing Uriah after the warrior had learned that David had slept with his wife‖ (―An Innocent Victim,‖ The Nelson
Study Bible, 1997, p. 524). So he despicably sends with Uriah a message to Joab containing orders that
essentially constitute Uriah‘s death sentence—all the while so trusting of Uriah‘s honor that he knows he won‘t
read it.
Joab does not follow David‘s orders exactly. ―David had told Joab to have Uriah killed by withdrawing soldiers
from around him, leaving him to face the enemy alone. Perhaps Joab thought that this would be an obvious
betrayal and would be difficult to explain to the other officers in the army. Instead, he devised a plan to have the
soldiers fight near the wall. This maneuver endangered more soldiers and resulted in greater loss of life‖
(Nelson, note on 11:23-24). Joab expects David to explode at him over his foolish military tactic, but he tells his
messenger to explain to the king that Uriah was killed in the engagement—knowing that David will then
understand why Joab did what he did.
Thus, David has committed two heinous sins against God—adultery and murder. David‘s sin began with a
thought in his mind—the sin of lust. He then brought that thought to action by actually committing the act of
adultery. He then tried deception to cover up his sin. When that did not work, he had Uriah killed. This is the
way sin often works—sin begets sin begets sin. In his further drift from God, David‘s message to Joab is utterly
disgusting. Regarding the loss of a number of his particularly valiant soldiers in the murder of Uriah, he basically
says, ―Oh, don‘t worry about it—these things happen. Now get back to work‖ (compare verse 25). The fact that
such a righteous man as King David could sink to this level of sin should serve as a warning to us all to always
remain close to God. For if this happened with David, it could, as easily if not more so, happen with us—if we
are not vigilant in staying close to God.
To perpetuate his cover-up, David takes Bathsheba as his wife as soon as possible to make it appear that their
child is legitimate. It may even be that he intends the marrying of his friend‘s widow to appear an act of
beneficence on his part. But the child is born considerably less than nine months later, taking into account the
several weeks that lapsed until Bathsheba discovered she was pregnant, the episode of trying to get Uriah to
visit his wife, the deployment of the scheme to kill Uriah, and then Bathsheba‘s period of mourning, which was
customarily a month. But babies are sometimes born prematurely, and David perhaps hopes his sin remains
concealed. Yet besides the supposedly short pregnancy, the rushed marriage no doubt makes everyone
suspicious. Still, it appears to David that he has gotten away with everything. And he may have for a while.
―But,‖ as the account tells us, ―the thing that David had done displeased the LORD‖ (verse 27). Nothing is hidden
from God—a fact we must all remember when it comes to our own lives.
―You Are the Man!‖ (2 Samuel 12)
Nathan presents his ―case‖ to David as the king was the highest judge in the land—the court of final appeal. In
2 Samuel 8:15, we learned that ―David administered judgment and justice to all his people.‖ These words are
translated from the Hebrew mishpat and tzedakah, often translated ―judgment and righteousness.‖ As the
second term is sometimes translated ―equity,‖ the entire phrase seems to indicate letter-of-the-law judgment as
well as fairness or fair application. Evidently, the judges of Israel used the judgments in the law as a guideline

195

and were able to consider other factors and circumstances when determining appropriate penalties in a given
case.
While the law called for restitution in cases of theft, David not only calls for restitution but even pronounces the
death sentence—because the circumstances of the crime in this case make it particularly heinous, i.e., the
great importance and value of the poor man‘s lamb to him and the callous and unfeeling attitude of the offender
in the face of it. David, not recognizing that Nathan is speaking of him, actually judges himself guilty—and
essentially calls for his own execution. It is always easier to see and condemn the sins of others—even when
our own sins are staring us square in the face. We tend to have a lot more tolerance for ourselves than we do
for others. This is something we all need to recognize and work on.
Nathan shows considerable courage and trust in God when he reveals the offender‘s identity to David. After all,
David can have Nathan put to death. Still, the prophet delivers God‘s message: ―You are the man!‖ (verse 7).
With all that God had blessed him with, and as enamored with God‘s commandments as the Psalms show him
to be, David, for a period of his life, came to ―despise‖ or, as the word is perhaps better translated, ―think light
of‖ God‘s commandments (verse 9).
He broke the tenth, which prohibits coveting. As Nathan‘s parable makes clear, David also broke the eighth,
against stealing. He broke the seventh, against committing adultery. He broke the ninth, against lying and
deception. He broke the sixth, against murder. He broke the third, against taking God‘s name in vain, by
claiming to represent God while acting contrary to Him, causing God‘s name to be ―profaned among the
nations‖ (compare verse 14; Ezekiel 36:22-23). And David broke the First Commandment, against having other
gods before God, by not putting God first in his life—serving his own desires instead. Indeed, ―covetous… is
idolatry‖ (Colossians 3:5; compare Ephesians 5:5).
As a result of these sins, Nathan presents David with four specific punishments from God. The first three are
given in 2 Samuel 12:10-12: 1) His family will hereafter experience infighting and bloodshed. 2) Adversity will be
raised up against David from among his own family. 3) His wives will be taken from him by another, who will lie
with them in public. Whereas David‘s original sin was committed in secret, this will be done in the open for all to
see. As we continue with the story of David‘s life, we will see all these consequences come to pass.
At this point, David doesn‘t make excuses or try to rationalize his sin. Instead, he fully confesses to what he‘s
done. A more complete account of his prayer of repentance is found in the sobering words of Psalm 51. For
months David has agonized, suffering terrible guilt over his sin: ―My sin is always before me‖ (verse 3). David
has hurt a lot of people through what he‘s done. But above all, he has sinned against God (verse 4). So he
begs God to forgive him and cleanse him from his filthy conduct. He asks for a clean heart and a renewed spirit
to serve God—that He would remain in God‘s presence and that God‘s presence through the Holy Spirit would
remain in him. His full confession and earnest desire to walk again in God‘s way evokes encouraging news from
Nathan: ―The LORD also has put away your sin; you shall not die‖ (2 Samuel 12:13).
However, Nathan stresses to David that he must still suffer many of the consequences for what he‘s done lest
others think there is no justice with God or that He is not really concerned with holiness. For the fact is that God
is quite concerned. Even though He forgives us when we repent of error, many times the consequences of sin
continue with us for a long time in this life. Of all people, David, as an exalted leader, must be made an example
of so that others will fear to do wrong. Clearly, David‘s sin has become widely known despite his attempts to
conceal it. In this context, there is yet one more listed consequence David must suffer, which will come first in
time order: 4) The child born of his adultery with Bathsheba is to die. And his heartfelt prayer and fasting before
God for the child will not change God‘s mind.
Verses 16-23 provide some spiritual insight into fasting and the difference between penance and repentance.
David fasted out of repentance and as part of his appeal to God to relent of His sentence regarding the child.
Once David received God‘s answer, there was no reason to continue the fast. Yet his servants are baffled.
They cannot understand how David could appear so grieved before and be less so now. But it‘s not that David
is no longer grieved. It is simply that he no longer needs to fast. The fast was never about punishing and
abusing himself—to satisfy God with substitute punishment—or to obligate God to fulfill his request. It was
about drawing close to God in humility so that God would hear him—realizing that his attitude had to be one
that would accept whatever God decided. Still, God affirms that the child must die. Yet David is comforted by
his sure faith in the resurrection of the dead. He knows he will eventually join his child in death—but that
beyond that he will see him again.
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Verse 24 tells us, ―Then David comforted Bathsheba.‖ Often little is said about what Bathsheba had endured—
her shame of a pregnancy out of wedlock, the death of her husband, an immediate wedding and adjustment to
a new husband—the king of Israel no less—the illness and death of her firstborn, and the torment of terrible
feelings of guilt over the adultery that started the tragic chain of events. But David was compassionate. His
initial lust for her apparently had been replaced by genuine love.
And God comforted David and Bathsheba. Here is an example of God‘s perfect grace and forgiveness. God
very soon granted a wonderful replacement for the deceased child, reminiscent of Seth replacing Abel (Genesis
4:25). Apparently the first time after the death of their child that David ―went in to her and lay with her,‖ God
caused her to conceive the child that He had already chosen to be the next king of Israel. David would later
report in 1 Chronicles 22:8-9: ―But the word of the LORD came to me, saying, ‗…Behold, a son shall be born to
you, who shall be a man of rest; and I will give him rest from all his enemies all around. His name shall be
Solomon, for I will give peace and quietness to Israel in his days.‘‖ So when David calls his son‘s name
Solomon in 2 Samuel 12:24, it is because God had already revealed the name to David. Meaning ―Peaceful,‖
this name is related to the name Jerusalem, and was prophetic of the nature of his future reign as king. God
communicates his blessing on the child through Nathan, who gives him another name, Jedidiah (―Beloved of
the Eternal‖).
Though there are some questions about the chronological sequence of events in 2 Samuel 12, it would appear
that, with David‘s period of sinfulness finally over, the tide in the siege of the Ammonite capital of Rabbah is at
last turned. It seems to have taken a long time—encompassing, if the time flow of the chapter is as presented,
both of Bathsheba‘s pregnancies. That would make it more than 18 months—as the siege of Rabbah was
underway before David first took Bathsheba and there would have been a period of time after the first birth
before the second pregnancy. Having seized Rabbah‘s water supply, Joab knows it is only a short time until the
Ammonites can no longer hold out. So he calls for David to lead the final charge against the city, which David
does, and Rabbah finally falls to the Israelites.
The Ammonites are not ―cut‖ with saws and axes as the King James Version translates 1 Chronicles 20:3, but
are ―put to work‖ with such implements as the New King James and other modern translations correctly render
the verse. Victorious, David returns to Jerusalem. But other consequences of his sin will soon follow, as God
has warned.
The Sword Comes to David‘s House (2 Samuel 13)
―The Tamar/Amnon/Absalom story is not simply a tale of lust and a brother‘s revenge. Amnon, as David‘s oldest
son (3:2-5), was first in line for the throne. Kileab [or Chileab] had apparently died [as Absalom will act as heir
apparent on his return from exile following Amnon‘s death, see 15:1-3], so Absalom was next in line after
Amnon. Rivalry already existed between Amnon and Absalom! We need to understand the political implications
of the events to fully understand the story‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on
2 Samuel 13).
David, by his sin, had set a horrible example for his children—that of a man unable to govern his passions. We
now find Amnon, David‘s firstborn, unable to govern his passions. He is in ―love‖ with his virgin half-sister
Tamar, David‘s daughter by Maacah. David‘s only daughter recorded in Scripture, Tamar is the full sister of
Absalom.
Marriage to a sister or half-sister is forbidden (Leviticus 18:11). So Amnon‘s infatuation cannot be satisfied. Yet
he is so obsessively consumed with his longing for her that he visibly loses weight. Upon discovering the
reason for this, his crafty cousin Jonadab encourages Amnon to pursue his wicked desire by using trickery to
get Tamar alone with him. The plot succeeds, but she refuses his urging her to lie with him, suggesting rather
that he ask for her hand of the king—no doubt a ploy to escape the situation, as she certainly knows that David
cannot legally grant such a request. Undaunted, Amnon forces himself upon her. The words ―he forced her‖
here ―can also mean, ‗he humiliated her.‘ Victims of rape sometimes speak more strongly of their humiliation
than of the physical pain they were made to suffer‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Samuel 13:14). Of course, it
was undoubtedly physically painful—but the psychological anguish she suffered was likely much worse.
There is a strong distinction between love and lust. The Scriptures reveal the true characteristics of love. Love
is kind. It does not seek its own gratification. It does not think evil. It does not rejoice in iniquity (1 Corinthians
13). In contrast, lust requires immediate gratification. It is totally contrary to the way of love. Amnon‘s ―love‖
reveals itself for what it is—perverted lust—in the rape and in his attitude immediately following it. Amnon now
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hates his sister. Once his lust and his desire to conquer were satisfied, there was a big letdown as he realized
he had no real love for Tamar. ―The sudden revulsion is easily accounted for; the atrocity of his conduct, with all
the feelings of shame, remorse, and dread of exposure and punishment, now burst upon his mind, rendering
the presence of Tamar intolerably painful to him‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse
15). Perhaps he even irrationally blames her for what she has ―made him do.‖
Amnon tells her to ―be gone‖ (verse 15). But she does not. Defiled and with no apparent witnesses to what has
happened, she will be left shamed and destitute, with no prospect for future marriage. Amnon, however, will
hear none of it. He summons a servant and orders him to put her out. Tamar is devastated by this horrific
ruining of her life. She is overcome with grief and despair. After telling Absalom of her plight, her brother
encourages her to keep the matter to herself, which she does, while he plots revenge. Absalom certainly cares
for his sister—later naming his own daughter after her (14:27). But remember that, secondarily, politics were
probably also involved in this matter. Absalom now has what he perhaps reasons to be a legitimate reason to
dispose of Amnon and become heir to the throne.
David, though becoming extremely angry on hearing of the matter, takes no action at all. As to why this is we
can only guess. First of all, there may have been some confusion in the case since, upon Absalom‘s urgings,
Tamar did not make the matter public. Secondly, while seizing a betrothed woman and having sexual relations
with her against her will was a capital crime punishable by death under Israel‘s civil code, the death penalty was
not mandated for seizing an unbetrothed woman and having sexual relations with her.
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The preset punishment in this case was the payment of a bride price and a forced marriage for life if the father
so deemed (see Deuteronomy 22:28-29). Could that be allowed here? After all, Abraham being married to
Sarah, his half sister, might seem to serve as precedent (compare Genesis 20:12). But since the time of Moses,
incest with even a half-sister was punishable by the death of both participants (Leviticus 20:17).
Yet if it could be ascertained that the woman was unwilling in the act of incest, just as in the matter of the rape
of a betrothed woman, she would not be punished—only the man. It is possible that Tamar did not ―cry out‖
when she was raped or was not heard (compare Deuteronomy 22:24). Furthermore, there was evidently no
examination to determine that defilement had taken place. It would seem, however, that a thorough
interrogation of those who had been sent out before the rape (compare 2 Samuel 13:9), might have yielded the
essence of what had happened—perhaps some actually did hear a cry from Tamar but were afraid of retribution
from Amnon. Remember that someone could only be put to death on the testimony of two or three witnesses.
Tamar was only one witness if Amnon refused to testify against himself—although evidence itself could also be
considered a ―witness‖ in a matter, as the New Testament makes clear (compare 1 John 5:7-8, NRSV).
Nevertheless, David, as already stated, does nothing—he apparently does not even investigate the matter.
Perhaps he doesn‘t want to shame his own household—particularly with a possible lack of needed evidence. Or
it may just be that, as with many parents, David is trying to protect his son from the consequences of his
actions. Indeed, David displays an apparent unwillingness to appropriately discipline his children, as can be
seen even at the end of his life in the example of Adonijah (see 1 Kings 1:6). And even others of his relatives,
such as Joab, sometimes literally get away with murder.
Of course, none of this explains why David took no action on Tamar‘s behalf, given the normally deep-seated
sense of protection a father feels for a daughter. Perhaps David was giving special consideration to Amnon as
firstborn and heir apparent. Or it could be that David, having been spared the death penalty in his own adultery
and even murder, is unwilling to put his son to death for less. Although David had repented of his sins, he was
probably still burdened with feelings of guilt. Often those who feel guilty are reluctant to take a strong moral
stand, feeling they have lost their moral authority and would be hypocritical to take firm action. This often
contributes to a downward moral spiral in families and nations. It may even be that David felt his own sin was
partly responsible for what happened, since one of its consequences was to be family infighting.
Remember, God had proclaimed that the sword would never depart from David‘s house (12:10). And that sword
first comes when, two years after Tamar‘s rape, Absalom finally exacts his revenge. David won‘t do anything
about Amnon—but Absalom does. The deed completed, David‘s oldest son—an incestuous rapist—is dead.
And the one who is now his oldest son is a fugitive from justice charged with murder.
Absalom flees the country to Geshur, northeast of the Sea of Galilee, receiving amnesty from the king there,
Talmai, who is his grandfather on his mother‘s side (see 3:3). There he remains for three years. As David‘s grief
over Amnon‘s death gradually subsides, he desires a restored relationship with Absalom but perhaps views it
as inappropriate to pursue it anytime soon under the circumstances.
Absalom Sows Seeds of Rebellion (2 Samuel 14)
Absalom certainly didn‘t grow up in a good family situation. Remember, David had six sons by six different
women in seven and a half years (see 2 Samuel 3:2-5; 5:5), of whom Absalom was the third. The marriage of
his mother, Maacah, daughter of King Talmai of Geshur, to David was undoubtedly a political one, and thus
there was probably little love involved in it. This was far from ideal for God intended the stable home
environment of a loving, monogamous marriage to produce godly offspring (see Malachi 2:15). But sadly,
Absalom and his other siblings have been denied this.
This is not to say that people cannot overcome an adverse family situation, as a number of biblical heroes did. It
is just to point out that those in such circumstances begin with a disadvantage. Furthermore, it appears that
David was rarely home while his earlier children were growing up. Instead, he was away fighting wars (compare
2 Samuel 3–10). This is not stated to condemn David, as these wars carved out the empire God intended Israel
to attain. Rather, it is to help us understand the added difficulty Absalom and David‘s other earlier children had
while growing up. And it should also serve as a lesson that a person can be righteous and still need to work on
properly balancing work and family responsibilities.
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It should also be pointed out that Absalom was a teenager when David committed his terrible sin with
Bathsheba and Uriah. How disillusioning this must have been for the boy. His father, the righteous king and
great hero, reduced to this. David‘s actions surely left an impression on his children. Furthermore, besides the
natural consequences all of these factors might have produced on their own, God‘s punishment of turmoil as a
consequence of David‘s sin is now directly at work in David‘s family. Amnon‘s character was probably, in part, a
result of the same upbringing Absalom experienced. The weaknesses in both of David‘s sons played a part in
the awful circumstances of our previous reading—and the continuing turmoil that God had foretold.
In his longing to see Absalom (13:39), David perhaps thought about some of the mistakes he had made as a
father. He probably couldn‘t help but realize the fact that his own sin of adultery and murder was, at least in
part, responsible for what was happening.
Joab, perhaps viewing the king‘s distraction over the matter as a threat to national security, devises a scheme
to get David to reexamine the whole situation and reestablish a relationship with his son. He sends a woman to
tell the king a supposedly parallel story—as Nathan had done earlier following David‘s sin with Bathsheba. Yet
this story is only partially parallel: ―The fictitious story does not fit Absalom‘s case, which involved premeditated
murder with known hostile intent (13:32). David could only have responded as he did because he wanted his
son to return so badly (cf. vv. 37-39)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 14:1-4).
However, there may have been a mitigating circumstance in Absalom‘s killing of Amnon that David could have
considered, though it isn‘t stated in the account. God equated rape with murder—―for just as when a man rises
against his neighbor and kills him, even so is this matter‖ (Deuteronomy 22:26). Though rape in this verse is
that of an engaged or married woman, the rape of a sister, who could not legally marry her guilty brother, was
surely just as heinous. Indeed, both crimes merited the death penalty. Had Amnon murdered Tamar, Absalom
could have, according to the law, pursued and killed him as the ―avenger of blood.‖ Perhaps there was some
justification, then, for avenging something that was evidently on par with murder. Moreover, David may have
come to reason that he should have personally ordered Amnon put to death—and that Absalom was justified for
doing what he did upon David‘s own failure to act.
In any case, David acquiesces to Joab‘s wish to have Absalom brought back. However, the king refuses to see
his son face to face for another two years. Perhaps he cannot break through the barrier of resentment that has
built up over the killing of Amnon. Yet this just serves to further fuel Absalom‘s growing resentment. For
consider how atrocious this is from the young man‘s perspective. First, his father would not punish Amnon for
defiling his sister. Then, he is not allowed to see his father for three years. When his father at last sends for him
to come back, he still refuses to see him for two more years, which must have been humiliating. It is apparently
during these five years that Absalom‘s children are born, some at Jerusalem. And yet David will not even deign
to visit his own grandchildren. Worse, it may even be that some of Absalom‘s sons die in infancy during this
period—as we later see a declaration from him that he has no sons (18:18)—and yet David still won‘t come to
see Absalom, and neither will he allow Absalom to see him.
Absalom finally presses Joab into intervening, which results in a meeting at last between David and his son—
Absalom bowing his head to the ground and the king kissing him. ―The kiss was the symbol of their
reconciliation. Although David and Absalom were reconciled, the seeds of bitterness that had been sown would
soon bear the fruit of conspiracy and rebellion. David‘s protracted delay in coming to terms with his son
ultimately led to disaster. For the moment, though, there was peace‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 14:33).
The Scriptures tell us that it is always best to resolve our differences and not let them drag on. There is no other
way out. If an offense occurs, both parties should seek settlement and reconciliation. One of David‘s major
faults was that of not addressing family problems head on, along with not spending the time to guide, direct and
correct his children in a timely manner. David, a man after God‘s own heart, was by no means an evil person.
Rather, like all of us, he made mistakes—and those mistakes had serious consequences.
David Flees Jerusalem (2 Samuel 15–16)
Chapter 15 of 2 Samuel opens with Prince Absalom beginning to present himself as successor to the throne
(verse 1). He also presents himself as one who empathizes with the plight of the people and their personal
grievances. There may be a measure of truth in David being busied with affairs of state and somewhat cut off
from the citizenry. Absalom may even sincerely resent this, considering David‘s mishandling of his own
situation. Perhaps he really does believe he would do a better job of caring for the populace. Still, even if he is
thinking this way, it may simply be a way to rationalize his personal ambition. He wants to be king. And, by
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personal charm and promises, Absalom, the premier politician, over time steals the hearts of the people from
his father.
Absalom finally conspires with others to instigate a full-scale revolt. He engineers to have himself declared king
in Hebron, where David was first crowned (2:1-7; 5:1-5). As we‘ll examine further later, Absalom is even joined
by Ahithophel, ―David‘s counselor‖ (15:12)—this term perhaps implying main counselor, such as a prime
minister or chief of staff (compare 1 Chronicles 27:33-34). After David sinned with Bathsheba and Uriah, God
told him through Nathan, ―Behold, I will raise up adversity against you from your own house‖ (2 Samuel 12:11).
And indeed, his own son has now become his chief adversary—leading a national rebellion against him. David
is now reaping what he sowed in his own personal rebellion against God (compare Galatians 6:7-8).
Informed of what is happening, David wisely flees from Jerusalem with his trusted servants, lest Absalom‘s
armies trap them all. They head east across the Kidron Valley toward the Judean wilderness. A Levitical
contingent led by Zadok and Abiathar bring the Ark of the Covenant to strengthen and encourage the king. But
he sends them back to the city with it. ―It was David who was going into exile, not the Lord; the symbol of God‘s
presence with his people would remain in the place of worship for the entire community‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on 15:24-26). David also believes the priests will serve well as effective spies. As for whether David will be
restored to his place in Jerusalem as well, he leaves that in God‘s hands. When he first fled, he apparently felt
God would give the city back to him, as he otherwise would probably not have left 10 concubines there to take
care of the palace (verse 16). Interestingly, this decision will have incredible consequences. Indeed, as we will
see, this will lead to one of the punishments God had decreed for David because of his adultery with
Bathsheba.
While the priests return the ark to its place on Mount Zion, David and his company ascend the Mount of Olives,
east of the city, with outward signs of mourning (compare Jeremiah 14:3; Ezekiel 24:17). Upon reaching the
top, David worships God (2 Samuel 15:32), no doubt looking across the Kidron Valley to Mount Zion, where the
ark and its tent sit next to his palace. He has just received the terrible news that Ahithophel has joined the
rebellion—terrible because, besides being a personal betrayal that may be reflected in Psalms 55:12-14 and
41:9 (also prophetic of Christ‘s betrayal by Judas), Ahithophel gave brilliant counsel (2 Samuel 16:23). And as
David is worshiping and beseeching God over the matter, he receives an answer to his prayers in the
appearance of another of his advisers, Hushai—whom he sends to infiltrate Absalom‘s court and work against
Ahithophel.
Moving on, just past the summit of the Mount of Olives, David‘s entourage runs into Ziba, the steward of
Jonathan‘s son Mephibosheth. Surprisingly, he tells the king that Mephibosheth is now expecting the kingdom
to be given back to the family of Saul by virtue of what is happening in Israel. But this may actually be a lie, as
we are later given a completely different report by Mephibosheth (19:24-30). Nevertheless, David is unaware of
this ―other side of the story.‖ Moreover, Ziba is clearly bearing gifts for the king and his household, putting
himself in mortal danger from Absalom by helping them. So the king, without inquiry, accepts Ziba at his word
and grants to him all that belongs to Mephibosheth.
Continuing on a little further east, David‘s company arrives at Bahurim, where Shimei, a man from the same
clan as Saul‘s family, begins following David and cursing him along the way—implying that David is a usurper
guilty of overthrowing Saul and his dynasty. Though David is totally innocent of this charge, he realizes
Absalom‘s rebellion is due to actual sin on his part. And for this reason, he accepts Shimei‘s railing as part of
God‘s judgment upon him even though the man is breaking the law by cursing the king (compare Exodus
22:28).
It is evidently the next day when David composes Psalm 3, after a night‘s sleep (compare superscription, verse
5). It might be surprising to learn that he is able to sleep at all under such stressful conditions. Yet he recalls the
previous day when he prayed to God from the Mount of Olives, looking across to His ―holy hill,‖ and how God
answered him (verse 4). Reassured and trusting in God, he is able to rest secure even in this troubling time.
Before All Israel, Before the Sun (2 Samuel 16–17)
David‘s decision to leave 10 concubines, i.e., unofficial wives, at the palace will now be taken advantage of by
his enemies. Ahithophel advises Absalom to lie with these women. The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―In ancient
times, taking over a king‘s harem was a recognized means of claiming the throne. When Ahithophel advised
Absalom to have sexual relations with David‘s concubines, he knew that this would finalize the breach between
Absalom and David. It was an irrevocable action. Up to this point, Absalom would have been able to back away
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from all that he had done and still be reconciled to his father. But once he violated the harem of David, he was
set on a course of sure and final alienation from his father‖ (note on 16:22). But there is more going on here.
It is clear that these events are bringing to pass the final punishment God had decreed on David through
Nathan after David‘s sin of taking his neighbor Uriah‘s wife and murdering him. God had said, ―I will take your
wives before your eyes and give them to your neighbor, and he shall lie with your wives in the sight of this sun.
For you did it secretly, but I will do this thing before all Israel, before the sun‖ (12:11-12). Thus the manner in
which Ahithophel counseled Absalom to go about his deed: ―The tent that Absalom pitched in the sight of all
Israel was probably a bridal tent. Absalom made the people of Israel fully aware that he was engaging in sexual
relations with his father‘s concubines. Putting the tent on the roof of the palace was an insolent act that was
guaranteed to stir the populace one way or another‖ (note on 16:22).
Yet why would Ahithophel be the one to advise such a thing? Indeed, why has Ahithophel joined Absalom‘s
rebellion? And why does he now hate David so much to the point of wanting to be the one to lead the attack to
actually kill him (17:1-2)? It all makes sense when we remember that Ahithophel is the grandfather of
Bathsheba (compare 11:3; 23:34). And his son, her father Eliam or Ammiel, was a close companion of Uriah
(compare verses 34, 39; 1 Chronicles 3:5). Author Grant Jeffrey explains, ―As David‘s counselor in the palace,
Ahithophel must have burned with rage to know his king had betrayed his granddaughter‘s honor and killed
Uriah, her husband, who was a fellow soldier with his son Eliam, Bathsheba‘s father. However, there was
nothing he could do at the time to exact his revenge. If he had risen in anger against the king he would have
lost his life. So he remained silent, keeping his thoughts of revenge secretly to himself all of the years that
followed until he saw an opportunity to destroy King David.
The Arabs have an expression, ‗That a man who seeks his revenge before forty years has past has moved in
haste‘‖ (The Signature of God, 1996, pp. 244-245). With this in mind, we can see why Ahithophel would join
Absalom‘s rebellion and offer to kill David personally. And we can understand why it was Ahithophel who
instructed Absalom to lie with his father‘s wives ―in the sight of all Israel.‖ He was, no doubt, ―attempting to get
his revenge by encouraging Absalom to do the same thing to David‘s wives as the king had done to his
granddaughter‖ (p. 245).
Though Absalom follows Ahithophel‘s advice concerning David‘s concubines, he and his lieutenants are
persuaded by Hushai to reject Ahithophel‘s plan of attack. The shrewdness of Hushai‘s counsel is
demonstrated in his carefully worded evaluation that Ahithophel‘s advice is not good ―at this time‖ (2 Samuel
17:7). In other words, Hushai did not reject Ahithophel‘s counsel outright. Instead, his criticism of merely the
timing of the plan showed respect for Ahithophel‘s wisdom, which may have served to deter suspicion from
himself. Of course, verse 14 explains that Hushai‘s success is really God‘s doing. Remarkably, while God has
been using circumstances to actually bring about Absalom‘s rebellion as punishment on David—in that sense
―helping‖ Absalom—we now see that God is determined to bring Absalom down and ultimately save David.
With his counsel rejected, Ahithophel hangs himself (verse 23). ―He apparently realized that Absalom‘s cause
was doomed, and that when David returned he would be put to death as a disloyal subject‖ (Nelson, note on
verse 23).
Absalom is Killed By Joab (2 Samuel 18-19)
Now at the city of Mahanaim (17:27), David reviews his troops to assess the situation he and his followers face.
Though only a small contingent originally left Jerusalem with him, we see here in the use of the term
―thousands‖ (18:1, 4) that many have soon rallied to his cause, to the point where he is able to divide his army
into three companies (verse 2). Initially he is determined to lead this fighting force himself. But this is no
ordinary national war. Instead, it is a conflict over David‘s kingship—in which the death of David would spell the
end of the war. So his men convince him to remove himself from fighting so as not to jeopardize their cause.
David gives orders that his son Absalom not be harmed. Yet, in doing so, David is again showing partiality to
his son rather than dealing with him as the situation demands. Absalom has raised his hand to destroy God‘s
anointed king. When someone else claimed to have done this in regard to Saul, David ordered his execution (2
Samuel 1:14-15). Furthermore, the king in this case is Absalom‘s father. And the penalty the Law of Moses
prescribes for striking or even cursing one‘s parents—and surely raising an armed rebellion to kill one‘s father—
is death (Exodus 21:15, 17).
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It is interesting to see Absalom‘s forces referred to as ―Israel‖ and the ―people of Israel‖ (2 Samuel 18:6-7). The
appearance is one of a popular uprising—wherein this ―army of the people‖ proves no match against David‘s
experienced troops. The thick woods, rather than concealing and aiding their escape, ―devoured more people
that day than the sword devoured‖ (verse 8). Perhaps many died from forest-related injuries, exhaustion,
entanglement, exposure, wild animals, etc. The verse could also mean that the forest hindered those fleeing
from the field of battle so David‘s men could more easily catch them. Whatever the case, the observation
concerning the part nature played in the outcome is significant—for nature falls within the providence of God.
Indeed, Absalom himself is trapped by a tree (verse 9). We are told that it is his head that becomes caught, but
this must surely be due to his thick, long hair. We earlier read in 2 Samuel 14:25-26 of Absalom‘s good looks
and thick hair. Because of these features and the praise he received for them, Absalom gave into vanity—as is
clear from the fact that he liked to flaunt his hair by letting it grow long, cutting it only once a year, and then
broadcasting the impressive weight of the shorn hair (about five pounds). His addiction to admiration and
adulation ultimately contributed to his plot to usurp the throne of Israel. It is thus interesting poetic justice that
his hair plays a key part in his ultimate demise.
While Absalom hangs in the tree, Joab kills him—apparently convinced he is doing the right thing. However, it
should be pointed out that Joab has violated the king‘s direct command—which he has no right to do. Hearing
news of the victory of his own forces, David‘s immediate concern is, nevertheless, for Absalom. On learning of
his death, David slumps into grief and mourning. The fact that he is inconsolable spreads through the troops.
Joab marches in to David and tells him that such behavior is insulting to all his soldiers (19:5-6). Indeed, the
victorious fighting men do not come back to Mahanaim with fanfare or a ―ticker-tape parade.‖ Rather, they
sneak back into the city trying to escape notice. This is sadly pathetic, and Joab is right to point it out to David.
The king responds by taking his seat in the gate of the city—the place of civil government where judgment is
typically rendered. The statement that ―all the people came before the king‖ (verse 8) implies that David is
following Joab‘s advice by expressing appreciation to them for their loyalty and help during the recent fighting.
David Restored as King (2 Samuel 19)
The desire to restore David to power is not universal. While many of the people are calling for it, there is a
reluctance on the part of those in the nation‘s leadership to call David back to Jerusalem (verses 10-12).
Perhaps they fear David will take revenge on Absalom‘s supporters. So David orders the priests to begin
encouraging the elders to support his return—which they do. And David returns to his capital.
In the meantime, David assigns his nephew Amasa (Joab‘s cousin) the job of commander over the army in
place of Joab. By appointing the man who had been commander of Absalom‘s army to head the combined
forces, he secures the allegiance of those who followed Absalom. Furthermore, Amasa also has influence
among the leaders of Judah. All of this is helpful in uniting the kingdom. At the same time, Joab is, in some
measure, punished for all the crimes he has committed, including the recent one of disobeying David‘s direct
orders about not harming Absalom.
Upon coming back to Jerusalem, David demonstrates great restraint in his clemency to Shimei, binding himself
with an oath not to harm the man. He apparently still sees Shimei‘s actions as somewhat justified. And he
wants the civil war to be completely over with no more bloodshed. However, on later reflection, David will
apparently come to see this whole situation differently. He originally looked upon Shimei‘s cursing as ordered
by God (16:11). However, Shimei‘s cursing was over David usurping Saul‘s throne—a complete falsehood—
rather than over David‘s real sins. At some point, he will decide that Shimei should be executed for his crime of
cursing the king, yet David won‘t be able to do this because of his oath. Therefore, he will order his son
Solomon to deal with Shimei (1 Kings 2:8-9, 36-46).
David also restores Mephibosheth after he explains his position on what happened earlier. We read a different
version given by his servant Ziba in 2 Samuel 16:1-4. There is quite a contrast in the two stories.
Mephibosheth‘s story makes sense and yet Ziba really did put himself in mortal danger from Absalom. Not
knowing who is telling the truth, the king requires that the two men divide the wealth equally between
themselves. After all, what else can he do at this point?
We are told in the Scriptures that one should not decide a matter before hearing both sides—that the first one to
present his case often seems correct until the person on the other side has his say (Proverbs 18:13, 17). David
had not originally followed these principles in this situation.
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Concerning 2 Samuel 19:37-38, Chimham is evidently Barzillai‘s son (see 1 Kings 2:7). Barzillai declines to
accept David‘s offer for himself, but suggests that Chimham be the recipient of David‘s gratitude in his stead—
to which David readily agrees.
Next we see the growing rivalry and resentment between Judah and the northern 10 tribes of Israel. The
following chapter will show how a certain Sheba takes advantage of the widespread instability, suspicion and
bitterness to lead Israel in a revolt against David and Judah (2 Samuel 19:40-43).
The Rebellion of Sheba (2 Samuel 20)
Whenever there are divisions among a people, inevitably someone will attempt to assert himself over others
into a position of authority. Such is the case with the Benjamite Sheba. Taking advantage of the situation that
exists in Israel, with the northern tribes in general rebellion (verse 2), Sheba calls for the army of Israel to follow
him against Judah and the king.
David sends Amasa to gather the men of Judah before him. When he does not return in the prescribed time,
David places Abishai over the men of Judah to pursue Sheba. Joab is serving under Abishai at this point.
Upon meeting Amasa, Joab kills him—his own cousin—with no established guilt. Joab‘s self-justification was
probably based, in part, on the fact that Amasa had previously joined Absalom and had served as his general.
Yet that crime was pardoned. And in the present situation, it is not known why Amasa was late. Joab didn‘t
even ask him! As we‘ve seen, Joab is a man who continually takes matters into his own hands, sometimes
breaking the law or violating direct orders in the process. Worse, Joab may have killed Amasa out of spite for
taking his job—or as a political move to regain his position. Eventually these sins will catch up with him (1 Kings
1:5-6; 2:28-35).
Joab and his men come to ―Abel of Beth Maacah‖ (2 Samuel 20:15), in northern Galilee four miles west of Dan,
where Sheba is holed up. In seeking peace for her city, a wise woman dealing with Joab is able to convince her
city to deliver the head of Sheba to Joab, thus resolving the conflict. In the end, Joab ends up back over the
army (verse 23).
The Gibeonites Avenged; Giants Destroyed (2 Samuel 21)
God allows a famine in the land for three years during David‘s reign because of the sins of Saul. Saul, in an
incident not recorded elsewhere, had broken the sworn treaty Israel had made with the Gibeonites (Joshua
9:16-20), thus violating the law of God (Numbers 30:1-2). In order to settle the matter with the Gibeonites, David
agrees to give them seven of Saul‘s descendants to be executed.
Yet why would David do such a thing? After all, Old Testament law is quite clear that a son is not to be
punished for his father‘s sins (Deuteronomy 24:16; compare 2 Kings 14:6; Ezekiel 18:1-4, 14-20). But since
David is not condemned in the text, and since God honors the action by ending the famine (2 Samuel 21:14),
David has apparently done the right thing. Perhaps the answer to this matter is hinted at in verse 1, which
mentions Saul and his ―bloodthirsty house.‖ The original King James has ―bloody house‖ while the NIV has
―blood-stained house.‖ Saul, then, was not the sole perpetrator in this case—so were others of his house. Thus,
it would seem that the seven men chosen had played some part in Saul‘s war against the Gibeonites, making
them personally guilty. Therefore, it would appear that justice is served.
Saul‘s concubine Rizpah, mother of two of the men, ―remained near the bodies, protecting them from
scavengers, from the barley harvest to the early rains (late April to October)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse
10). When David is later told of Rizpah‘s remarkable example of dedication and self-sacrifice, he is moved to
gather the bones of those men and arrange for a decent burial. He also retrieves the bones of Saul and
Jonathan from their burial place, brings them to Zelah, and buries them in the tomb of Saul‘s father, Kish
(verses 11-14).
We then read about the killing of Goliath‘s relatives. Here, the account of Chronicles finally joins back up with
the book of Samuel. Had we been reading only Chronicles, we may not have noticed the jump of many years
between verses 3 and 4 of 1 Chronicles 20. Yet we would have skipped all the way from the conquest of
Rabbah to this destruction of the giants—without any mention of David‘s great sin, the infighting within his
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house, the rebellion of Absalom, the rebellion of Sheba and the three-year famine. As stated before, it is evident
that Chronicles was compiled with a different purpose in mind than Samuel and Kings—that purpose apparently
being to show the positive side of the line of David for others to emulate and to point out tabernacle and temple
worship as the focus of David‘s kingdom.
David‘s Song of God‘s Deliverance (2 Samuel 22)
The song of David recorded in 2 Samuel 22 is repeated with nearly identical words in the book of Psalms.
Some small differences occur, notably the addition of ―I will love You, O LORD, my strength‖ at the beginning of
Psalm 18. This song is a wonderful ode to God‘s great deliverance from enemies and His divine protection. It is
also, as are many of the psalms, prophetically applicable to Jesus Christ. Indeed, 2 Samuel 22:3 (Psalm 18:2)
is quoted in Hebrews 2:13, and 2 Samuel 22:50 (Psalm 18:49) is quoted in Romans 15:9 as applying directly to
Jesus.
More Deeds of David‘s Mighty Men (2 Samuel 23)
In these sections the rest of David‘s mighty men are listed. One person of real interest here is Benaiah, with
whom Solomon will later replace Joab. It may be surprising to find this man fighting ―on a snowy day‖ (2 Samuel
23:20), but ―a light snowfall is not unusual in the Judean hill country during the winter‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note
on verses 20-23). We read, furthermore, that David put Benaiah over ―his guard,‖ a term literally meaning ―‗his
obedience‘—that is, those who were bound to obey and protect David‖ (same note). Elsewhere, we see that
Benaiah was made commander of the Cherethites and Pelethites (2 Samuel 8:18)—an elite force of David‘s
army made up of foreign mercenaries from Crete and Philistia who will later prove extremely loyal to David (2
Samuel 15:18-22). It appears that this group, which will eventually swell to 600 men, is synonymous with
David‘s personal guard—like the Praetorian guard of the Roman emperors.
Take note also of these two names: Eliam the son of Ahithophel the Gilonite (2 Samuel 23:34) and Uriah the
Hittite (verse 38). We‘ll see more about them later.
David Numbers Israel (2 Samuel 24)
The parallel accounts of David‘s census give some seemingly contradictory details which, when properly
understood, shed additional light on this regrettable incident in David‘s life. While 1 Chronicles 21:1 says that it
was Satan who moved David to take the census, 2 Samuel 24:1 attributes this to God, as a result of His anger
toward Israel for some unstated reason. No doubt God allowed Satan to act, as He did with Job, for His own
purposes. But why would God be upset at anyone taking a census, when He ordered them several times
Himself in the past (e.g., in Numbers 1 and 26)?
Apparently there was an attitude problem here that even Joab was able to see. Perhaps David and the rest of
the people were glorying unduly in their own physical might and power, as seems to be implied by 2 Samuel
24:3. In context, the previous chapter, 2 Samuel 23, dealt with the deeds of David‘s mighty men, while 2
Chronicles 20 discussed wars and great deeds that had been accomplished.
As we‘ve seen, by the time of the census, God was clearly already angry with the Israelites for some reason—
and the possibility that they had become swollen with pride and were beginning to put their trust in their own
greatness (rather than giving glory to and trusting in God) seems to fit. Or maybe David was considering some
unauthorized military expansion campaign, since all of those counted by David‘s chief general were ―valiant
men who drew the sword‖ (2 Samuel 24:9). The NIV says Joab and the army commanders went out ―to enroll
the fighting men of Israel‖ (verse 4). One of the proposed punishments would have allowed David to go through
with any such plans, but he would have spent three months losing his battles.
Joab and the army officers start by crossing the Jordan, counting the eastern tribes as they journey north, then
coming back south among the western tribes, and taking nearly 10 months to do it (verses 5-8). The
discrepancies in the counts may be attributable to a variety of reasons, including differences in age versus
readiness to fight, counting or excluding those already in the standing army, and the fact that 1 Chronicles
specifically excludes Levi and Benjamin (perhaps from Judah‘s total) while 2 Samuel does not.
Following the census, David finally realizes his error, but as is usually the case with our own sins, the
consequences were still something he would have to face. In this case, through the prophet Gad, God offers
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him a choice of consequences, all of which would affect the entire nation. This may seem unfair, but remember
the whole incident was prompted because ―the anger of the LORD was aroused against Israel.‖ Israel as a
nation was already guilty of something, and God is dealing here with David and the nation simultaneously
according to His own divine purposes in a manner that seems to have been designed to humble all concerned.
One of the differences in the two accounts is in the number of years of the proposed famine. While Chronicles
says three, Samuel gives seven. One possibility is that four years of famine had already taken place, and the
Chronicles account was offering three more, for a total of seven. In any case, David does not choose that
option—or the option of warfare. David‘s decision is implied by his confidence that God will be far more merciful
than man—meaning he evidently chooses the plague. He trusts that God may be willing to not make it overly
severe, or that He will perhaps cut the punishment short, which is indeed what seems to happen (2 Samuel
24:16).
As the plague is halted at Jerusalem, David pleads for mercy with God, stating that he should really be the one
to suffer from the plague, and not the people. It is interesting to note that David wrote quite eloquently about
sickness in some of his psalms, especially in Psalms 41, 38, 39 and 6. While many of these passages could be
figurative of sin, most seem to imply a literal, dread disease that David may have had at some time in his life. It
is entirely possible that he may have contracted this plague himself and that these psalms constitute prayers for
deliverance from the disease, as well as the sin that brought it about.
The angel stops at the threshing floor of Ornan (or Araunah), a Jebusite, located on the top of Mount Moriah (2
Chronicles 3:1), and gives a command through Gad for David to erect an altar there (1 Chronicles 21:18). David
asks to purchase the site to build the altar and offer burnt offerings. Ornan offers to give David the site, and the
animals for the offerings, but David states that he would not ―offer burnt offerings to the LORD my God with that
which costs me nothing.‖ It is a valuable principle for all of us that our offerings to God of service or money
require a certain amount of sacrifice from us, or they are not really sacrificial offerings.
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1 KINGS
Introduction to 1 Kings (1 Kings 1)
Like 1 and 2 Samuel the books of 1 and 2 Kings, which were also originally one book, a compilation of a nearly
400-year period. Though its authorship is contested by some scholars today, Jewish tradition maintains that the
prophet Jeremiah wrote 1 and 2 Kings. The author was at least a contemporary of Jeremiah. Other records
would have to have been available to the author—among them ―the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of
Judah‖ (1 Kings 14:29), ―the Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel‖ (1 Kings 14:19), ―the Chronicles of
King David‖ (1 Chronicles 27:24), ―the Chronicles of Samuel the seer‖ (29:29).
Adonijah Presumes Himself the Next King (1 Kings 1)
Undoubtedly, all of David‘s existing wives were too old themselves to provide the type of ‘round-the-clock
nursing care that Abishag was able to provide as David lay suffering from lack of body heat. ―Using a healthy
person‘s body warmth to care for a sick person is a medical procedure noted by the second-century Greek
physician Galen and the Jewish historian Josephus‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 1-3). Abishag was a
Shunammite, making her from the town of Shunem—probably the same town, in the territory of Issachar
(Joshua 19:18), at which the Philistines gathered before they attacked and killed Saul (1 Samuel 28:4). That
would also be the town of the family the prophet Elisha later stayed with frequently during his ministry (2 Kings
4:8).
Seizing on this time of old-age weakness, David‘s son Adonijah tries to put himself forward as the next king.
Adonijah was David‘s fourth son (see 2 Samuel 3:2-5), but his first, Amnon, and third, Absalom, were already
dead. (Most commentators believe that David‘s second son, Chileab, died young as he is not mentioned since
birth and is evidently not a factor when Absalom sets himself up as heir-apparent.)
Yet it is clear that the oldest son was not to be king in this case anyway. God through David had already chosen
David‘s younger son Solomon as successor to the throne (1 Kings 1:13, 17, 30; 2:15; 1 Chronicles 22:9-10).
And Adonijah was apparently aware of this since he deliberately avoided inviting to his sacrifice those who
would support the king‘s designate (1 Kings 1:8, 10). Thus, Adonijah is exalting himself against God‘s will. But
even now, late in his life, David has a hard time exercising proper discipline when it comes to his children (verse
6). As with his older half-brother Absalom (compare 2 Samuel 14:25), who was now long dead, Adonijah was
very good-looking, and he used some of Absalom‘s tactics to gain the kingdom (15:1). It should be noted that a
casual reading of verse 6 of 1 Kings 1 might lead one to believe that the two men had the same mother, but
Absalom‘s mother was Maacah, and Adonijah‘s mother was Haggith (verse 5; 2 Samuel 3:3-4).
It is probably no coincidence that Abiathar sided with Adonijah, as a way for God to work out His plan to bring to
an end the priestly succession of the family of Eli (compare 1 Samuel 2:27-36). Joab, too, may have been
influenced in some way by God to make this choice—to set him up for the punishment his life‘s record
demanded.
Solomon Named as David‘s Successor (1 Kings 1)
David puts an end to the question of succession by putting Solomon on the throne before his death—in a great
and dramatic public display. This practice becomes fairly common among Israelite kings, as we will see later
on.
Adonijah is understandably terrified. His ―quest for mercy at the bloodstained (Lev. 4:7, 18, 25, 30) horns of the
altar was in keeping with the traditional function of the altar as a haven of refuge for those who had committed
unintentional crimes (Exodus 21:12-14)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 50-53). Adonijah‘s treason,
however, is far from unintentional—so the king sends men to remove him from there. Yet, for the time being,
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Adonijah is spared any punishment—Solomon giving him temporary clemency no doubt out of respect for
David. But Solomon‘s words indicate that there will yet be an evaluation of him. And Adonijah‘s future actions
will demonstrate his real character, as we will see.
David‘s Last Words and Death (1 Kings 2)
In addition to David‘s commands to Solomon to live uprightly before God, David gives Solomon some lastminute instructions, telling him to take care of some ―unfinished business.‖ David had never properly dealt with
Joab. Siding with Adonijah was the last straw, and David commands Solomon to deal with Joab‘s
transgressions accordingly. Remembering Absalom‘s rebellion, David especially singles out Barzillai for reward
and now feels that Shimei should be held responsible for his malicious behavior.
In his final ―psalm,‖ David says that God directly told him that ―he who rules over men must be just, ruling in the
fear of God‖ (2 Samuel 23:3). This recalls the type of individuals Moses was to seek out to place in positions
over God‘s people: ―able men, such as fear God, men of truth, hating covetousness‖ (Exodus 18:21). Indeed
David himself, in spite of his mistakes, was such a man. As God will later state about him: ―David did what was
right in the sight of the LORD, and had not turned aside from anything that He commanded him all the days of
his life, except in the matter of Uriah the Hittite‖ (1 Kings 15:5). This does not mean that David sinned only in
this one matter. It means that only once in his spiritual life did he really stray far from God, defying Him through
serious disobedience for an extended period. Still, he repented. And despite his egregious transgression in this
matter, David was, overall, ―a man after God‘s own heart‖ (see Acts 13:22).
David then dies at the age of 70, after reigning a total of 40 years following the death of Saul. But that, of
course, is not the end. For he will one day rise again, at the resurrection from the dead, into the Kingdom of
God to reign over Israel once more (see Jeremiah 30:9; Ezekiel 37:24). But he will then live and reign as a
perfect being, as David himself well knew, once having prayed to God, ―As for me, I will see your face in
righteousness; I shall be satisfied when I awake in Your likeness‖ (Psalm 17:15).
Solomon Punishes Rebels (1 Kings 2)
When David responded to Nathan‘s parable following the death of Uriah, he stated that the man in the story
should have to pay fourfold for the death of the poor man‘s lamb (see 2 Sam 12:1-6). It is interesting to note
that the Scriptures explicitly record the subsequent untimely deaths of four of David‘s sons: the child born of his
adultery with Bathsheba, Amnon at the hand of Absalom, Absalom at the hand of Joab, and finally Adonijah by
the order of Solomon.
Adonijah had been warned to watch his behavior very carefully (1:51-53). His natural birth order had given him
a solid claim to the throne. He has the support of the former chief army commander and one of the two highestranking priests. Having Abishag would increase his claim a bit more, since the virgins of a king‘s harem
apparently were considered part of the royal property inherited by the next king (2 Samuel 12:8). ―The Greek
historian Herodotus says that among the Persians a new king inherited the previous king‘s harem and that to
possess the harem was taken as title to the throne. While no such custom is [explicitly] expressed in Scripture,
Absalom‘s earlier public appropriation of his father‘s concubines did symbolize his determination to take David‘s
throne (2 Sam. 16:21-23).
Solomon rightly took Adonijah‘s request for Abishag, who had been David‘s concubine, as an indication he was
still plotting rebellion‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 1 Kings 2:13-25). Using Solomon‘s own mother as
an unwitting accomplice in the plot to boost Adonijah‘s image was the last straw. Solomon is swift and decisive
in dealing with his brother‘s transgression.
Partly because of suspected collusion (verse 22), Solomon formally deposes Abiathar, and apparently the rest
of his family, from any further role in the priesthood. Zadok‘s appointment to replace Abiathar as priest fulfills
the prophecy given long before that God would raise up a faithful priest to replace the line of Eli (verses 26-27,
35; 1 Samuel 2:35; Ezekiel 44:15).
Then Joab is executed as a suspected accomplice, which also fulfills David‘s directive (1 Kings 2:5-6). Shimei,
not part of the immediate incident, is given a rather mild sentence to remain in Jerusalem, but under penalty of
death if he leaves. After three years, though, it seems he forgets the seriousness of the penalty, or Solomon‘s
resolve to carry it out, and he also is executed.
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Solomon Requests Wisdom (1 Kings 3)
The Egyptian pharaoh gives his daughter in marriage to Solomon, cementing an alliance between Egypt and
Israel. ―In the ancient Middle East, political alliances were often ratified by the marriage of the son of one king to
the daughter of another‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 1 Kings 3:1). Yet this case is remarkable in two respects.
First: ―Except in unusual circumstances, the pharaohs of Egypt did not observe this custom (but see 1 Chr.
4:17, 18). Therefore, the giving of Pharaoh‘s daughter to Solomon attested to the Israelite king‘s growing
prestige and importance to the Egyptian king‖ (same note). Second: The pharaoh is the one giving his daughter
to a foreign ruler along with a dowry, making Solomon appear to be the senior partner in the alliance.
It is perhaps even likely that the pharaoh is the one who first proposed the alliance and marriage, rather than it
being something Solomon sought. In any case, as part of the dowry, the pharaoh gives Solomon a captured,
albeit destroyed, city of the Canaanites located near the Philistine border, which Solomon rebuilds as a fortress
city (1 Kings 9:15-17). Solomon provides well for Pharaoh‘s daughter, building a special house for her patterned
after his own (3:1; 7:8; 9:24).
Consider what this development means as far as Solomon‘s power and prestige is concerned. The image of
Israel as an insignificant nation in the time of David and Solomon is simply incorrect. David was already allied
with King Hiram of Tyre, the ruler of the Phoenician Empire, which dominated ancient maritime commerce (2
Samuel 5:11-12). This close alliance continues under Solomon (1 Kings 5:1). Assyria remains weak and
subdued at this time, David apparently even achieving dominance over the powers of Mesopotamia (see
highlights on 1 Chronicles 19 and 2 Samuel 10). And now Egypt, the other great power of the ancient world,
joins the Israel-Phoenician alliance—with Solomon apparently sitting as the dominant figure among the
partners. This is rather astonishing. And the true greatness of Solomon‘s reign has not even been experienced
as of this point in the story flow.
We next see the point made that the people sacrificed at high places (1 Kings 3:2). While this originally denoted
hilltop shrines, it eventually became a generic term for any place of worship. Since the destruction of Shiloh and
the separation of the tabernacle and the ark, and until the temple was built at Jerusalem, no single established
place of worship existed. So multiple sites were employed for sacrificing and burning incense—perhaps even
some formerly pagan worship places.
Indication that the current practice of the people was not acceptable is found in 1 Kings 3:3, where we are told
that Solomon ―loved the Lord, walking in the statutes of his father David, except that he sacrificed and burned
incense at the high places.‖ Still, Solomon‘s overall attitude at this time was one of seeking and obeying God. (It
should be noted that later righteous kings of Judah allowed such high places to remain—apparently not
understanding the problem with them.)
The chief high place—that is, the main worship center—was now at Gibeon, since that is where the tabernacle
and original bronze altar were currently located (1 Kings 3:2-4; 2 Chronicles 1:3-6). Clearly this was an
acceptable place of worship. Solomon goes there often in his early years as king to worship God. At one such
visit, God appears to him in a dream and offers to grant him whatever he wants. Solomon focuses on the
immense task of governing the people, and has the humility and sense, thanks to his father David‘s instructions
(compare 1 Chronicles 22:12; Proverbs 4:3-9), to ask for wisdom, knowledge and an understanding heart to
carry out his responsibilities in governing God‘s people (2 Chronicles 1:10; 1 Kings 3:9).
David would have preferred Solomon‘s focus be on acquiring the understanding and wisdom to remain faithful
in keeping God‘s laws (2:3; 1 Chronicles 22:12-13; 28:7, 9; 29:19). It is not enough to judge righteously. A
leader must be righteous himself. Nevertheless, God is impressed with Solomon‘s unselfish request at this
point, and not only grants him knowledge and wisdom, but also the tremendous riches and honor he could have
asked for. And if he should continue in God‘s way, he would also be granted a long life (1 Kings 3:14).
An example of the wisdom to judge that God granted the king is shown in the case of the two prostitutes and
the baby, a case still famous even among those with little biblical knowledge.
Solomon‘s Government (1 Kings 4)
Solomon has a special group of district officers who arrange for food for the king and his large and growing
household (see 1 Kings 11:3). Two of these district officers become part of the family by marrying Solomon‘s
daughters (4:11, 15). ―The provisions described here would have fed some 4,000 to 5,000 people though some

209

estimates run as many as 14,000! The figures suggest Solomon developed a large, complex bureaucracy, and
the land was wealthy enough to support it‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 20-23).
Solomon‘s wisdom is not confined to discernment in judgment. He is also known throughout the world of his day
for his proverbs and songs, a number of which are preserved as part of the Scriptures. And he develops a keen
knowledge in the sciences: ―To say that Solomon ‗named‘ (1 Kings 4:33, NIV, ‗described‘) plants and animals
means that he mastered zoology and biology‖ (note on verses 29-34). He also gets involved in building
projects, some of which we will read about in the next few chapters, and others which are described in
Ecclesiastes (2:4-6).
With the peaceful reign of Solomon underway, Judah and Israel flourish with population growth and good times.
The general peace and prosperity brought about by God were a type of conditions the whole world will
experience when Jesus Christ returns and rules the earth (1 Kings 4:20-25; see Micah 4:4).
Agreement with Hiram for Temple Construction (1 Kings 5)
Hiram, king of Tyre, had been David‘s ally, and had helped him build his palace at Jerusalem (2 Samuel 5:11).
Some see the words ―Hiram had always loved David‖ (1 Kings 5:1) to simply denote their political alliance—the
word for ally in a number of Old Testament passages literally meaning ―lover.‖ But ―Solomon‘s note about the
temple begins, ‗You know,‘ suggesting that David had shared his dream of building a temple with Hiram as well,
and that the two may have been [actual] friends‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 1 Kings 5:1-6).
The area of modern Lebanon along the border between the two ancient kingdoms contained some of the best
timber around. And Hiram has some highly skilled workers. So Solomon arranges for workmen from this
Phoenician king to help cut and deliver wood for the temple, and to assist in stonecutting. Hiram offers Solomon
one craftsman in particular, also named Hiram (or Huram), the son of a man of Tyre and an Israelite woman,
who will make most of the temple furnishings—as Bezalel made things for the tabernacle in the wilderness.
Solomon also drafts thousands of Israelite workers. ―In addition to slave labor, Solomon relied on the corvee
[labor exacted in lieu of taxes by public authorities] to provide workers. This practice was common in ancient
times, and involved claiming a person‘s labor as sort of a personal tax. By alternating shifts Solomon was able
to maintain agricultural production at home, while keeping work moving on his massive construction project. Not
many years ago some rural counties in the Midwest had a form of corvee: farmers would keep the roadsides
mowed in return for reduction of local taxes‖ (note on verses 13-17).
Solomon Builds the Temple (1 Kings 6)
The date of the beginning of the building of the temple is given as the 480th year after the children of Israel
came out of Egypt, which was also the fourth year of Solomon‘s reign. Thanks to the painstaking work of
Professor Edwin Thiele, who in 1950 worked out a likely chronology for the kingdoms of Israel and Judah
(showing the books of Kings to be entirely trustworthy and in harmony with the well-established Assyrian
chronology), it can be reasonably ascertained that Rehoboam began his reign in or very close to 931/930 B.C.
As 1 Kings 11:42 informs us that Solomon reigned 40 years, Solomon‘s first year, according to this chronology,
was 970/969 B.C., and his fourth year (in which he began the construction of the temple) was 967/966 B.C.
Based on these dates, we may conclude that the Exodus occurred in or very close to the year 1447/1446 B.C.
As regards chronology, this chapter also provides us with a way to determine whether Judah was counting the
years of a king‘s reign using a Nisan-to-Nisan (spring-to-spring) or a Tishri-to-Tishri (autumn-to-autumn)
reckoning on the Hebrew calendar. The work on the temple was begun in the second month of Solomon‘s
fourth year (1 Kings 6:1), and completed in the eighth month of Solomon‘s 11th year, having been under
construction seven years (1 Kings 6:38).
Months are always numbered from the spring month of Nisan (first month of the sacred year), regardless of
whether one is reckoning a year from Nisan to Nisan (sacred year) or Tishri to Tishri (civil year). Reckoning was
also inclusive, meaning the first and last units or fractions of units in a group are included and counted as full
units. If Judah had been using a Nisan-to-Nisan reckoning of regnal years, the temple would have been
described as eight years in building. However, using a Tishri-to-Tishri reckoning yields the seven years of 1
Kings 6:38.
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The temple sanctuary, which contained the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place, or Holy of Holies, was a
rectangular building measuring about 90 feet long by 30 feet wide by 45 feet high. (This and subsequent
measurements assume an 18-inch cubit—although it is possible that they may have used the longer 20.5-inch
royal cubit from Egypt or a larger variant, which would make these measurements bigger.) On the eastern side
of the sanctuary was an enclosed porch that extended the width of the building, projected about 15 feet from it,
and apparently formed a 180-foot tower (compare 2 Chronicles 3:4). Around the sanctuary building Solomon
built a very curious ―honeycomb‖ of offices or rooms. These rooms were arranged in three stories; the lowest
rooms were about 7.5 feet wide, the middle story rooms were about 9 feet wide, and the upper rooms were
about 10.5 feet wide.
In 1 Kings 6:6, we are told that Solomon built ―narrow ledges around the outside of the temple, so that the
support beams would not be fastened into the walls of the temple.‖ This indicates that the sides of the sanctuary
had a stepped appearance during construction, and the upper story offices each projected one cubit further
toward the sanctuary interior than the office below. No doubt the exterior facade concealed this stepped feature
once the building was completed. Within the southern side of the office complex was a ―winding stairway‖—
either a circular or square spiral—that provided access to the second and third story offices. This honeycomb of
offices would seem to bear on Christ‘s statement, ―In My Father‘s house are many rooms‖ (John 14:2, NIV). He
may have been using the temple‘s architecture as a visual model to His teaching (though, as we will examine
when we later come to this verse in our reading, He was also probably using another analogy of His day—that
of a groom building on to his father‘s house to prepare for the addition of his wife to the family).
Interestingly, 1 Kings 6 also tells us that every stone was cut and polished and prepared for its position away
from the building site—―so that no hammer or chisel or any iron tool was heard in the temple while it was being
built‖ (verse 7). Just as the physical temple of God was built of stones finished and fitted for their place before
they were brought to the mountain and assembled into a glorious building, so Christians, each a living stone (1
Peter 2:5), together a spiritual temple (1 Corinthians 3:16), are being finished and fitted for their place before
they will be brought together at the resurrection and assembled in glory.
God‘s Promise to Solomon (1 Kings 6)
During the construction of the temple, God sent word to Solomon saying, ―If you walk in My statutes, execute
My judgments, keep all My commandments, and walk in them, then I will perform My word with you, which I
spoke to your father David‖ (1 Kings 6:12). Some mistakenly think that this puts a condition on God‘s
unconditional promise to David in 2 Samuel 7. It does nothing of the sort. God‘s promise to David—that he
would have an eternal dynasty and never lack a man to sit upon his earthly throne—is unconditional. But God
did not promise this eternal dynasty would continue through Solomon‘s line.
The unconditional promise was that one of David‘s descendents would occupy the throne forever. God‘s
promise to Solomon was that if he remained faithful, then his line would occupy that throne forever. But
Solomon, as we will see, did not remain faithful. Although Solomon‘s line still occupies that throne in the person
of the British monarch, that throne will be turned over to another of David‘s descendents, Jesus Christ, who is a
descendent of David through Nathan (Luke 3:31), not Solomon. This will occur at Christ‘s second coming.
Solomon‘s ruling line will then cease. So, the unconditional promise to David will be kept, but Solomon‘s
dynasty will not endure forever because he failed to fulfill the condition (see also the highlights for 1 Chronicles
17 and 2 Samuel 7 on ―The Davidic Covenant‖).
Solomon Palace and Other Buildings (1 Kings 7)
Solomon also built the main administrative centers of Israel‘s government. The massive House of the Forest of
Lebanon probably served as Solomon‘s armory. Measuring about 150 feet long, 75 feet wide and 45 feet tall, it
obtained its name from the white fragrant cedar wood with which it was paneled—no doubt taken from
Lebanon‘s famous Mount Lebanus—and from its 45 pillars, which must have looked like the trees of a forest.
Around the building ran a three-course row of windows, beveled on the inside to maximize the dispersion of
daylight. The doors were similarly beveled on the exterior, for aesthetics, and arranged in groups of three,
providing quick access to the interior. Before the building was also a colonnade of pillars supporting an exterior
roof.
Solomon‘s court was seated in the Hall of Judgment. Here Solomon sat as the Supreme Justice of Israel under
God. Under Israel‘s system of justice, a citizen could appeal directly to the king in matters of law or equity and,
if the king agreed to hear the case, the proceedings were held in the Hall of Judgment. Once again, the hall was
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paneled with Lebanon cedar. Here also was perhaps the main chamber for what some have described as
Israel‘s national Assembly of Elders, a sort of House of Lords or Senate for Israel, which, in the opinion of some
modern examiners, assisted the king in the government over which he presided. We‘ll see further mention of
this in a few days.
Solomon‘s personal residence was modeled on the Hall of Judgment, although little information is given about
its own features. If Solomon followed the typical pattern of Middle Eastern monarchs, his personal residence
was at one extreme of the complex, the House of the Forest of Lebanon and the Hall of Judgment in the center,
and the residence of the daughter of Pharaoh was at the opposite extreme (along with the residence of
Solomon‘s harem).
A Foolish Strategy for Peace and Security (1 Kings 7)
In mentioning Solomon‘s personal residence, Scripture adds that Solomon built a similar residence for his wife,
the daughter of Pharaoh. It was not the practice of sovereigns to dwell with their spouses, and thus a second
residence was provided for the daughter of Pharaoh. But this note also raises some questions we have not yet
looked at. When had Solomon taken the daughter of Pharaoh? Was it before or after his father‘s death? And
why was such a pairing permitted, especially given the prohibitions against marrying a non-Israelite (Exodus
23:31-33; 34:12-16; Deuteronomy 7:1-4)? It would appear that she was his first wife, given her mention here
and in 1 Kings 11 (even though Solomon‘s heir, Rehoboam, was not her son but the son of an Ammonite,
14:21).
First of all, it should be noted that the prohibitions just cited were against marrying Canaanites, not Egyptians.
And in 1 Kings 3, the fact that Solomon married the daughter of Pharaoh (verse 1) was immediately followed by
the fact that he at that time generally walked in obedience to God (verse 3)—that is, his marriage was not
referred as something wrong. Still, we can see in it the seeds of what later became a huge problem.
Generally speaking, as mentioned in our earlier highlights on 1 Kings 3 and 2 Chronicles 1, the marriages of
Middle Eastern sovereigns often were the seals of political alliances made with foreign potentates. Solomon‘s
marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh was most likely the sealing of an alliance with Egypt. Josephus, the Jewish
historian, states that Solomon took the daughter of Pharaoh after David‘s death (Antiquities of the Jews, Book
8, chap. 2, sec. 1). And it does follow that way in 1 Kings.
Did Solomon undertake the alliance with Egypt on the death of David in an effort to forestall a possible war with
Israel‘s powerful southern neighbor—who might seek to take advantage of a new king suspected of lacking the
military acumen of his father? It would appear that one of Solomon‘s strategies for maintaining peace and the
stability of his kingdom was to enter into marriage and trading alliances with the major nations and many trading
sheiks of the eastern deserts surrounding Israel. Thus Solomon‘s 700 wives and 300 concubines (1 Kings 11:3)
were not so much wives as tokens of international covenants, most of them probably never being seen more
than once by Solomon—though there were a number that he clearly did love (verse 2).
Whatever the reason for Solomon‘s marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh, it began a trend that obviously got out
of hand. Indeed, this multiplying of pagan wives was clearly in disobedience to God (Deuteronomy 17:17)—as
was marrying women from nations that God had certainly forbidden (see 1 Kings 11:2). And it eventually proved
to be the undoing of his kingdom for, as recorded in 1 Kings 11, his foreign wives eventually led him into
idolatry. The result was the rebellion of the northern 10 tribes after his death, and the voiding of the conditional
covenant God made with him concerning the perpetuity of his seed upon the throne of Israel.
Solomon had failed to learn the lesson of Psalm 75:6-7: ―For exaltation comes neither from the east nor from
the west nor from the south. But God is the Judge: He puts down one, and exalts another.‖ While alliances with
other kingdoms did serve to strengthen Israel for a while, the true exaltation of Israel would not come from
these alliances with temporary rulers of this earth but from God. And so would abasement for disobedience. It is
never prudent or wise to contravene the commands of God. War, instability and schism—whether personal or
national—are the result.
Huram‘s Work (1 Kings 7)
To construct the temple, Solomon employed the skills of a master craftsman, Hiram (or Huram), fetched from
Hiram king of Tyre. As explained in previous readings, he was the son of a Tyrian man who himself was a
metalworker, but there‘s some minor confusion regarding his mother. According to 2 Chronicles 2:14, his
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mother was ―of the daughters of Dan,‖ yet 1 Kings 7:14 informs us that she was ―of the tribe of Naphtali.‖ One
explanation may be that Hiram‘s mother was a Danite woman who had formerly married a Naphtalite man and
thereby became a Naphtalite by marriage. In that case, we could assume that her first husband died and she
then married a Tyrian man, Hiram‘s father.
Hiram worked in bronze, an alloy of copper (about 80%) and tin (about 20%); brass is an alloy of copper (about
60%) and zinc (about 40%). While scholars still debate somewhat whether the Hebrew nechosheth should be
translated brass or bronze, the weight of evidence seems to prefer bronze. Copper was readily available in
many places, and the Phoenicians—actually a Tyrian-Sidonian-Israelite alliance—controlled a brisk trade in tin
mined in southwest England. Zinc was a relatively unknown metal in Solomon‘s day.
Hiram‘s works, no doubt guided by God as with the construction of the original tabernacle furnishings, were
truly remarkable. He oversaw the design and construction of the great cherubim whose wings overshadowed
the Ark of the Covenant in the Most Holy Place; the altar of incense, the table of showbread, and the great
candlestick and its instruments, all of which were in the Holy Place; the two pillars which stood in the porch of
the temple, as well as their adornments; the great altar, on which all sacrifices were offered; the laver
(ceremonial washbasin) called the Sea, in which the priests washed; the 10 mobile lavers, in which the burnt
offerings were washed; the shovels, which were used to remove the ashes of the altar; the basins, which were
used to catch the blood of the sacrifices; the pots, which were used to remove the innards of the sacrifices; the
10 tables, on which the sacrifices were prepared; and the doors of the temple.
The Ark is Brought to the Temple; Solomon Dedicates the Temple (1 Kings 8)
Of all the days that ever passed upon the earth, surely the day that Solomon dedicated the temple must rank as
one of the most awesome. The temple was a magnificent creation, with stunning gold, silver, bronze, jewels,
marble, engraving and woodwork adorning its every feature. To be in its courts must have been a breathtaking
experience!
The dedication of this extraordinary edifice—every aspect of which was masterfully designed to express and
extol the magnificence of the One who dwelt within—was an occasion that called for the greatest pomp and
ceremony. To the dedication Solomon invited Israel‘s most important dignitaries. Two groups are specifically
mentioned in 1 Kings 8:1—the ―elders of Israel‖ and ―the heads of the tribes, the chiefs of the fathers of the
children of Israel.‖ Some have concluded that these two groups are distinct—representing the government of
Israel in its national and tribal components. Those with this view see the ―elders of Israel‖ as the members of
the governing body in Israel‘s national government, functioning, it is surmised, somewhat like a House of Lords
or Senate.
According to the same view, the ―heads of the tribes, the chiefs of the fathers of the children of Israel,‖
apparently one from each tribe, are seen as the senior members of the individual tribal governments. We know
for sure that Israel‘s government was not an absolute monarchy. It was ―constitutional‖—that is, rather than the
king‘s word being the highest law of the land, his own powers derived from the written law of Moses as given by
God, to which he was himself answerable. It also appears that Israel‘s government may have been a federal
monarchy—the word ―federal‖ describing a system wherein separate states are united under one central
authority while retaining certain regulatory powers.
The dedication of the temple occurred in the Feast of the seventh month (1 Kings 8:2, 2 Chronicles 5:3). This
may seem somewhat odd, as the temple construction ceased in the eighth month (1 Kings 6:38). This means
that the temple stood unoccupied for nearly a year before it was dedicated. Why did Solomon choose to wait 11
months before dedicating this magnificent edifice? It may be that all of the temple furnishings were not yet
complete. Of course, it may also be that everything was complete and that Solomon simply waited intentionally.
The Bible doesn‘t spell out the reason for the delay.
Whatever the case, it is interesting that the dedication took place in the feast of the seventh month. But just
which feast was this—the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, the Feast of Tabernacles or the Eighth
Day (now known to us as the Last Great Day)—all of which fall during that same month? (See Leviticus 23.) It
should be noted that only one of God‘s annual festivals is elsewhere actually called simply the ―Feast of the
Lord‖—i.e., the Feast of Tabernacles (see Leviticus 23:39). A seven-day festival, it was clearly the major feast
of the seventh month. Yet 1 King 8:65-66 records that the dedication of the temple was 14 days.
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Strangely, however, it says that the people were sent away on the eighth day. As it makes no sense for this to
mean the eighth day out of 14, these verses must mean that the 14th day of the dedication feast was the Eighth
Day—that is, Tishri 22 on the Hebrew Calendar or what we now often refer to as the Last Great Day—and that
the people were dismissed at the end of that day. In fact, 2 Chronicles 7:9-10 states that the people observed
the dedication of the altar for seven days and the feast for seven days, finally being sent away on the 23rd day
of the seventh month, which must mean the very beginning of that day at sunset (which would also be the end
of the 22nd, i.e., the end of the Eighth Day). Thus, the feast of the dedication clearly began prior to the Feast of
Tabernacles—with the entire period apparently being looked upon as one expanded Feast of Tabernacles.
The Feast of Tabernacles pictures the Kingdom of God and is, therefore, eminently the Kingdom Feast, looking
to the future enthronement of the divine King, Jesus Christ, and the inauguration of the government of God on
Earth. Thus, the enthronement symbolism is fitting for the enthronement of God in His temple.
In a stupendous display, ―the glory of the LORD‖—an awesome glowing cloud—―filled the house of the LORD‖ (1
Kings 8:11). ―As a cloud had covered the tabernacle and God‘s glory had filled it when it was inaugurated
(Exodus 40:34), so now a cloud filled the temple. This visible presence of God‘s dwelling with His people—
sometimes called the ‗shekinah [indwelling] glory‘—gave the people assurance and incentive for obedient and
holy living‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 1 Kings 8:10-11).
As for Solomon‘s speech, given before he passionately prays that God will always hear and respond to the
prayers of His people, he recounts the promise God made to David in 2 Samuel 7, where God foretold an
enduring dynasty descended from David. Solomon specifically identifies himself as the son who, as God
promised, would build the temple. This speech, divinely sanctioned and preserved for all time by God in
Scripture, verifies that the promise made to David in 2 Samuel 7 refers to Solomon, the immediate son of David.
It invalidates attempts to ―spiritualize‖ the promises of 2 Samuel 7 regarding David‘s house—that is, mistakenly
claiming they are fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Although Jesus is building God‘s Church, God‘s spiritual temple,
nevertheless the promise made by God to David through the prophet Nathan referred to a literal and immediate
son of David—and that David‘s dynasty would continue forever from that time. While there is likely duality in 2
Samuel 7, the primary and intended meaning of the promise to David concerns a successor son and a literal
physical temple—and a literal dynasty beginning at that time that would never end.
Solomon‘s prayer of dedication is interesting in many respects. In 2 Chronicles 6:12-17 Solomon brings up
God‘s promise to David and asks for its fulfillment. This passage is used by some to declare that the promise of
God to David in 2 Samuel 7 is conditional, with gainsayers noting that Solomon said, ―You shall not fail to have
a man sit before Me on the throne of Israel, only if your sons take heed to their way, that they walk in My law as
you have walked before Me‖ (verse 16). The only if, it is asserted, makes it conditional. And since David‘s
descendants did not continue to walk in his ways, God was not bound to fulfill the promise of an enduring
dynasty (except, they further assert, through Christ, David‘s ―greater son‖).
But this is simply not so. This phrase—only if—is a Hebraism, that is, a figure of speech that cannot be literally
translated into another language and still retain its meaning. In Hebrew, the phrase only if conveys the general
meaning ―but be certain that,‖ and is intended to convey the strongest of affirmations, injunctions or prohibitions.
It does not convey qualification.
Solomon‘s dedicatory prayer makes repeated mention of praying ―toward this place,‖ a clear intimation that the
temple was to become the center of a world religion—that is, the true religion God gave was to become
worldwide. In his prayer, Solomon anticipates both a worldwide dispersal of Israelites (whether through
commerce, colonization or captivity) and a turning of the gentiles to the worship of God. Whether he understood
the full implications of his words is unclear, but God certainly inspired him with prophetic thoughts. Specific
subjects include answering prayers for forgiveness, justice, deliverance from captivity and military attack, mercy
while in captivity, rain and good harvests, respite from plagues and agricultural devastation, and the prayers of
the gentiles made in the temple (implying gentile converts to the true religion). In all these matters, Solomon
beseeches God to hear and answer.
But Solomon does not portray God as a sort of cosmic genie, duty-bound to grant wishes upon request. Before
mentioning the various kinds of things that people would pray for, Solomon soberly conditions the minds of his
hearers as to exactly who will dwell within this magnificent temple. God is a God of kept promises given freely in
grace, not because He is under compulsion to do so. And He is a God who cannot be confined to a building, no
matter how magnificent it is. God dwells in heaven and is not man‘s creation! God is supreme and cannot be
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bound. In short, God is sovereign, and every petitioner must have an acute awareness of his need for God‘s
mercy, grace and providence.
Solomon‘s prayer was answered in the most miraculous of ways—a bolt of fire fell from heaven and consumed
the sacrifices on the altar. Also, ―the glory of the LORD filled the temple‖ (2 Chronicles 7:1)—the awesome
radiant cloud of God‘s presence. Thereupon the king and the elders of Israel dedicated the temple by offering
sacrifices in abundance and with great joy. Following the initial days of dedication came the Feast of
Tabernacles and the Eighth Day. And Solomon ―sent the people away to their tents, joyful and glad of heart for
the good that the LORD had done for David, for Solomon, and for His people Israel.‖ This event marks one of the
few times that Israel was in harmony with God, joyful in their portion and grateful to their God.
God Appears to Solomon Again (1 Kings 9)
First Kings 9 relates that after Solomon had completed all his building projects—the temple, Solomon‘s
residence, the queen‘s residence and the buildings of the national government—God appeared to him a second
time. This seems to be indicated in 2 Chronicles 7:11-12 as well. Yet 1 Kings 9:10 appears to state that 20
years marked the completion of the building projects, a timing factor not mentioned in 2 Chronicles. And if that
is what 1 Kings 9:10 is indicating, then, since Solomon began building the temple in the fourth year of his reign,
the appearance of God would have occurred in his 24th year as king.
God appeared and made promises to Solomon. Once again, these promises are closely related to the promise
God made to David in 2 Samuel 7. And, once again, some argue that the words of God to Solomon make His
promise to David conditional. But they do not—the promise to David was and remains unconditional. God told
Solomon that He had accepted his prayer, and that He would hear the prayers of Israel made toward the
temple, and show mercy and forgiveness when His people repented. Then God added, ―As for you…‖ (2
Chronicles 7:17), speaking of Solomon, not David. Now, what did God promise Solomon?
God promised that if he remained faithful, God would establish his—Solomon‘s—throne forever, as He had
promised David. The promise to David was unconditional—one of his descendants would sit on a throne ruling
over the children of Israel in every generation. But now God extends to Solomon the opportunity to ensure that
this descendant would also be a descendant of Solomon. If Solomon sinned, then the punishment would be the
destruction of the kingdom, not an immediate end to the dynasty of Solomon.
If Solomon sinned, Israel would be taken from the land as a captive people. But God did not say that at the time
Israel was taken captive Solomon‘s throne would also cease. God promised that the kingdom would be
destroyed. Whether Solomon‘s dynasty would be extinguished at that time too was not stated. In point of fact,
the Bible later reveals that Solomon‘s dynasty will end at Christ‘s second coming to take the throne (as Christ,
by His mother, was a descendant of David through David‘s son Nathan, not Solomon). But until then,
Solomon‘s dynasty would continue—and does so today (see ―The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and
Future‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
The beautiful and profound wording of 2 Chronicles 7:14 has made it one of the most well-known Bible verses
to those who look to Scripture for inspiration and guidance in prayer.
Solomon‘s Other Works (1 Kings 9)
Solomon‘s other works consisted largely of building projects in various cities, securing Israel‘s frontiers and
building an institutionalized army. He seized Hamath Zobah, a region on Israel‘s northeast border containing
two cities, Hamath and Zobah, the former of which had formerly been friendly with David but now, given its
association with Zobah, had probably switched allegiance. He built Tadmor in the wilderness (called by the
Romans Palmyra) in a fertile oasis just to the southeast of Zobah. He built Hazor in northern Israel upon the
high ground overlooking Lake Merom.
He rebuilt Gezer in Ephraim, which had been attacked and burned by Pharaoh, its Canaanite inhabitants
exterminated, and then given to his daughter as a gift upon her marriage to Solomon. He rebuilt upper and
lower Beth Horon, two cities located in Ephraim and separated by about two miles. He refortified Baalath in
Dan. And he rebuilt or fortified Megiddo, which occupied a strategic position on the Plain of Esdraelon on the
border of Issachar and Mannaseh. As may be seen from the list of localities, Solomon directed his attention to
securing Israel‘s northern borders. This is also evidence that tends to confirm our understanding of Solomon‘s
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marriage with the daughter of Pharaoh as an alliance with Egypt to diminish or eliminate a threat from Israel‘s
south.
In addition, Solomon built the Millo, apparently a landfill between Mount Zion and Mount Moriah, thereby
reducing the valley between the two prominences. And he greatly extended the wall of Jerusalem, finally fully
enclosing both the lower city and the upper city.
As is well known, Israel did not exterminate all the gentile inhabitants of the land when Joshua brought Israel
across Jordan. These people continued to live in the land. Solomon conscripted these peoples into forced labor
for his many building projects.
Additionally, Solomon brought the daughter of Pharaoh into her new residence. Formerly she had dwelt in the
lower city of Jerusalem, but not in the house of David for, since the Ark of the Covenant had been there,
Solomon felt that this gentile woman‘s presence in a place hallowed by the ark would have been unacceptable.
This is evidence that the daughter of Pharaoh was not fully converted to the worship of God, otherwise she
would have been esteemed an Israelite and able to partake of all the privileges of an Israelite. Her presence
would not have been defiling.
Solomon also installed the system of worship that David had defined for the temple. The priesthood served by
courses assigned to the major houses of the sons of Aaron. The proper sacrifices were offered on all the days
observed by Israel—weekly Sabbaths, monthly new moons, and annual feasts. Thus was everything set in its
place for the continual and orderly worship of God in His temple.
The final record in this section concerns the ports of Ezion Geber near Elath on Israel‘s extreme southeastern
border upon the ―Red Sea‖—actually the Gulf of Aqaba, a ―finger‖ of the Red Sea. Here a fleet of ships was
built and manned under a joint venture between Solomon and Hiram. This southern seaport would serve as
Israel‘s major port of entry and the point of departure for Ophir (the location of which is still in dispute). Such
southern trade was extremely lucrative, and the fact that the Phoenician Hiram, king of Tyre, was engaged with
Solomon at this port far removed from Tyre is one more piece of evidence that Israel was far from a landlocked
little country notable only for its preoccupation with monotheism, as some scholars habitually picture it. Israel
was in alliance with the Phoenicians, and the worldwide trading empire we know as the Phoenician Empire was
at that time actually an Israelite-Phoenician union.
Interestingly, as pointed out previously in the Bible Reading Program comments on Exodus 13:17–14:30, the
Hebrew term translated ―Red Sea‖ in verse 26 is Yam Suf (supposedly literally ―Sea of Reeds‖)—the same
name given in the book of Exodus to the body of water that Moses and the Israelites crossed. The fact that a
finger of the Red Sea could bear this name disproves the idea taught by many that Yam Suf must refer to a
swamp or marshy lake with reed plants like cattails, rushes and papyrus. Evidently, Yam Suf can also mean
―Sea of Seaweed,‖ as suf obviously means seaweed in Jonah 2:5.
Solomon‘s Wisdom and Wealth (1 Kings 10)
Here we have the famous visit of the Queen of Sheba to Solomon‘s court. Sheba was located in what is today
the southwestern corner of Saudi Arabia, roughly in the region occupied by Yemen, but also possibly occupying
territory on the adjacent African coast in Ethiopia as reported in Ethiopian tradition. The ancients called the area
of Yemen Arabia Felix, ―Happy Arabia,‖ because of its healthful climate and its riches in gold, incense, precious
stones and spices.
That the Queen of Sheba would hear of Solomon is evidence of the briskness of trade between Sheba and
Israel, much of which was doubtless carried on through Solomon‘s southern fleet. Mention of the ―ships of
Hiram, which brought gold from Ophir‖ (1 Kings 10:11), has been taken to indicate that the fabled land was
located on Africa‘s eastern coast. There is a phonetic similarity between Ophir and Africa. Others have
speculated that it was further south—in southern Africa—while still others have identified it with India or even
the Americas (in the latter case noting a similarity between the words Ophir and Pirua, the first Incan dynasty
from which the country of Peru ultimately derives its name).
The vast wealth of Solomon is attributed to his far-flung trading empire. Not only did wealth pour in from the
eastern desert traders, the Arabian traders and the governors of subject satellite nations, but on top of that
Solomon‘s annual inflow of gold bullion was 666 talents (more than 125,000 pounds, with a current value of
more than U.S.$500 million). Where did Solomon get all this gold? Ophir was a major source, but so was
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Tarshish, a Phoenician port in southern Spain. It was to this western port that Jonah was trying to escape when
he set sail on a ship from Joppa.
This section of Scripture also notes that Solomon obtained horses and chariots from Egypt and other places.
Again, this fact points to an amicable if not military alliance between Egypt and Israel, for chariots were the
high-tech weaponry of the day. No doubt the alliance with Israel provided Egypt with a strong and secure ally to
the north, well able to prevent incursions into Egypt from Syria and Mesopotamia. But militarizing Israel in this
way was contrary to God‘s will—for, as He decreed through Moses in Deuteronomy 17:16-17, Israel‘s king was
not to multiply horses (i.e., an army) nor wives (i.e., a harem, the tokens of alliances with foreign nations), nor
silver and gold to himself. Though Solomon did all three, God was patient and gave him space to repent. The
repentance, however, never came—unless the book of Ecclesiastes was written after a very late repentance, as
many speculate.
Solomon‘s Heart Turns From God (1 Kings 11)
For all his wisdom, for all his marvelous insight, for all his education, Solomon drifted away from God. Wisdom
is good, and much to be desired, but Solomon never learned (or learned much too late if Ecclesiastes was his
end-of-life reflection) that there is one thing that is far above wisdom and much more to be desired than all the
wealth that Solomon‘s wisdom brought him—a faithful heart yielding to the commands of God. When God gives
gifts to people, He allows those people the choice of whether to use them or not. Every Christian can either use
or not use the gift of the Holy Spirit. That is why the apostle Paul admonished the evangelist Timothy to ―stir up
the gift that is in you‖ (1 Timothy 4:14; 2 Timothy 1:6)—and why he admonishes all Christians not to stifle or
suppress that gift (1 Thessalonians 5:19).
First Kings 11 begins by succinctly stating the cause of Solomon‘s idolatry: ―But King Solomon loved many
foreign women, as well as the daughter of Pharaoh: women of the Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Sidonians,
and Hittites…. He had seven hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines; and his wives turned
away his heart.‖ As we read earlier, many of Solomon‘s wives and concubines were undoubtedly the result of
foreign alliances, as was the custom of the day. God knew these customs, and He commanded Israel‘s kings
not to engage in them. While certain alliances were apparently permitted (with the understanding that God was
the true source of security), multiple wives for the king as a consequence of the alliances were not. Nor were
marriages to women of peoples God had expressly forbidden. Solomon, then, disobeyed—even though he
most likely knew of these prohibitions (compare Deuteronomy 17:18-20; 7:1-4).
It is explicitly stated that Solomon turned away from God ―when he was old‖ (1 Kings 11:4). Of course, he
couldn‘t have been that old, as he apparently didn‘t reach the age of 60. Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary notes regarding Solomon‘s apostasy in verse 4, ―He could not have been more than fifty.‖ Still, a
man‘s vitality naturally diminishes with age. No doubt Solomon‘s wives, having never given up their gods,
continually pressured him concerning their religion and how certain forms of worship were required of them.
Although Solomon penned Proverbs 27:15-16, he likely became a victim of its dynamics. And no doubt this
idolatry came upon him by degrees, starting small and increasing over time. Perhaps he first allowed his wives
to possess small images. Gradually, perhaps, the idols became bigger, required shrines and demanded rites
and ritual. However it happened, it surely did not happen all at once. Sin usually increases through neglect and
compromise over time. Solomon‘s example should serve as instruction for God‘s people today to not
compromise with His revealed ways and to shun intermarriage with anyone who is not spiritually likeminded
(see 2 Corinthians 6:11-18; 1 Corinthians 7:39).
The result of Solomon‘s compromise and idolatry was that ultimately Israel would be split into two rival
kingdoms. Solomon‘s son would not be the king of a wealthy nation with worldwide trading interests, but the
potentate of a small kingdom with greatly reduced wealth and little power. Even before the rupture of the
kingdom, God allowed the peace and security Solomon had inherited, nurtured and enjoyed to be taken away
by an increasing number of adversaries and unfaithful allies. Turning away from the simple and plain
commands of God never results in greater peace and happiness, but always in frustrating and persistent
problems that rob us of the life and peace God wants us to enjoy.
Jeroboam and the Beginning of Division (1 Kings 11)
The consequences of Solomon‘s idolatry continued to accumulate. Jeroboam was an industrious soldier who
came to Solomon‘s attention. Seeing his diligence, Solomon appointed Jeroboam to oversee the workforce of
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the house of Joseph. Then the word of the Lord came to the prophet Ahijah the Shilonite. Ahijah met Jeroboam
and declared that God would rend the kingdom—10 tribes—away from Solomon‘s son and give it to him
instead, and he informed Jeroboam that all this would happen because of Solomon‘s idolatry.
Word of this transaction reached Solomon, and his reaction shows just how far from his wisdom Solomon had
fallen: he tried to have Jeroboam murdered. What folly! If God has appointed a thing to happen, can a mere
man, even one as intelligent and powerful as Solomon, frustrate the plans of the Almighty? Nevertheless,
Solomon foolishly thought that he could end the Lord‘s plan by dispensing with Jeroboam.
Solomon did have good reason to fear Jeroboam, though. Jeroboam was a ―mighty man of valor‖ (an
accomplished soldier) and very industrious—two qualities that make for a strong leader. But more importantly,
Jeroboam was an Ephraimite who, as a result of his position managing the Ephraimite workforce, had no doubt
cultivated relationships with the wealthy and powerful of that tribe. Given the longstanding rivalry between
Ephraim and Judah (Solomon‘s tribe), Solomon had every reason to view Jeroboam as a very potent rival to his
throne. Indeed, there was more than mere rivalry between Ephraim and Judah. Even during David‘s kingdom,
the northern tribes of ―Israel‖ were cautious and reluctant about accepting a king from Judah. Solomon‘s hold
on the northern tribes was thus perhaps somewhat tenuous anyway. They were probably willing to assert their
independence from Judah any time they no longer liked the political arrangement, and Solomon would surely
have been well aware of this.
That Jeroboam was able to flee to Egypt for protection also implies that the alliance Solomon had forged with
Egypt through his marriage to the daughter of Pharaoh was now either failing or already defunct. The Pharaoh
gave Jeroboam protection in the hopes of allying Jeroboam to Egypt. Thus, at the end of Solomon‘s life we see
foreign enemies in the north, southeast and south, and a rival to the throne being given protection by the
powerful and influential ruler of Egypt.
In Ahijah‘s declaration, we see that ―the kingdom‖ was to be taken from Solomon and given to Jeroboam. ―The
kingdom‖ is further defined as ―ten tribes.‖ Why is this? Solomon‘s son Rehoboam would naturally retain
leadership of his own tribe, Judah. But as a concession for David‘s sake, God allowed one other tribe,
Benjamin, to be subject to Solomon‘s son as well. There is good reason for this. When David became king of all
Israel, he moved his capital from Hebron, the Judahite capital, to Jerusalem, a city lying just within Benjamite
territory but administered by Judah. This was as a concession to the northern tribes. By moving to Jerusalem,
David became less ―Jewish,‖ so to speak, and more ―Israelite,‖ and therefore more acceptable to the
northerners. If Rehoboam had lost all the other tribes—including Benjamin—he, as a Judahite, would likely
have been forced back to Hebron at some point, probably under Israelite pressure, abandoning Jerusalem and
the temple. By allowing Solomon‘s son to continue to reign over Benjamin, God continued a powerful
geographical motivation to keep Jerusalem as the center of Judah‘s government and the seat of God‘s worship.
Rehoboam Loses the Kingdom (1 Kings 12)
Now the terrible consequences of Solomon‘s idolatry will begin to unfold for the entire people of Israel.
Rehoboam goes to Shechem for his coronation. Prior to the coronation, however, the people of Israel had
called Jeroboam back from Egypt, intending to make him their spokesman. Solomon‘s great building plans had
required heavy taxes and forced labor, though some of the people were becoming wealthy through the trading
empire Solomon had built (1 Samuel 8:11-18; 1 Kings 4:7; 9:15). With the accession of a new king, the people
sought relief from the taxation.
That this was a well-orchestrated effort at taxation reform is indicated by the people‘s united activity and their
selection of Jeroboam as spokesman. It also indicates that the house of Ephraim was likely the main force
behind the united effort. Israel‘s kings were limited, constitutional monarchs, Samuel having set down in a
written document the rights and responsibilities of the king according to God‘s law (1 Samuel 10:25; compare
Deuteronomy 17:14-20). Absolute monarchs, by contrast, have no such limits.
Rehoboam proved himself to be a stubborn and foolish young man, which his father had worried over (see
Ecclesiastes 2:18-19). His insensitivity to the request of his own people, and his apparent unawareness of the
well-ordered petition brought by an Ephraimite in the land of Ephraim, showed him to be of dull discernment
and unfeeling heart. That Shechem was the place where Israel had formerly bound themselves to God as their
sole Sovereign (Joshua 24:23-25) also seems to have eluded the young heir to the throne. Rehoboam also
seemed oblivious to the fact that all of Solomon‘s counselors, who were older and more mature than his less-
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experienced friends, advised him to reduce the heavy taxation—an indication that they too recognized the
excesses of Solomon. Rehoboam was unable to recognize sound counsel when he heard it.
Indeed, the young man‘s judgment fell far short of the wisdom his father counseled in the book of Proverbs—
and this despite the book‘s many appeals to ―My son,‖ i.e., to Rehoboam primarily. Yet really that should come
as no surprise—since Solomon set such a bad example of not following it all himself. It may even be that
Solomon was too distracted with his thousand wives and the administration of his kingdom to properly train
Rehoboam for his future responsibility—so that the young man lacked a sound foundation for rulership.
Furthermore, ―the turn of events was from the LORD‖—to bring about the divine punishment of Solomon that his
heirs were to suffer (1 Kings 12:15).
The rebellion at Shechem was quickly followed by the anointing of Jeroboam as king of Israel. Rehoboam
marshaled his troops, from Judah and Benjamin, to crush the rebellion, but a message from God forbade the
contemplated assault, and Rehoboam relented.
Jeroboam‘s Idolatry (1 Kings 12)
Jeroboam set about securing his kingdom and decided to pursue a diabolical and disastrous strategy. Thinking
that the people of Israel might change their minds and be persuaded to return to Rehoboam if they continued
assembling for worship at Jerusalem during the feasts, Jeroboam decided the most practical and expedient
course of action would be to change the religion in northern Israel and thereby keep the people away from
Solomon‘s temple.
Accordingly, he created two golden calves and placed one in Dan and one in Bethel, meaning House of God.
These locations were strategic. Dan was Israel‘s northernmost city, and thus would attract worshipers from
those in the far north. Bethel was in Ephraim, near the southern border of Jeroboam‘s kingdom and not far from
Jerusalem. Being along the main route to Jerusalem, Jeroboam‘s new worship center would attract those
formerly accustomed to going to Jerusalem to worship. Why did Jeroboam choose calves as the primary
symbols of his new religion? No doubt this was influenced by the time he had spent in Egypt—where bull
worship had long been a prominent feature of Egyptian religion. Variations of this worship, which also
incorporated bulls and calves, were also popular in the nations around Israel and Judah.
Jeroboam was a practitioner of syncretism—blending of traditions, beliefs and elements from different religions
with God‘s true religion, which God strictly forbids (Deuteronomy 12:29-31). Some elements, such as priests,
worship centers and religious festivals, to some degree imitated the worship system God had established. Yet
Jeroboam added his own twists for his own ends and purposes. He palmed off his plans under the guise of
making worship easier for Israel. Why have all Israel go to Jerusalem in the far south? Why not make the
worship of God easier and establish two worship sites in Israel, making the trip far less cumbersome?
The New King James Version records Jeroboam‘s proclamation as, ―Here are your gods, O Israel, which
brought you up from the land of Egypt!‖ (1 Kings 12:28). But it could also be translated, ―Here is your God, O
Israel, who brought you up from the land of Egypt,‖ as the Hebrew Elohim can be translated as either ―God‖ or
―gods‖ and the verb in this case fits both plural and singular usage. Notice that in the account where Aaron was
prodded into making the golden calf at Mount Sinai, the older King James translates Exodus 32:4 as ―These be
thy gods, O Israel, which brought thee up out of the land of Egypt.‖ Yet the New King James renders this as
―This is your god, O Israel, that brought you out of the land of Egypt!‖ The NKJV translated it this way because
there was only one calf at Sinai.
So does the existence of two calves in 1 Kings 12 denote two gods? Not necessarily—for in paganism multiple
images can represent the same deity. And that is most likely what Jeroboam meant. Just as the golden calf at
Mount Sinai was made to represent ―the LORD‖ (Exodus 32:4-5), so the two golden calves of Jeroboam were
both made to represent the same God—again, the true God. Yet God saw the worship introduced by Jeroboam
as worshiping demons (2 Chronicles 11:15; compare 1 Corinthians 10:20).
Notice some of Jeroboam‘s other changes. He rejected the Levitical priesthood, replacing it with non-Levites
who would attend to and administer the new religion (1 Kings 12:31). He ―made priests of the lowest of people‖
(Green‘s Literal Translation), those who were willing to make any religious compromise necessary. As a result,
we find the added detail in 2 Chronicles 11 of the migration of faithful Levites from Israel to Judah. The stated
reason given is their loss of position (verse 14). Nevertheless, the fact that they were thoroughly taught, trained

219

and practiced in the law of God was surely a contributing factor to their devotion to remain true to God‘s worship
system and support the Davidic ruler, Rehoboam.
Jeroboam‘s new religion, it should be pointed out, was not really all that new. He still worshiped God in name,
but with his own changes. Idolatry was sanctioned, acceptable places for worship were changed and a new
priesthood—one personally loyal to Jeroboam—was inaugurated. Jeroboam did not rush wholesale into
apostasy, the worship of a foreign god. Instead he merely ―made things a little easier‖ for Israel to ―worship the
God of Abraham.‖ Such gradual change is typically the pattern of apostasy—and we must always be on guard
against it. This is not to say that we should never change or grow in understanding as God makes biblical truth
clearer to us. We absolutely must. But we must be extremely careful to ―prove all things‖ according to God‘s
Word and ―hold fast‖ what we recognize to be His clearly revealed truth and will (1 Thessalonians 5:21, KJV).
The Bible makes it clear that Jeroboam bears heavy accountability for deliberately initiating a counterfeit
religion and setting such an evil precedent for succeeding kings of Israel. Jeroboam remains infamous long
after his death, Scripture repeatedly branding him as one who ―made Israel sin‖ (2 Kings 10:31; 13:6; 14:24;
15:9, 18, 24). The Israelite kings Baasha, Zimri, Omri, Ahab and Ahaziah are all said to have ―walked in the way
of Jeroboam‖ (1 Kings 15:33-34; 16:19, 26, 31; 22:52). Jehoram ―persisted in the sins of Jeroboam‖ (2 Kings
3:3). Jehu, Jehoash, Jeroboam II and Zechariah ―did not depart from the sins of Jeroboam‖ (2 Kings 10:29;
13:11; 14:23-24; 15;8-9, 18). Jehoahaz ―followed the sins of Jeroboam‖ (2 Kings 13:2). And note this stinging
indictment: ―Jeroboam drove Israel from following the LORD, and made them commit a great sin‖ (2 Kings
17:21).
A Prophet of Judah Warns Jeroboam (1 Kings 13)
To rebuke Jeroboam for his abominable actions, God sent a prophet from Judah, unnamed in the scriptural
account, with strict instructions to deliver God‘s message, perform a certain sign and depart home to Judah
without partaking of any food or drink. The unnamed prophet gave the warning, performed the sign and
departed as instructed. Despite the personal effect of the sign upon Jeroboam, the king would not repent. How
tragic and foolish! Jeroboam‘s stubbornness would yield decades of strife and, ultimately, the destruction of his
dynasty and kingdom. We will later read of how Josiah, king of Judah around 300 years later (though
prophesied here by name long before his birth), fulfilled this prophecy (2 Kings 23:15-18).
The Judean prophet departed according to the instruction of God, but he was soon pursued by an ―old prophet‖
who dwelt in Bethel. We are not told who this old prophet was, nor if he was indeed a true prophet of God. His
conduct does not betray him necessarily as a false prophet—since this one occasion is the only time we know
that he lied. The old prophet‘s deception of the Judean prophet underscores the vital need to follow God‘s
instructions precisely. The Judean prophet should have declined the old prophet‘s invitation, saying that if the
old prophet‘s claim were true then he would wait until God revoked his original command in just as sure a
manner as He had given it. But, foolishly, he allowed another to dissuade him from strictly following God‘s
commands.
The story of the Judean prophet contains the same theme as the story of Jeroboam‘s new form of worship—
namely, that any compromise with God‘s instruction has consequences.
Ahijah‘s Second Prophecy to Jeroboam (1 Kings 14)
When Jeroboam‘s son became ill, he sought out Ahijah, the prophet of God who had foretold Jeroboam‘s rise to
power. This shows that Jeroboam still knew which religious system was true even as he continued to maintain a
false one. By an intended ruse Jeroboam sought to discover what would become of the child. But Ahijah was
told by God what was happening and what he should say. Ahijah made it plain that Jeroboam had behaved
wickedly and foolishly, and that not only would the child die but also the whole household of Jeroboam would be
destroyed and, ultimately, the whole nation of Israel would be cast out of the land—demonstrating, as so many
other examples do, that the consequences of sin are often far-reaching.
When Rehoboam returned to Jerusalem he did so as a petty monarch of a much smaller and largely powerless
kingdom. He was immediately aware of his vulnerability. There was an unfriendly Israel on the north, a powerful
former ally to the south (Egypt) who was now closely allied to Israel‘s king, a number of hostile former vassal
states to the south and east, and the resurgent Philistines on the west. And Rehoboam no longer had a
worldwide trading empire. The future looked rather bleak.
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Immediately he began to fortify his kingdom. He established a line of fortified towns along borders, securing
water supplies and travel routes. The kingdom of Judah was basically transformed into a small fortress, though
its king no doubt still trembled at the thought of attack. Had Egypt attacked, Judah could have been easily
defeated. Had Israel attacked, the ferocious fight would have likely ended in Rehoboam‘s defeat. Had the
Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites or Edomites attacked, there could have been years of instability and constant
dangers.
Rehoboam did have the foresight to deal wisely with his sons. Like his father Solomon before him, Rehoboam
had acquired many wives and concubines. Whatever enjoyment he may have found in this situation was shortlived, though, when a crop of 28 sons matured. With such a large pool of potential heirs, nominating one was
sure to antagonize the rest. To reduce the potential for intrigue and infighting, some of his sons were appointed
to positions of authority in the fortified cities, while others remained in Jerusalem. In this way, Rehoboam could
put some of the danger farther from the capital while keeping a close eye on those who remained nearby. To
further control his sons, he sought many wives for them, thereby keeping them occupied with domestic
concerns, distracted by sexual pursuits and enamored with the life of a mini-sheik (many wives being a sign of
prosperity and social standing). When one stops to consider what Rehoboam was forced to do in trying to
control the consequences of his own unrestrained desires, it is really quite sad.
Pharaoh Shishak of Egypt Attacks Judah (1 Kings 14)
As we saw earlier, Solomon likely married the daughter of Pharaoh as the seal of an alliance between Israel
and Egypt. But we also saw that Egypt‘s sheltering of Jeroboam probably indicated the end of that alliance.
With the division of Israel and Judah, the little realm of Rehoboam became a tempting target for Egyptian
expansion.
Despite his weakened position, Rehoboam foolishly departed from the Lord, and this within five years of
assuming the throne. As a consequence, the protecting hand of God was withdrawn from Judah and the cruel
hand of Egypt was stretched out against Rehoboam. The Egyptians undertook a massive assault against Judah
and the prophet Shemaiah clearly explained the cause. Fortunately Rehoboam and Judah repented, saying,
―The LORD is righteous‖ (2 Chronicles 12:6), thereby confessing they deserved punishment for their idolatry.
God saw this repentance and decided to lighten—not remove—the punishment. As a consequence, Judah
became a vassal state of Egypt, and Pharaoh Shishak took all the treasures in the king‘s house and the temple.
―He took everything,‖ states the Scripture (verse 9). It is interesting to note that the Ark of the Covenant was
apparently not taken, however, because it was in the possession of the Levites in Josiah‘s reign (2 Chronicles
35:3).
Rehoboam ended his days after a 17-year reign. Tragically, most of his reign was wasted as a petty vassal
king, dominated by Egypt, without much power, and constantly engaged in border skirmishes with Israel to the
north. The Scripture closes its history of Rehoboam by noting that ―he did evil, because he did not prepare his
heart to seek the LORD‖ (12:14). What a pity—so much tragedy could have been avoided had he only devoted
himself to seeking God.
Abijam Rules Judah (1 Kings 15)
Establishing the chronology of the kings of Israel and Judah is not a straightforward exercise, and Abijam‘s
reign provides a simple example. He begins his reign in the 18th year of Jeroboam. His son Asa begins his
reign in the 20th year. Yet Abijam (called Abijah in 2 Chronicles 13, and Abia in 1 Chronicles 3) is said to have
reigned three years. This may be because he reigned during portions of three years. But more likely, there was
some overlap or co-regency (shared rule) in their reigns. This was done with David and Solomon, and is a fairly
common occurrence among the kings, albeit not always stated directly.
In 2 Chronicles 13, Abijah‘s mother is given as Michaiah, the daughter of Uriel. First Kings 5 says she was
Maachah, which is probably a second name or variant, just as Abijam himself had different forms of his name.
Maachah is also listed in some translations as the daughter of Abishalom, but granddaughter, as in the New
King James Version, seems more likely. She can have only one father, and Abishalom is probably David‘s son
Absalom, who had been killed many decades earlier. By way of explanation, ancient Hebrew was typically
written with consonants only (no vowels), so spelling variations among names are fairly common.

221

While most of Abijam‘s story is recorded in Chronicles instead of Kings, the reference in 1 Kings 15:7 to the
―book of the chronicles of the kings of Judah‖ is apparently to some other book, as our book of Chronicles
appears to have been written long after the books of Kings. (Later we will see a reference in 1 Kings 14:19 to
the ―book of the chronicles of the kings of Israel‖—yet another book.)
As is often the case, Chronicles relates a story that emphasizes the priesthood and the more positive aspects of
the Davidic kings. Of course, putting together all the accounts in Scripture of a particular ruler‘s life yields a
more complete picture. Abijam was not given a high rating in 1 Kings 15:3, yet Chronicles records an appeal to
Jeroboam that illustrates how the proper temple worship (compare Ezekiel 44:15; 48:11) continued under most
of the Jewish kings—often with the king‘s approval—even when the king saw no personal need to steer himself
or the nation clear of idolatry. The victory over Jeroboam is attributed to Judah‘s reliance on God (verse 18).
Asa Rules Judah (1 Kings 15)
The war between Abijam and Jeroboam set up a period of peace for Abijam‘s successor, Asa. One of the most
righteous and zealous kings of Judah during much of his reign, Asa carried out extensive reforms, which we will
see more about in our next reading. For turning to God, Asa was blessed with an entire decade of peace,
during which he was able to fortify the kingdom.
After 10 years of peace, Judah was challenged by an enormous Ethiopian army of a million men. Since Egypt
was strong at this time—in the wake of Pharaoh Shishak‘s reign, during which the Ethiopians fought for the
Egyptians (2 Chronicles 12:3)—it is likely that Zerah and his forces were mercenaries of Egypt.
This battle takes place about 25 miles southwest of Jerusalem at Mareshah. Thanks to the intervention of God
(2 Chronicles 14:12), Asa miraculously defeats the million-man army and pursues the fleeing remnants to
Gerar, another 25 miles further to the southwest. Asa‘s reliance on God and subsequent victory, his response
to the encouragement of the prophet and his revival of temple worship encourage many in the northern
kingdom to ―defect‖ to him.
The King James Version refers to Maachah, daughter (granddaughter) of Absalom, as the ―mother‖ of Asa (1
Kings 15:13)—and that is the literal Hebrew. Yet she is also listed as the mother of Asa‘s father Abijam. The
New King James Version therefore substitutes ―grandmother‖ in verse 13. Apparently something happened to
Asa‘s real mother, and the fact that his grandmother is referred to as his mother could imply that he was
actually reared by his grandmother. It is a tribute to Asa‘s character that he recognized her idolatry and
deposed her from the honored position of queen mother, which she continued to hold from Abijam‘s reign.
Soon after Ahab began ruling in the north, Asa developed some sort of foot disease. He ―may have been
suffering from gout, a common disease in the ancient world‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Chronicles 16:12).
But continuing in his slide away from trusting in God, rather than seeking divine help he relies solely on the
physicians to treat his disease, which grows very severe and probably contributes to his death. It should be
noted that going to a physician for the treatment of an ailment is not inherently wrong. Indeed, that is often an
appropriate and responsible thing to do. The error is failing to put our primary trust in God as our Healer. If we
are looking to Him and His intervention above all, there is no problem in considering physical means of
treatment that He, as the Creator, has ultimately provided for.
Nadab and Baasha Rule Israel (1 Kings 15-16)
But while Asa was enjoying quiet, the kingdom of Israel was suffering great internal turmoil. In Asa‘s second
year, the independent northern kingdom lost its founding king. Then Jeroboam‘s son Nadab lasted less than
two years before the first of Israel‘s seven changes of dynasty took place. As prophesied by Ahijah (1 Kings
14:10), Baasha was very thorough in getting rid of Jeroboam‘s descendants. But he did not prove to be any
better at obeying God.
While Asa started his reign well, the wars with Baasha presented a trial in which he did not fare so well
spiritually. Baasha, we are told, fortified Ramah. ―Ramah was about five and a half miles north of Jerusalem on
the main north-south commercial route through the land, and it was therefore of great importance to both
kingdoms. It gave east-west access to both the foothills of Ephraim and the Mediterranean coast, so it was of
strategic military importance as well. Baasha was striking a blow for control of the center of the land‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on 1 Kings 15:17). Sadly, rather than trust in God for deliverance, Asa takes all the money
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from the temple and palace treasuries and uses it to buy the assistance of the Syrian king, Ben-Hadad (a title
shared by a number of Syrian rulers)—who does then break his alliance with Baasha by helping Judah.
There is some question about the timing of these events. Chronicles seems to state that Baasha began his
embargo of Judah in Asa‘s 36th year. But Baasha‘s reign, which began in Asa‘s third year, lasted only 24 years
(1 Kings 15:33). Thus, Baasha was not even reigning during Asa‘s 36th year. So how could he have fortified
Ramah at that time? The most logical explanation seems to be that what is meant in Chronicles is that this was
the 36th year of Asa‘s kingdom—i.e., of Judah as its own kingdom since the division of the monarchy—which
would place the fortification of Ramah in the 16th year of Asa and 13th year of Baasha.
The prophet Hanani is sent to reprimand Asa and remind him of his previous reliance on God, which had
resulted in an amazing victory over a million-man army instead of his shameful stooping to buy a retreat. Asa
does not like the correction, imprisons Hanani, and takes his anger out on the people. In the meantime,
Hanani‘s son Jehu is sent to Baasha to tell him that his following Jeroboam‘s sinful actions would result in his
receiving Jeroboam‘s punishment. And indeed, as with Jeroboam, his son reigns only two years before he is
deposed and the dynasty of Baasha is wiped out.
Elah, Zimri, Omri, Ahab Rule Israel (1 Kings 15-16)
Zimri is used by God to execute judgment on the house of Baasha, Israel‘s second ―dynasty.‖ In the course of
seven days, Zimri destroys Elah and the rest of Baasha‘s descendants before meeting his own end—by his
own hand—in the face of Omri‘s siege, thus ending the brief reign of the third family to rule over Israel. Omri,
however, is not unchallenged. Half of the people choose a man named Tibni to rule over them instead. Tibni
and Omri carry out this stalemate for four years before Omri prevails and assumes sole rulership.
Among other things, Omri was responsible for moving the capital of the northern kingdom from Tirzah to its final
location at Samaria. Apparently he was fairly famous in the ancient world, since historic artifacts not only
mention him, but even refer to future Israelite dynasties using his name. Around 200 years after his reign, Israel
was still called by the Assyrians mat bit-Humri, ―Land of the House of Omri.‖ Humri or Khumri is the origin of the
term Cimmerians, by which the Israelites of the Assyrian captivity later became known (see The United States
and Britain in Bible Prophecy, pp. 26-34). Omri was probably also responsible for the alliance with the
Phoenician king Ethbaal of Sidon, which resulted in the marriage of their children, Ahab and Jezebel.
Ahab, who succeeded his father on the throne, was directly mentioned in ancient Assyrian records—yet another
ancient character from the Bible attested to in secular history, proving the Bible is not pure myth, as some today
maintain.
Elijah and the Widow (1 Kings 17)
The great prophet Elijah is now introduced. Halley‘s Bible Handbook states: ―Six chapters are given to Ahab‘s
reign, while most of the kings have only a part of one chapter. The reason: it is largely the story of Elijah….
Elijah‘s ‗rare, sudden and brief appearances, his undaunted courage and fiery zeal, the brilliance of his
triumphs, the pathos of his despondency, the glory of his departure, and the calm beauty of his reappearance
[in a vision] on the Mt. of Transfiguration, make him one of the grandest characters Israel ever produced‘‖
(1965, note on 1 Kings 17). It is noteworthy that only two prophets appeared in the vision with Jesus in the
transfiguration—Moses and Elijah (Matthew 17:1-9).
Elijah‘s ministry would be the pattern for later important ministries. Elijah‘s successor, Elisha, received Elijah‘s
mantle with a mandate to carry on the same type of ministry—even completing some of the tasks given to
Elijah. John the Baptist went ―before [Jesus Christ] in the spirit and power of Elijah‖ (Luke 1:17). The rest of
Luke 1:17 adds further understanding of the overall perspective of the original ministry of Elijah. And in Malachi
4:5, God says: ―Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the
LORD.‖ Apparently, John the Baptist was the forerunner of an end-time Elijah figure, who would preach in the
spirit and power of Elijah to prepare the way for Christ‘s second coming (compare Matthew 17:10-12).
In marrying Jezebel and accommodating her religion, Ahab allowed Baal worship to be reintroduced in a big
way into Israel (1 Kings 16:31-33). Prior to this time, the Kingdom of Israel‘s apostasy had apparently been
confined to the sin of Jereboam son of Nebat, who built the golden calves and established new worship centers
in Dan and Bethel. Near the end of the wilderness wanderings under Moses, there had been a brief encounter
with Baal of Peor in connection with the Balaam incident (Numbers 25:3-9; compare Revelation 2:14). And
some Baal and Ashtoreth worship had taken place in the rather disorganized period of the judges (Judges 2:11-
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19; 3:7; 6:25-32; 8:33; 10:6-16; 1 Samuel 7:3-4; 12:9-11). Solomon had built altars to various pagan deities,
some of which were equated at times with Baal (1 Kings 11:1-8). But since the days of Samuel, through the
period of the kings up until Ahab (about 200 years), there is no specific mention of Israelite Baal worship taking
place.
Now, however, Jezebel not only brings in Baal worship but attempts to destroy all of the prophets of God, 100
of whom are protected by the God-fearing governor of Ahab‘s house, as we will see in our next reading (1 Kings
18:3-4). So God sends one of the most famous prophets of the Bible, Elijah, to pronounce judgment on Ahab,
beginning with a three-and-a-half-year drought (Luke 4:25; James 5:17-18) and its resulting famine. The
drought was apparently a forerunner and type of a future drought referred to in the book of Revelation (11:3, 6).
However, the end-time drought will be much greater in scope—as the dire events preceding Christ‘s return will
be worse than any that have ever happened (Matthew 24:21). Amazingly, in the growing sparseness of the
land, God wonderfully provides for His servant via special delivery from the birds of the air!
Ironically, Zarephath—Elijah‘s place of refuge during the latter years of the drought, where God miraculously
provides for the widow and her son who take him in—was in the region of Sidon (see Luke 4:26), the same
territory that Jezebel came from (1 Kings 16:31).
God‘s provision through the multiple miracles we see here should encourage our faith. He can take care of our
needs even when it looks like it‘s impossible to meet them (see Matthew 6:25-34).
Elijah‘s Contest with the Prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18)
First, we should take inspiration from the godly and heroic example of Obadiah (not the same as the author of
the biblical book by that name). Next, Elijah extends an invitation to a grand test to show who is the true God
and who are His servants. Elijah told the people that it was time for them to stop sitting on the fence—faltering
between two opinions by the syncretism of intermingling the worship of the true God with the worship of Baal.
The same message applies today to the participants of modern Christendom, who, however unwittingly, mix
elements of pagan worship—such as crosses, Christmas trees, Sunday observance, Easter eggs and Easter
bunnies—with the worship of the God of the Bible.
The contest Elijah arranges was designed to apparently give every advantage to the Baal worshipers. Mount
Carmel, near the modern city of Haifa on the Mediterranean coast, was considered sacred to Baal. The
answering by fire apparently referred to lightning—and Baal was considered to be the god of storm, with
lightning in his divine arsenal. Moreover, Elijah calls for his own sacrifice to the true God, and even the firewood
it was to be burned upon, to be thoroughly and completely soaked with water—an ironic touch considering the
kingdom had been plagued by a three-and-a-half-year drought that had started at Elijah‘s command.
Moreover Elijah is just one against 450 prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:22). It does not appear that the 400
prophets of Asherah answered the challenge (compare verse 19). Incidentally, we should consider Elijah‘s
statement that he alone is left a prophet of the Lord (verse 22). Why would he say this, since Obadiah had just
reported his hiding of 100 of God‘s prophets? (Verses 4, 13.) Perhaps they had been killed after Obadiah hid
them, though it seems unlikely that this would have gone unmentioned in context. More likely Elijah was
referring in verse 22 to himself being the only true prophet still carrying on a public ministry. The others had all
gone underground.
The prophets of Baal probably begin calling on their gods by the time of the morning sacrifice. To evoke some
sort of response from their god, they leap about and chant. By noon, the supposed height of the power of their
sun god, there was still no answer—and Elijah begins his taunting. ―Busy‖ in verse 27 is a euphemism. Notice
the verse in the Contemporary English Version: ―At noon, Elijah began making fun of them. ‗Pray louder!‘ he
said. ‗Baal must be a god. Maybe he‘s daydreaming or using the toilet or traveling somewhere. Or maybe he‘s
asleep, and you have to wake him up.‖
And rather than give up, they do cry out louder, leaping more earnestly—and they even ―cut themselves, as
was their custom‖ (verse 28). So, as bizarre as it may seem, such uncontrolled frenzy and self-mutilation were
actually normal elements in their worship. This illustrates how pagan religion is often quite harmful to its
participants. By contrast, the true religion God gave through Moses forbade such cuttings in the flesh (Leviticus
21:5; 19:28).
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All of this continues until the time of the evening sacrifice, when Elijah finally takes his turn, beginning with the
construction of God‘s altar and the soaking of the sacrifice. In the end, God showed Himself to be the true God
over storms, with real power to control the elements—indeed, the true God over all, while Baal was proven to
be nothing.
Elijah Flees From Jezebel (1 Kings 19)
With the storm to end the three-and-a-half-year drought approaching, Elijah, by the power of God, runs the 13
miles to Jezreel faster than Ahab‘s horse-drawn chariot. In spite of the miraculous victory over Baal at Carmel,
and the miracles that immediately followed, Jezebel‘s threat on Elijah‘s life is too much for him. Greatly
distraught, he flees to the south, attempting to run away from the danger—his recently strengthened faith
apparently evaporated. All of God‘s people are subject to such moments. As the apostle James wrote, ―Elijah
was a man with a nature like ours‖ (James 5:17). Indeed, it is when we think we stand that we must take
warning lest we fall (1 Corinthians 10:12). It should be noted that some mental depression that comes after a
big crisis or challenge is usually partly physical in origin. The burst of physical and mental energy that comes
with the high level of adrenaline released is often followed by a letdown when the adrenaline wears off.
In his rash flight, Elijah does not even stop in Judah, now ruled by righteous King Jehoshaphat. Instead, he
flees far to the south, seeking refuge at Mount Sinai (Horeb), where God meets with him. God does not scold
Elijah for his fear and self-pity. Instead, He comforts him. God lets Elijah know that he is not alone—that even if
he is not aware of them, or has forgotten about them, there are others who have not followed Baal.
And to further help combat the depression, God gives Elijah three tasks to perform. (Staying busy in a
productive manner often helps in such situations.) God tells him to appoint successors in various
responsibilities. One such successor (Jehu) will wipe out all of Ahab‘s family, which by then will extend even
into the kingdom of Judah. Another will change the leadership of Syria, Israel‘s chief enemy of that time. The
third is to be Elijah‘s own successor, and the man who actually ends up performing the other two tasks.
Elisha‘s response is immediate and enthusiastic. ―He arose and followed Elijah, and became his servant‖ (1
Kings 19:21)—working under Elijah like an apprentice.
Ahab Defeats the Syrians (1 Kings 20)
Ben-Hadad of Syria here is not the same as the Syrian ruler with the same title in 1 Kings 15. Commentators
and historians refer to the one here in 1 Kings 20 as Ben-Hadad II. He besieges Samaria, capital of the
kingdom of Israel, and offers Ahab conditions of surrender. Ahab agrees to meet those conditions to prevent
further war. But whether the Syrian king is simply greedy, or perhaps more interested in war than spoils, he
decides to increase the demands, which Ahab then says is too much.
As a demonstration to Ahab of His sovereignty and power, God sends a prophet to tell Ahab that He will grant
him the victory. And, as always, God is true to His word. But the fighting is not yet over. After his success, Ahab
is warned that Ben-Hadad will return in the spring.
As promised, the Syrians plan another attack. But they make the fatal error of concluding that God is a territorial
deity, incapable of assisting the Israelites outside of a prescribed area. They arrange for this battle to take place
in the area south and east of the Sea of Galilee, feeling God will be powerless there. Of course, they are
profoundly mistaken. The great and omnipotent God delivers them into Ahab‘s hands.
But following the Syrian defeat, the servants of Ben-Hadad II attempt to get off easy by appealing to Israel‘s
tendency to forgive and forget. While this is normally a positive and godly trait in interpersonal relationships,
extending it to carnal nations reflects a naïve trust in man, and is sometimes done against God‘s will and to
Israel‘s own hurt.
God sends yet another prophet to Ahab, this time with a theatrical tale reminiscent of some incidents in David‘s
life (compare 2 Samuel 12; 14). The Living Bible paraphrases the prophet‘s words in 1 Kings 20:42 as: ―The
Lord says, ‗Because you have spared the man I said must die, now you must die in his place, and your people
shall perish instead of his.‘‖ Ahab, however, does not respond as David did—but rather sulks back to his capital
in anger.
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Ahab Takes Naboth‘s Vineyard (1 Kings 21)
Technically, all land in ancient Israel belonged to God, who granted it to be permanently held by each Israelite
tribe and family (Leviticus 25:23-28). Thus the property was clearly Naboth‘s (compare Numbers 36:2-9). Even
the king, a constitutional monarch, was required to obey the law (1 Samuel 10:25).
―In reminding Ahab that he was king and could do as he pleased, Jezebel reflected her Canaanite background
where kings ruled absolutely (see Deut. 17:14-20; 1 Sam. 8:11-18)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 21:7).
Regarding 1 Kings 21:7, The Bible Reader‘s Companion explains: ―The Heb[rew] reads literally, ‗You now; you
are going to perform majesty over Israel.‘ The saying seems to indicate that she will show Ahab how to magnify
himself by having his way in Israel. Her use of the king‘s seal indicates that she had his authority for her plot
against Naboth. Ahab lent her his full support‖ (Lawrence Richards, 1991, note on 21:7-14).
Jezebel‘s murderous plot then unfolds. ―Some suggest that the charge made by the two ‗scoundrels‘ was that
Naboth went back on a pledge made in God‘s name to sell his land to the king. Failure to keep an oath made in
God‘s name would be blasphemy. In that case, after Naboth‘s execution, the king could legally have taken
possession of the property in dispute. Second Kings 9:26 adds that Naboth‘s sons were killed at the same time.
With no heir left alive, there seemingly was no one left to dispute Ahab‘s claim to the land‖ (same note).
Ahab and Jezebel‘s behavior regarding Naboth prompts the return of Elijah—this time to pronounce the
termination of Ahab‘s rule and the extermination of his dynasty similar to the warning given earlier to Jeroboam
and Baasha. This will be carried out by Jehu son of Nimshi, a military leader, as God had previously told Elijah
(1 Kings 19:16-17). Yet Ahab‘s expression of remorse results in God postponing some of the punishment,
illustrating His tremendous mercy.
Micaiah‘s Warning (1 Kings 22)
Assyrian history records another war involving Ahab, which appears to have taken place during the three-year
truce with Syria (1 Kings 22:1). The Assyrians began to rise in power, and made an advance toward the coastal
area far north of Israel. Apparently Ahab joined an alliance of nations in repelling their advance, and, according
to the inscriptions of Shalmaneser III, he supplied about one half (2,000) of the chariots and perhaps a sixth
(10,000) of the infantry.
Jehoshaphat also forms an alliance with Ahab. As part of the alliance, their children, Jehoram and Athaliah, are
married (2 Chronicles 18:1; 21:6). Jehoshaphat pays a visit to his ally, and Ahab proposes that Jehoshaphat
join him in an attempt to recover Ramoth-Gilead from the Syrians in yet a third war with them. This was a town
on the east side of the Jordan that belonged to Gad and had originally been declared as a city of refuge
(Deuteronomy 4:41-43).
Jehoshaphat agrees but insists on finding out God‘s will in the matter first. For some reason, when asked about
a prophet of God, Ahab does not mention Elijah or his assistant Elisha. Perhaps they were known to be away
and not available. In any case, though many true prophets had been killed earlier in Ahab‘s reign, there were
still a few around. Here we are introduced to the prophet Micaiah, who is mentioned nowhere else in Scripture
unless, as some have speculated, he is the same Micaiah sent out by Jehoshaphat to teach in Judah (2
Chronicles 17:7). One of the saddest aspects of this encounter is that Jehoshaphat, too, is persuaded to ignore
the message from the prophet of God whom he had specifically asked to hear from.
Remarkably, we get a glimpse in our current reading of how God actually sometimes uses even demons to fulfill
His purposes. Notice that God did not command any spirit here to lie. He simply asked who would do it and told
the volunteer to go do what he was inclined to do anyway. The fact that Micaiah‘s true prophecies were always
at odds with those of Ahab‘s prophets (compare 1 Kings 22:8) would seem to imply that a ―lying spirit‖ was
commonly behind the words of Ahab‘s prophets.
Notice this from The Bible Reader‘s Companion: ―Did God Himself lie to Ahab? Not at all. He did permit Ahab‘s
prophets to lie…. [But] God in fact clearly revealed to Ahab the source of his prophets‘ predictions, and the truth
about what would happen to him in the coming battle. Ahab‘s death resulted from refusing to believe the truth,
not from a failure to know it. Let‘s be careful not to blame God for the consequences of our own fully conscious
choices‖ (note on 1 Kings 22).
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Jehoshaphat Rules Judah (1 Kings 22)
Jehoshaphat begins his reign by fortifying the border cities with Israel to increase security—all the while looking
to God. And God blesses him immensely for zealously seeking and obeying Him. The king institutes major
reforms in this vein. Perhaps his most remarkable action is to send out teachers to instruct the nation in God‘s
laws!
Notice that there is an apparent contradiction between 2 Chronicles 17:6 and 20:33—the first stating that he
removed the high places and the latter saying they were not removed. Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary gives this explanation in its note on the latter verse: ―Those [high places] on which idolatry was
practiced were entirely destroyed, but those where the people, notwithstanding the erection of the temple,
continued to worship the true God, prudence required to be slowly and gradually abolished, in deference to
popular prejudice.‖ Of course, often what seems ―prudent‖ to men is in fact compromise with God‘s express
instructions. The Lord no doubt expected a stronger stand to be taken—which is why the failure to remove the
high places receives repeated mention throughout the reigns of Judah‘s righteous rulers.
And this is not Jehoshaphat‘s only weakness. As the years go by he establishes an alliance with Ahab, which
proves to be a mistake on several fronts, as we shall see. Nevertheless, he continues to maintain a right
relationship with God overall and proves to be one of Judah‘s better kings.
Jehoshaphat is nearly killed when it turns out the Syrian strategy is to specifically target the man who has
defeated them twice already, and Jehoshaphat is the only one looking the part. Chronicles reveals that it is God
who intervenes to save him, while at the same time causing a random arrow to find its target between the joints
of Ahab‘s armor, in the middle of his back.
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2 KINGS
Ahaziah Rules Israel; Elijah and Ahaziah (2 Kings 1)
Ahaziah became sick, and rather than establishing a relationship with the true God and placing his trust in Him,
he attempted to inquire of the pagan god Baal-Zebub whether he would live or die. As a consequence, God
sent the prophet Elijah to the king and informed him that he would not be healed (2 Kings 1:1-6, 15-17). Even
then, King Ahaziah did not humble himself and repent, as his father Ahab had done at least temporarily (1
Kings 21:17-29). He attempted to have Elijah arrested (2 Kings 1:9). God, however, made it very clear that He
was with Elijah, and that He would protect him from the king‘s evil devices (2:10-15).
After King Ahaziah‘s death (1:18), his brother Jehoram (called Joram in 8:25), another son of evil King Ahab,
became king over Israel since Ahaziah himself had no son (1:17; 3:1). Jehoram did evil in God‘s sight, but not
to the extent that his father Ahab had, as he did put away his father‘s sacred pillar of Baal (verses 2-3).
Elijah‘s Ascension to ―Heaven‖; Elisha Succeeds Him (2 Kings 2)
The incident in which Elijah was ―taken up into heaven by a whirlwind‖ (verse 1) has many people convinced
that we will go to heaven when we die. But John 3:13 clearly says that ―no one has ascended to heaven but He
who came down from heaven,‖ referring to Jesus Christ. Therefore, Elijah could not have gone to heaven. How
do we reconcile this apparent contradiction?
The answer lies in the fact that the Bible speaks of more than one heaven—indeed, of three. Scripture refers to
the atmosphere of this earth, the sky, as ―heaven‖ (Genesis 27:28). It speaks of the physical universe beyond
as ―heaven‖ (Psalm 8:3). And it speaks of God‘s dwelling place in the spirit realm as ―heaven‖ (Revelation 4:13). It is from this ―third heaven‖ (2 Corinthians 12:2), the heaven of God‘s throne, that Christ came—and to
which no other human being has ascended (John 3:13).
Thus, Elijah did not go to the third heaven. So what happened to him? Where did he go? To help us
understand, we need to know of other events that happened in Israel and Judah in the years following. Right at
the time of Elijah‘s ascension, Jehoram became the new king of Israel—in the 18th year of Jehoshaphat of
Judah and the second year of Jehoshaphat‘s son, whose name was also Jehoram (2 Kings 1:17; 3:1)—
meaning there was an overlapping father-son reign over Judah at this time. In the fifth year of the reign of
Israel‘s Jehoram, Jehoshaphat‘s son Jehoram became king over Judah (8:16)—that is, sole king following the
death of Jehoshaphat.
It was following the death of Jehoshaphat and becoming sole ruler that Jehoram of Judah, a wicked ruler, killed
all his brothers (2 Chronicles 21:1-4). Afterward, Jehoram of Judah received a letter from Elijah (verse 12). The
letter makes reference to the king‘s murder of his brothers (verse 13), showing that it was written after that
event. And, putting the chronology together, this was more than four years after Elijah‘s ascension. Thus, Elijah
was still alive more than four years after he was taken up by the fiery chariot in the whirlwind, living somewhere
here on earth. His ascension, then, must have only been into the first heaven—the sky. And it should be clear
that he did not die when he ascended. Rather, God transported him to another place on the earth where he
lived out the rest of his days. The Bible doesn‘t say why God decided to make such a change at this point.
Elisha became Elijah‘s successor, symbolized by the passing of the mantle (2 Kings 2:13-14) and confirmed by
the ―double portion‖ of the power that God gave him through His Spirit, enabling him to perform mighty miracles,
such as healing poisonous waters (verses 19-22.) It should be noted that the concept of a ―double portion‖ in
Scripture normally denoted a birthright inheritance of the firstborn son in a family. In that usage, it did not mean
twice as much as the father had but, rather, twice as much as the other sons received from the father. It
appears that Elisha‘s request was similar. If this is the case, then Elisha, understanding that the portion of
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spiritual power that Elijah had from God would be divided out to the sons of the prophets, was asking for twice
as much as what they would receive rather than twice as much as what Elijah had. In any case, this was not a
selfish request. Elisha had already been anointed to succeed Elijah—and he knew that he would need more of
God‘s help than anyone if he were to remotely fill Elijah‘s shoes.
The account ends with Elisha departing and being mocked by a sizable group of young people. The Hebrew
here can mean children, teenagers or young adults in their early 20s. Judging by Elisha‘s response they were
certainly old enough to know better and to be held accountable for their actions, implying they likely were teens
or young adults. Their taunt, in modern parlance, would essentially be, ―Go up in the air, baldy!‖ Thus, they
mocked his report of Elijah‘s ascension, and they made fun of him for his baldness. Elisha cursed them for their
disbelief and flagrant disrespect for God‘s prophet—actually disrespect for God—and God backed up Elisha by
sending the bears. Note that it does not say the youths who suffered attack were killed—just that they were
―mauled‖ by the bears (verse 24), the Hebrew here allowing for a wide range of injury.
Israel and Judah‘s War Against Moab (2 Kings 3)
After the death of King Ahab of Israel, Mesha, the king of Moab, refused to pay his regular tribute to Israel. ―The
existence of this Moabite king is confirmed by an inscription on a pillar known as the Moabite Stone [now in the
Louvre Museum in Paris]. The inscription indicates that Omri had conquered the plains of Moab north of the
Arnon River and that the area remained under Israelite control throughout Ahab‘s reign‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verse 4).
To fight against Moab, the new king of Israel, Jehoram, formed an alliance with the king of Edom and with King
Jehoshaphat of Judah (who should have learned from his earlier experience with King Ahaziah to not
participate in such an alliance). Jehoshaphat insisted, however, on first consulting Elisha, whom, for the sake of
Jehoshaphat, God inspired to prophesy victory. Then, due to God‘s miraculous intervention, the army of Israel
defeated Moab, invaded their territory, destroyed their cities and ruined their lands, their trees and their springs
of water. During a battle, the king of Moab offered in his anxiety his oldest son, who would have become king
after him, as a burnt offering to his pagan god. When he did so, ―there was a great indignation against [or upon]
Israel. So they [the Israelites] departed from him [the king of Moab] and returned to their own land‖ (verse 27).
One scholar explains: ―The Hebrew word translated ‗indignation‘ is ketsef…[which here] denotes the
psychological breakdown or trauma that affected the Israelite forces when they beheld the sign of human
sacrifice atop the walls of Kir-Hareseth…. Apparently, it had happened before, elsewhere, and could be
counted on as a kind of conditional reflex. It follows that Mesha‘s sacrifice of his son, rather than
unprecedented, was in fact an integral, if seldom implemented, part of an age-old Canaanite tradition of sacral
warfare…. Mesha‘s sacrifice of his firstborn, seen in this new light, was virtually guaranteed to save the lives of
the entire population—men, women and children—of the city under siege‖ (Baruch Margalit, ―Why King Mesha
of Moab Sacrificed His Oldest Son,‖ Biblical Archaeology Review, Nov.–Dec. 1986, p. 63). Israel, losing the
heart to press the battle further, decided to depart.
Elisha and the Shunnamite Woman (2 Kings 4)
As we already saw, God, who had given Elisha a double portion of the spiritual power that Elijah had had,
empowered Elisha thereby to perform miracles. And mighty miracles they were. A widow, believing that God
would do what Elisha had announced, received supernaturally so much oil that she could sell it and pay off all
her debts with the money and still live off the rest (verses 1-7). Elisha also prophesied accurately to a
Shunammite woman who had shown kindness to him, but who was without child, that she would have a child
within a year (verses 8-17). We are reminded of God‘s promise to Sarah that she would have a child, too, within
a year (compare Genesis 18:10-14; 21:1-2). In reading the entire story of Elisha‘s friendship with the woman at
Shunem, we are also reminded of his predecessor, Elijah, who had a rather similar friendship with the widow of
Zarephath (compare 1 Kings 17:8-16). The parallel will become even more apparent in a later reading.
Elisha caused a stew of poisonous wild gourds to be transformed into healthy food (2 Kings 4:38-41), and he
fed 100 people with 20 loaves of barley bread and some grain (verses 42-44). This last incident reminds us of
Christ‘s miracles centuries later, when He fed masses of people with a few loaves of bread and some fishes. In
both instances, the source of miracle working power was the same—the Spirit of God. In fact, both Christ, while
here on earth as a human being, and Elisha had those powers only because God‘s Spirit was working in and
through them. While a man, Christ Himself said that He of Himself could do nothing (John 5:30), i.e., nothing
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supernatural on His own. He needed the power of the Father (John 14:10). Peter later testified that ―God
anointed Jesus of Nazareth with the Holy Spirit and with power, who went about doing good and healing all who
were oppressed by the devil, for God was with Him‖ (Acts 10:38).
There are only a few episodes in the Old Testament wherein a dead person is brought back to life. Elijah had
raised the son of the widow of Zarephath. And now we see Elisha performing a like miracle for one with whom
he had a friendship similar to the one Elijah had with the Zarephathite widow. The Shunammite woman‘s son,
who had been miraculously conceived, suddenly died of an unexplained cause. The mother traveled to Elisha
and begged him to accompany her to her dead son, obviously fully believing that Elisha could bring him back to
life. Elisha prayed to God and then established personal contact with the child twice, until the child awoke (2
Kings 4:33-35).
We find that Christ often would touch people when He healed or resurrected them (see Luke 8:54-55), and His
ministry is instructed to anoint a sick person with oil as a symbol of the Holy Spirit (James 5:14), and to lay their
hands on the head of a sick person (Mark 16:18). This signifies the power of the Holy Spirit flowing from God
through the agency of His human representative into the sick person to heal, again establishing the important
truth that God alone, through His Spirit, has the power and ability to perform right and profitable miracles. Also,
God shows who His human representatives are by working through them, and the whole process of going to
God‘s ordained servants for anointing helps strengthen the bonds His people have with these representatives
and with God Himself.
Later, in 2 Kings 8, the Shunammite woman follows Elisha‘s instruction to leave Israel during a famine. This
section appears to fall here sequentially since Gehazi is still in Elisha‘s service. (In our next reading, though an
earlier chapter than 8, it appears that Gehazi departs from Elisha‘s presence.) Upon the Shunnamite woman‘s
return, all her property is restored to her, and all the proceeds from her field are given to her as well. Thus, she
was again blessed for following the instructions of God‘s prophet.
The Healing of Naaman (2 Kings 5)
Naaman was a very powerful and successful commander in the Syrian army, and the personal assistant to BenHadad II, the king of Syria. He was, however, a leper. When the Syrians found out that Elisha could perform
miracles, Ben-Hadad sent Naaman to Israel. Naaman arrived with an entourage at Elisha‘s house, expecting an
―official‖ and pompous welcome—and that Elisha would come out and perform a spectacular healing right
before his eyes. Elisha, however, told him through a messenger to wash himself seven times in the Jordan to
be healed. Naaman became furious, as this ―prescription‖ to restore his health did not meet with his
expectations. Receiving second-hand instructions to bathe in the silt-laden waters of the Jordan was offensive
to him. Feeling humiliation and anger, he snorted out the names of Syrian rivers, which were cleaner and colder
than the Jordan (see Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on 5:12).
We don‘t know exactly why Elisha would not meet with Naaman in person. In the long run, that decision
certainly helped Naaman to see that it was God, not Elisha, who performed the healing—and that may have
been a factor. Perhaps the reason also involved Naaman‘s disease rendering him unclean—so that contact with
Elisha would have made Elisha unclean, interfering with his ministry to others (compare Numbers 5:1-4). The
command to wash in running water was in line with the law for those to be cleansed of leprosy by the
priesthood (Leviticus 14:8-9).
With no Levitical priesthood in the northern kingdom, it seems that God‘s prophets there carried out certain
priestly functions. Perhaps the washing in the Jordan was symbolic. After all, the Old Testament washings
prefigured spiritual purification and baptism—and seven times would denote completeness. Moreover, of all
rivers Elisha chose the Jordan—which would seem to be symbolic of entering the Promised Land, or at least a
connection with it, and receiving God‘s blessings there. In that sense, it may be that this gentile had to be
symbolically ―cleansed‖ before partaking of God‘s promises to Israel, in this case for physical healing.
It could also be that Elisha‘s seeming snub and the comparably humiliating instructions were to humble
Naaman and test him as to whether he would obey instructions. In any event, Naaman‘s servants encouraged
him to follow Elisha‘s direction and, to his credit, he did what he was told. When he did, his leprosy was healed.
Because health trials have such a profound effect on us, mentally as well as physically, God will often use these
experiences to work with us spiritually. It appears He may have been doing this with Naaman.
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The commander returned to Elisha and offered him money, but Elisha refused to accept it. Again, as we saw
earlier, it was the power of God that healed—Elisha understanding himself to merely be God‘s instrument. No
one can buy this power, nor can anyone ―pay‖ for a miracle. But Elisha‘s servant, Gehazi, had a different
mindset and secretly and deceitfully asked for and accepted payment. Not only was the servant guilty of greed,
but also he greatly misrepresented God‘s truth and His ways. Elisha, though, saw in a vision from God what
Gehazi had done and pronounced the curse of leprosy on Gehazi and his descendants.
Before Naaman departed, he told Elisha that he had now accepted the God of Israel as his God. Then he asked
for two things—two mule-loads of earth and that he be pardoned for his future bowing in a pagan temple. The
Broadman Bible Commentary states: ―Naaman leaves Elisha with two requests. His desire for dirt from Israel is
closely linked to the common belief that gods were identified with the land itself—an attitude that continued
even in Israel for an embarrassingly long period of time…. Naaman‘s second request dealt with the necessity of
accompanying his master (apparently the king of Syria) when he worshipped Rimmon, or better, Rammon, the
god of storm and rain better known as Hadad. Elisha apparently grants both requests, for the text records that
Elisha sent Naaman away with the traditional benediction, ‗Go in peace‘‖ (note on 2 Kings 5:17-19).
Regarding the first item, it would appear that Naaman‘s belief system was not really ―educated‖ yet. The
concept of the God of heaven being connected and somehow limited to the land of a particular territory—if such
was his thinking—was not accurate. However, a slightly different explanation of his view on the matter of land is
that he accepted the concept expressed in the Old Testament that ―foreign lands were polluted by the existence
there of idolatry (cf. Josh. 22:19; Hosea 9:3-5; Amos 7:17). In taking back earth from Israel Naaman
acknowledged that the Lord is the God of Israel‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991,
note on 2 Kings 5). It may even be that Naaman viewed the dirt as merely symbolizing his newfound connection
with God and God‘s special land. In any case, the taking of dirt was certainly unnecessary. Whether Naaman
knew that or not is now unknowable. Either way, it is likely that, being new to God‘s truth, his understanding of
God‘s requirements was rather incomplete.
Regarding Naaman‘s second request—that he be pardoned for continuing to bow in a pagan temple—some
might use it, particularly Elisha‘s perceived approval, to say that a converted Christian can continue to actively
participate in non-Christian worship services. But the apostle Paul makes clear that a Christian must never do
this (compare 1 Corinthians 10:16-22). Why then didn‘t Elisha prohibit Naaman from doing so in this case?
Notice up front that 2 Kings 5:19 does not explicitly say that Elisha sanctioned Naaman‘s chosen course.
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary states, ―Elisha‘s prophetic commission not extending to any but the
conversion of Israel from idolatry, he makes no remark, either approving or disapproving, on the declared
course of action, but simply gives (vs. 19) the parting benediction‖ (note on verse 18). Soncino concurs with this
understanding of Elisha‘s benediction, adding that Elisha left the apparent inconsistency in Naaman‘s proposed
conduct up to Naaman‘s own judgment (Soncino Books of the Bible, note on verses 18-19).
What, then, are we to make of Naaman‘s thinking? Again, it may well revolve around the fact that his faith was
not yet educated. We do see that he was very concerned about not offending God—and it is clear that his
bowing in the temple of Rimmon would be only in compliance with his official duties. But he obviously could not
yet have learned all of God‘s statutes regarding the avoidance of the accoutrements of pagan religion. God
teaches us true understanding gradually—not all at once. Christ told His disciples that He had to tell them so
much, but that they could not understand it then (John 16:12). They would, however, understand later—in time
(verse 13). Indeed, it is not at all unusual for people new to God‘s truth today to believe that it‘s acceptable to
participate in Christmas parties at work and the like. Naaman may have been reasoning similarly regarding
pagan temple services. Moreover, for someone in Naaman‘s position and society, totally avoiding any
appearance of participation in the national religion would be much more difficult than it is in the freedom of the
modern Western world.
Yet it should also be mentioned that it‘s possible that Naaman‘s kneeling was not really to bow in the temple
himself. He mentions the king leaning on his arm. Perhaps Ben-Hadad was frail or infirm and needed someone
to physically help him kneel and rise. Naaman‘s kneeling may have only been to physically assist the king,
whom he regularly accompanied, not to bow in the temple. Still, if this is the case, it would seem wiser for
Naaman to have had someone else take over this function as it would probably have conveyed a wrong
impression to others—either that he was worshiping a pagan god himself or that he was helping someone else
to do so. In any case, it appears that Naaman made a commitment to God according to the best of his
understanding. And Elisha let it go at that.
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The story of Naaman is one that demonstrates that though God is the God of Israel, He loves the whole world
(see John 3:16). It shows that God desires to bless the gentiles and bring them—not just the physical
descendants of Israel—into a relationship with Him. In fact, as does the example of Nineveh‘s repentance at the
preaching of Jonah, it demonstrates that gentiles have sometimes been keener in responding to God‘s
instructions than the Israelites have. Christ used the example of the faith Naaman had shown to indict the lack
of faith among His own countrymen (Luke 4:27).
Elisha and the Floating Ax Head (2 Kings 6)
Next we see Elisha calling on God to miraculously make an iron ax head float that had fallen into the water. As
always, no task is difficult for God. If there is a need, ―ask, and it will be given to you‖ (Matthew 7:7). This was
not a cheap trick to show off the power Elisha had from God—it was a legitimate need and an example of
outgoing concern for the benefit of others, as the ax had been borrowed by his servant and would have to have
been replaced by him (2 Kings 6:1-7).
Miracles performed by God‘s true servants have meaning and are not done to draw attention to the person
performing the miracles. On the other hand, many prophecies in Scripture foretell the rise of a religious figure
called the False Prophet, who will perform ―miracles‖ as well, yet ―according to the working of Satan.‖ His
―miracles‖ are described as ―lying wonders,‖ as they will be used to impress and deceive people, not to help
them (2 Thessalonians 2:9-10). We find a forerunner of this deceiver in the person of Simon Magus, a
―sorcerer‖ who, in the days of the early apostles, attempted to ―buy‖ the Holy Spirit to perform miracles and
draw a greater following after himself (Acts 8:9-23). His concern was clearly not for the welfare of others.
Elisha‘s Servant Sees Chariots of Fire; Their Enemies Blinded (2 Kings 6)
Second Kings 6:8-23 gives us a powerful example of God‘s supernatural help and His law in action. Ben-Hadad
II, king of Syria, while at war with Israel, becomes aware that the prophet Elisha receives supernatural insight
from God about the king‘s actions. He therefore sends an army into the city of Dothan in Israel to capture the
prophet. Elisha‘s servant becomes afraid when, early in the morning, he sees the city surrounded by the Syrian
army with their horses and chariots. Elisha, though, prays to God to open his servant‘s eyes, and he sees ―the
mountain…full of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha‖ (verse 17). God had sent an angelic army to
protect His servants.
Since God is the same yesterday, today and forever (see Malachi 3:6; Hebrews 13:8), and since God is
impartial (Acts 10:34), we can have trust and confidence that He will grant the same kind of protection to His
servants today. Jesus Christ knew that the Father would have sent Him more than 12 legions of angels—
72,000 of them—to protect Him from the armed multitude sent to apprehend Him if that had been God‘s will at
the time (Matthew 26:53). Christ had been assisted and protected and even strengthened by angels throughout
His human life (4:11; Luke 22:43). He reassured His servants that they too would have angelic protection in
their lives (Matthew 18:10). Sometimes, people actually meet angels without even realizing it (Hebrews 13:2).
None of this is meant to imply that God‘s servants have a guarantee against suffering or even martyrdom.
Rather, whatever happens to His people is according to His strict allowance. And God will always use His
infinite power in our best interests.
Answering Elisha‘s prayer, God strikes the Syrians with some sort of temporary blindness, and Elisha leads
them right to the camp of the army of Israel. The king of Israel, Jehoram, wonders whether he should kill the
Syrians, but Elisha instructs him to ―set food and water before them, that they may eat and drink and go to their
master‖ (2 Kings 6:22). Jehoram heeds this advice and prepares ―a great feast for them.‖ The result is amazing.
After they returned to the king of Syria, ―the bands of Syrian raiders came no more into the land of Israel‖ (verse
23). While this may have been due to fear over the supernatural intervention they had witnessed, it is likely that
a lessening of ill will was also a factor. When they could have been slaughtered, they were instead fed and
freed.
The Bible tells us to provide our enemy with food and drink when he hungers and thirsts. The lesson here is not
one of satisfying the demands of an invading host. Rather, it is that of showing mercy to an enemy who is at our
mercy. When we do so, the enemy may become ashamed of his unkindness toward us and possibly even
change his attitude (Romans 12:20). In fact, if our ways please God (and it is pleasing to God when we love our
enemies and do good to them, Luke 6:35), He will make our enemies to be at peace with us (Proverbs 16:7).
The episode in 2 Kings 6 is a powerful example that we can rely on this promise.
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Miraculous Delivery From Famine and the Syrians (2 Kings 6–7)
After a lengthy siege of Samaria under Syrian King Ben-Hadad II, famine had broken out in the city—so severe
that women were cannibalizing their own children (6:28-29). Somehow, King Jehoram of Israel blamed Elisha
for this tragic state of affairs (verse 31). Elisha, though, told the king that God would deliver those in Samaria
and provide food for them the very next day: ―You will be able to buy a large sack of flour or two large sacks of
barley for almost nothing‖ (7:1, Contemporary English Version). But this seemed impossible under the
circumstances. The chief officer accompanying the king responded, ―Look, if the LORD would make windows
from heaven, could this thing be?‖ (verse 2).
The Contemporary English Version paraphrases this as, ―I don‘t believe it! Even if the LORD sent a rainstorm, it
couldn‘t produce that much grain by tomorrow‖—that is, produce enough to make grain cheap during a famine.
However, through a chain of miraculous events carefully directed by God, Elisha‘s prophecy came true. The
fleeing Syrians abandoned all their foodstuffs. And the doubting officer was ―accidentally‖ killed and therefore
could not enjoy the food, just as Elisha had announced (verses 2, 17-20).
This passage should serve as a good example for us. Many times, when we are in need and distress, there
does not seem to be relief in sight, and we begin to doubt God‘s powerful might to work miracles. If we can‘t
―see‖ HOW it could happen, we don‘t believe THAT it will happen. But we are to walk by faith, not by sight (2
Corinthians 5:7). Christ pronounces a special blessing on him who does not see but still believes (John 20:29).
We don‘t have to know how God will intervene—but we must believe that everything will work out for good as
long as we love God (Romans 8:28). But if we doubt, as the officer did, we won‘t receive anything from God, as
James 1:6-8 tells us.
Ben-Hadad II and Hazael Rule Syria; Jehoram and Ahaziah Rule Judah (2 Kings 8)
Why did Elisha go to Syria? Ben-Hadad II, king of Syria, felt that his arrival was accidental. But, in fact, Elisha
was fulfilling a commission that had earlier been given to Elijah. At Mount Sinai, God had commissioned Elijah
to anoint Hazael king over Syria, Jehu king over Judah and Elisha as a prophet in his place (1 Kings 19:15-16).
Yet Elijah did not finish this commission. He anointed Elisha but not Hazael or Jehu. Thus, Elisha is now being
used to complete Elijah‘s commission, appearing here on the scene at the time of the prophesied transfer of
power.
When Ben-Haded, who had fallen sick, heard that Elisha had come to Damascus, he asked his assistant
Hazael to inquire of him whether he, the king, would recover. Elisha notified the king that he would recover, but
he went on to explain that he knew that the king would die (2 Kings 8:7-10). Though seemingly inconsistent, this
was nonetheless a truthful statement considering that the king would not die because of his sickness, but
because he would be murdered by Hazael. Elisha also told Hazael that he would be the next king of Syria, and
that the war he would wage against Israel would be severe and brutal (verses 12-15). Elisha must have
anointed Hazael at this time, between verses 13 and 14.
After Jehoram, king of Judah, died, Ahaziah, his youngest son, became his successor. He was only 22 years
old and reigned only one year. He was a wicked king, the ―son-in-law of the house of Ahab‖ (2 Kings 8:27). He
followed the bad advice of his mother Athaliah and his counselors (2 Chronicles 22:1-6). Pursuant to their
advice, he engaged in warfare together with Israel‘s King Joram, referred to earlier as Jehoram, against Hazael,
king of Syria. The Syrians, however, wounded Joram, and Ahaziah visited him in Jezreel (2 Kings 8:25-29). It is
interesting to note that this battle was fought at Ramoth Gilead (verse 28), the same place Ahab and
Jehoshaphat had fought against Ben-Hadad, which resulted in the wounding and death of Ahab (1 Kings 22).
Jehu Annointed King of Israel,
Jehu Kills Joram (Israel), Ahaziah (Judah) and Jezebel (2 Kings 9)
It was now time for Jehu to be anointed king of Israel. To complete Elijah‘s commission, Elisha sends one of the
sons of the prophets to do the anointing (9:1-6). (As an aside, there‘s an interesting lesson here. God often
commissions one of His servants to fulfill a task, which may span many years and include several other
servants of God. That is, the commission given to one person isn‘t necessarily fulfilled by that person alone.)
God‘s command to Jehu is that he ―strike down the house of Ahab your master, that I may avenge the blood of
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my servants the prophets, and the blood of all the servants of the LORD, at the hand of Jezebel [the infamous
wicked wife of Ahab]‖ (9:6-7).
While Ahaziah was visiting the injured Joram in Jezreel, where he was recuperating, Jehu and his men pressed
furiously toward the city. Joram and Ahaziah went out to meet him on the property of Naboth (whose vineyard
Ahab and Jezebel had stolen by murdering him, 1 Kings 21:1-16). Jehu killed Joram and had Ahaziah, who
tried to escape, tracked down, brought back and killed as well (2 Kings 9:24-27; 2 Chronicles 22:9). Jehu also
killed the princes of Judah (verse 8).
At first it may seem like Jehu was going overboard in killing the king of Judah and the royal princes there. But it
should be remembered that King Ahaziah of Judah was the grandson of Ahab. Athaliah, the daughter of Ahab
and Jezebel, had contaminated the royal family of David with Ahab‘s lineage and idolatrous influence, and Jehu
was being used to destroy it in Judah as well as in Israel.
When Jezebel heard that Jehu had come to Jezreel, she ―put paint on her eyes and adorned her head,‖
obviously with the intent of seducing him (2 Kings 9:30). But Jehu did not fall for it, and Jeremiah and Ezekiel
prophesied that Israel and Judah‘s future enemies would not fall for such conduct either (Jeremiah 4:30; Ezekiel
23:40), though in the latter case the enemies do go ahead and have improper relations with them, taking
advantage of their willingness (verse 44).
Some believe that these passages prohibit Christians from using makeup. Although the use of makeup clearly
would be wrong if used for an improper purpose, these passages do not condemn its use in general. Note that it
says, figuratively, in Ezekiel 23:40 that Israel and Judah adorned themselves with ornaments, painted their
eyes, and washed themselves for them, i.e., powerful men they sent for. Obviously, there is nothing wrong with
washing—we are supposed to do that. The problem is that the use of jewelry and makeup and the washing
were being done ―for them‖—that is, with the intent of seduction. Israel, like Jezebel, was prostituting herself to
buy favor with a conqueror. The motive is condemned here, not the mere act of washing—nor the act of
wearing jewelry or applying cosmetics. (Note also that even today, ancient Egypt remains famous for its use of
cosmetics. Even the lower classes in Egypt wore makeup—both men and women. And yet God says nothing at
all about makeup in the extremely detailed statutes He gave when Israel left Egypt.)
Jehu ordered those in the palace who decided to follow him at this point to throw Jezebel down from the wall,
―and some of her blood spattered on the wall and on the horses, and he trampled her underfoot.‖ Later, when
they wanted to bury her, they found only ―her skull and the feet and the palms of her hands‖ (2 Kings 9:33-35).
Jehu realized that Elisha‘s prophecy regarding Jezebel had been fulfilled precisely (verses 36-37; 1 Kings
21:23-24). Although this punishment might sound cruel, let‘s not forget the Bible‘s evaluation of Ahab and
Jezebel‘s deeds and character: ―But there was no one like Ahab who sold himself to do wickedness in the sight
of the LORD, because Jezebel his wife stirred him up‖ (verse 25). Jezebel was so evil that Christ uses her name
to symbolize spiritual corruption (see Revelation 2:20). Remember also that she had mercilessly slaughtered
God‘s prophets (1 Kings 18:3-4); now their blood was being avenged (2 Kings 9:7). We should always be
mindful of the fact that God will repay the wicked (see Deuteronomy 7:9-10).
Jehu Kills 70 Sons of Ahab (2 Kings 10)
Jehu begins his bloody deed of wiping out the house of Ahab, pursuant to Elisha‘s prophecy. Seventy of Ahab‘s
sons lived in Samaria (2 Kings 10:1). When Jehu threatens the city, the elders slaughter the sons and deliver
their heads in baskets to Jehu in Jezreel (verses 2-8). Jehu then proceeds to kill everyone remaining from the
house of Ahab (verse 11, 17). He also kills the brothers of the late King Ahaziah of Judah (2 Kings 10:12-14),
as well as all the priests of Baal (verses 18-28). As we saw earlier, he was eradicating the line of Ahab even
across national boundaries.
Jehu, however, was by no means a righteous ruler. Although he seemed to understand that he was an
instrument in God‘s hands, carrying out God‘s vengeance on the house of Ahab and ―destroying Baal from
Israel‖ (verse 28), he himself did not obey God in other matters (verse 29). While God rewarded him for what he
did do in accordance with His will (verse 30), this does not mean that Jehu lived a life pleasing to God.
The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―Jehu‘s merciless purge of the official Baal priesthood was a major step in
eradicating evil from the northern kingdom. However, the purge only brought Israel back to the syncretism
established by Jeroboam I and his successors. God rewarded Jehu with a reign of twenty-eight years, the
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longest of any northern king so far, and allowed his sons to rule Israel for four more generations, the longest
dynasty in Israel‘s history. Jehu had an opportunity to be one of the greatest kings, but he did not follow God‘s
law completely. He did not stop the worship of the golden calves left at Dan and Bethel. While not as overt as
during the time of Ahab, the slide to Baal worship in Israel continued even after Jehu‘s purge of the worshipers
of Baal. Tragically, Jehu did not take the opportunity to lead the Israelites back to complete obedience of God‘s
law‖ (―INDepth: A Missed Opportunity: Jehu,‖ sidebar on 2 Kings 10).
Rather, we read, ―Jehu took no heed to walk in the law of the LORD God of Israel with all his heart; for he did not
depart from the sins of Jeroboam, who had made Israel sin‖ (verse 31). This example shows that not everyone
used by God for a specific purpose must also be a truly repentant believer.
This story also shows the tragic continuing negative heritage of Jeroboam I, whose disobedience and false
religion set a pattern of habit and tradition for the nation and its kings from which it was very difficult to break
free. Repeatedly throughout the history of Israel‘s kings, we read the phrase, ―the sins of Jeroboam, who made
Israel to sin.‖ Seeing his great potential, God had offered him a dynasty like that of David (1 Kings 11:38). But,
like Lucifer, Jeroboam chose to use his wonderful talent for evil instead of for good.
Queen Athaliah Rules Judah (2 Kings 11)
After Ahaziah, king of Judah, had been killed by Jehu, Ahaziah‘s mother Athaliah tried to kill all the royal heirs
so that she could reign over the land. Here we see another woman of power corrupting herself with the lust for
greater influence. However, Ahaziah‘s sister, Jehosheba, saved Ahaziah‘s son Joash (or Jehoash) from death
and hid him for six years (2 Kings 11:1-3; 2 Chronicles 22:10-12). Jehosheba, also called Jehoshabeath, was
the wife of Jehoiada the priest. Her courageous character is a refreshing contrast to the evil queen.
Ironically, Athaliah‘s actions further purged the Davidic family of Ahab‘s corrupt lineage. But Joash would
survive to reign, as we will see. Yet Joash was himself of Ahab‘s lineage, being the son of Athaliah‘s son, King
Ahaziah. So why did God allow him to survive? To understand, we must consider the problem with Ahab‘s
lineage in Judah. Remember that after Jehoshaphat‘s son Jehoram married Ahab‘s daughter Athaliah, this evil
and idolatrous woman became mother and grandmother to many Davidic princes and princesses. Thus the line
of Ahab became widely diffused throughout the Jewish royal family. Being queen, mother and grandmother to
these other royals enabled her to have a great and corrupting influence on them. This wide diffusion with its
accompanying corruption was the real problem. That is why these people needed to go. And through the
purges carried out by Jehu and Athaliah herself, all of these corrupt individuals were wiped out. No longer was
Ahab‘s idolatrous lineage widely diffused throughout the family of David. Only one line of descent from Ahab
would be allowed to continue—that of Joash, who as a baby was removed from any corrupting influence of
other relatives of Ahab‘s lineage, particularly Athaliah.
Joash Protected From Queen Athaliah (2 Kings 11)
In the seventh year of the reign of evil Queen Athaliah, Jehoida the priest, with the support and protection of the
―captains of hundreds‖ of the army and the Levites and the ―chief fathers of Israel,‖ anointed Joash to be the
new king of Judah. This was done on the Sabbath (2 Chronicles 23:4, 8). Joash was seven years old when he
was appointed and proclaimed to be the new king (2 Kings 11:21, 12). Jehoida had Queen Athaliah killed by the
captains of the army (2 Chronicles 23:14-15). He then ―made a covenant between the LORD, the king, and the
people, that they should be the LORD‘s people, and also between the king and the people‖ (2 Kings 11:17; 2
Chronicles 23:16 adds that the priest was also a party to this covenant.)
Note that two agreements (covenants) were made: one between the Lord, the king and the people, rededicating
themselves to God; and a second between only the king and the people. This second covenant was apparently
a rededication to constitutional monarchy, in which the king is not above the law. Jehoiada was engaged in
reestablishing right government in Judah after the disastrous reigns of Ahaziah and Athaliah. A feature of that
reestablishment was settling Judah‘s government upon its original ground—that of a limited monarchy
established under Samuel‘s superintendence when he ―explained to the people the regulations of the kingship‖
(1 Samuel 10:25, NIV).
Also interesting in this reading is that when Joash was crowned he ―stood by his pillar‖ (2 Chronicles 23:13)—2
Kings 11:14 reads ―a pillar.‖ Israel‘s kings, according to the custom (2 Kings 11:14), were crowned in a
ceremony involving a ―pillar.‖ This pillar was apparently a matsebah, a standing stone. It is interesting to note
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that Britain‘s sovereigns are also crowned in a ceremony involving a ―pillar‖—Jacob‘s stone. The Hebrew in
these passages is even more interesting, for it literally says the king stood ―upon his pillar.‖ Britain‘s monarchs
are also crowned ―upon‖ a pillar stone—sitting upon it (i.e., upon a throne that contains it). Thus, though slightly
modified, the custom still prevails thousands of years later. Indeed, the royal house of Britain is a continuation
of the very same dynasty of ancient Judah—the dynasty of David (see ―The Throne of David: Its Biblical Origin
and Future,‖ www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
As a consequence of renewed commitment to God under Joash, the people destroyed the center of Baal
worship in Judah (2 Kings 11:18; 2 Chronicles 23:17), and they reinstituted the proper sacrificial worship
system, as commanded ―in the Law of Moses‖ (verse 18). But, as we will see, some idolatry remained in the
land.
Joash Rules Judah and Repairs the Temple (2 Kings 12)
Joash (also referred to as Jehoash) reigned 40 years in Jerusalem. As long as Jehoida lived and instructed
him, he generally did what was right in the sight of God (2 Kings 12:2; 2 Chronicles 24:2). Undoubtedly his
mother Zibiah also had a positive influence on him, as she is specifically mentioned in 2 Kings 12:1 and 2
Chronicles 24:1. Jehoida must have assumed a fatherly role for Joash—we read that the priest selected ―two
wives for him, and [Joash] had sons and daughters‖ (verse 3).
Regrettably, we are told that ―the high places were not taken away; the people still sacrificed and burned
incense on the high places‖ (2 Kings 12:3). Was this the fault of the people who did not cooperate with the
young king‘s instructions? Was it the fault of the priest for failing to instruct the king properly? Was it Joash‘s
fault? The Bible does not provide us with a clear answer. It should be noted that Scripture levels this criticism at
the reigns of most of the few righteous kings of Judah. In any event, Joash did ―set his heart‖ on repairing the
temple (verses 4-5; 2 Chronicles 24:4) and instructed the priests and Levites to collect money for the necessary
repairs. However, we are told that ―the Levites did not do it quickly‖ (2 Chronicles 24:5), which perhaps takes on
some significance in light of what we read in the book of Joel.
In Judah, the Levitical priests had not undertaken the task committed to them by Joash to repair the temple
(12:4-5). The collection commanded by Moses was of three types (verse 4): money collected in the census
(Exodus 30:14), money assessed on personal vows (Leviticus 27:1-8) and voluntary offerings. Evidently, the
priests were considering all that was given to them to be their personal income. ―Apparently the priests were
unwilling to divert ‗their‘ income to the repair project, and were incapable of doing the work themselves. So
Joash had them hand the money over directly to others who would do the work‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion,
note on 2 Kings 12:6-8).
Disappointed with the priests, Joash summoned Jehoiada the priest, and arrangements were made for the
repair of the temple to be handed over to skilled workmen. The king had Jehoiada make a special box to collect
the offerings, and he issued a proclamation through the land. The response of the people was magnificent and
more than what was required for repairing the temple. The temple repairs were placed ahead of other
requirements, yet there was still sufficient left over to provide for the various articles for the temple.
Such was the honesty of those given responsibility over the funds that they were not required to keep accounts
of the money supplied. And the workmen not only restored the temple to its original splendor, but even
reinforced it. Sadly, the spiritual commitment of the people exceeded that of those who were supposed to be
their teachers and good examples in following the ways of God.
Judah‘s leaders once again depart from the truth. Jehoiada had provided a great deal of strength and
encouragement. The nation respected the results of his work. But as is so often the case, the other leaders
didn‘t appreciate the means to that end—obedience to God—and soon sank back into idolatry. Again, God took
action to show them how wrong they were. He had warned them through Moses about what would happen
(Leviticus 26:17; compare verse 8).
The really sad part of the story is that of King Joash. From the time he came to the throne as a seven-year-old
boy, Jehoiada had been almost an adoptive father to him, even having chosen his wives (2 Chronicles 24:3).
And Joash had done so well in restoring proper worship in Judah. Yet he ―comes across as a man of weak
character. As long as Jehoiada lived, he followed the Lord. But with the priest gone, the king was just as easily
led into sin. The measure of our children‘s character is not how they behave while they are at home, but the
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choices they make after they leave!‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 17). Incredibly, the king, who
had been like a son to Jehoiada, ended up killing Jehoiada‘s actual son for giving advice he didn‘t like. This was
his own cousin (22:11; 24:20). ―This once-good king had sunk to the level of his evil grandmother Athaliah (see
22:10), despite decades of past faithfulness to God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 24).
This should serve as a warning to us all. In the end, Joash was murdered. But he ―was excluded from the royal
cemetery because he fell far short of the Davidic ideal (see 21:20). Ironically, Jehoiada, who was not a king at
all, was buried among the kings because of his faithfulness to God and to God‘s chosen king (v. 16)‖ (same
note). There are other examples in Scripture of apostasy following the removal of an influential righteous figure.
The apostle Paul, for instance, knew that apostasy would follow his own death. And sadly, this pattern has
persisted.
Note on the names of the kings: The passages for the next few chapters refer to ―Joash‖ or ―Jehoash‖ as being
kings of Israel and Judah. This can be confusing to the casual reader. In 2 Kings 11:2 the king of Judah is
referred to as ―Joash,‖ while in 2 Kings 12:2 he is referred to as ―Jehoash.‖ The name of the king of Israel is
also written both ways, even in the same chapter. Second Kings 13:9 refers to him as ―Joash,‖ while the next
verse spells his name ―Jehoash.‖ In 2 Chronicles the king of Judah is referred to as ―Jehoash.‖ The New
International Version uses ―Jehoash‖ in 2 Kings 13:9-10 in both places, while other versions use the original
Hebrew spellings. The answer to the dilemma is that, as in the cases of other Israelite kings, they are variations
of the same name and are interchangeable—and there was a King Joash (or Jehoash) in both Judah and
Israel. For the purpose of these notes, we have followed the practice of other commentators in referring to the
king of Judah as ―Joash‖ and the king of Israel as ―Jehoash.‖
Jehoahaz and Jehoash Rule Israel (2 Kings 13)
During Jehu‘s reign, Israel began to pay tribute to Assyria in a partly successful effort to buy Assyrian protection
(as a vassal state) from the Aramaeans (Syrians). An inscription of Shalmaneser III engraved upon his famous
Black Obelisk, now in the British Museum, recorded, ―The tribute of Jehu, son [i.e., royal successor] of Omri,
silver, gold, bowls of gold, chalices of gold, cups of gold, vases of gold, lead, scepter for the king, and spear
shafts, I have received‖ (quoted by T.C. Mitchell, The Bible in the British Museum, 2000, p. 47).
Yet, ―because Shalmaneser III was occupied with political pressure in the east, Hazael [king of Syria] took
advantage of the situation, harassing Israel throughout [Jehu‘s] long reign. After Jehu‘s death, Hazael marched
freely into Israel and even into Judah ([2 Kings] 12:17, 18; 13:22). The important point of these verses is that
the attacks of Hazael were part of God‘s judgment on Israel‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 10:32-33). It is Jehu‘s
failure to complete the task of removing pagan worship that leads to God again taking action against Israel
through the hand of the king of Syria (verses 32-33). Yet even with this punishment, when Jehu died, his son
Jehoahaz failed to correct the wrongdoing (13:1-2).
While Joash was starting to rebuild the temple in Judah, Jehoahaz was coming to the throne in Israel. But his
rule was nothing like what was happening in Judah. Jehoahaz continued in the sins of Jeroboam, as Jehu had.
The reduction of Israel‘s power as divine punishment was severe (see 2 Kings 13:7), ―a far cry from the time
when Ahab alone could muster two thousand chariots for the allied forces at Qarqar‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on verse 7).
The next king of Israel was Jehoash (or Joash) and he too persisted in wrongdoing. In 2 Kings 13:14,
―Jehoash‘s cry over the aged Elisha repeats the words of Elisha spoken when Elijah was taken up to heaven
(2:12). Thus, both at the beginning of his ministry and at its conclusion, Elisha is unmistakably linked to his
mentor Elijah. The grief of Jehoash at the impending death of Elisha shows that, like his father Jehoahaz (see
vv. 4, 5), this Israelite king possessed some genuine spirituality. The line of Jehu had its good moments and
received some reward from the Lord (see 10:30). However, none of this line or any other of the kings of Israel
served God with all their heart (see 10:31)‖ (Nelson, note on 13:14).
A slightly different take on Jehoash‘s grief is explained the The Bible Reader‘s Companion: ―Even the wicked
king Jehoash wept at the death of Elisha, but only because he was a national resource; the equivalent of a
chariot army! Yet even this cry shows a lack of faith. Elisha died [or, at this point, was dying]. But God lived [—a
point illustrated by the miracle of Elisha‘s bones]…. Let‘s not make the mistake of trusting in God‘s ministers,
and not in God‖ (note on verse 16).
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Death of Elisha (2 Kings 13)
Before his death, Elisha asked Jehoash to shoot an arrow and then to strike some arrows on the ground. ―This
section describes a symbolic act that Elisha had Joash perform to ensure victories over his enemies; the king
was only partly successful in completing the task. Elisha‘s symbolic act of putting his hands on the king‘s hands
should have alerted the king that the aged prophet was conveying a divine blessing on him. Jehoash‘s
halfhearted compliance with Elisha‘s instructions exposed his weak faith and illustrated God‘s unfavorable
evaluation of his character (v. 11). God‘s dying prophet was rightly disturbed. Although God would allow Israel
to defeat the Aramean army three times, their victory would be incomplete‖ (Nelson, note on verses 15-19).
After this, Elisha died. But the miracles associated with him didn‘t stop. God had one more dramatic sign: the
raising of a dead man who came in contact with Elisha‘s remains. ―There was no magic in Elisha‘s bones, but a
demonstration of the power of God associated with his servant‖ (note on verse 21). ―The juxtaposition of this
event with the account that precedes it makes it clear that herein was another divinely intended sign for
Jehoash and Israel; God was the God of the living, not the dead (cf. Luke 20:38), not only for Elisha [who would
one day be resurrected] and the man who had [now] been restored to life, but for Israel as well. Israel could yet
‗live‘ if she would but appropriate the eternally living God as her own. The entire episode was, further, a
corroborative sign that what Elisha had prophesied would certainly come to pass. Only a living God could
guarantee such a thing (cf. Isa 44)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on 2 Kings 13:21). ―This miracle should have reassured
Jehoash that God intended to rescue Israel from the deadly grip of Aramean domination (see v. 25)‖ (Nelson,
note on verse 21).
―In accordance with Jehoash‘s striking the ground three times with arrows (v. 18), God gave Jehoash victory
over the Arameans only three times. Yet God graciously overruled Jehoash‘s inadequate faith by granting Israel
full victory over the Arameans during the reign of his son Jeroboam II‖ (note on verse 25).
Amaziah Rules Judah; Judah and Israel at War (2 Kings 14)
Like so many people, Amaziah, king of Judah, started off on the right track, but his initial acts soon faded away.
Indeed, it is specifically mentioned that he did ―everything as his father Joash had done‖ (2 Kings 14:3)—
meaning that he followed the right example that Joash set early on. But he later follows the example of Joash in
apostasy and resultant disaster.
His first action as king was to execute those who had murdered his father (2 Chronicles 24:25-26). In doing so,
he followed what God had taught Israel through Moses by not killing the sons of the perpetrators for their
fathers‘ crime (compare Deuteronomy 24:16).
Then, however, we see Amaziah starting to waver. Instead of relying on God (2 Chronicles 14:11; Jeremiah
17:5), he thought he could protect Judah by hiring mercenaries from Ephraim—but God is not limited to our
human efforts (Mark 9:23). To his credit, Amaziah listened to a man of God who came to him with sound advice
(2 Chronicles 25:7-10). God honored his obedience with victory—but his earlier lack of trust was to backfire on
him. The mercenaries he dismissed took advantage of the armies being away and pillaged Judah‘s frontier
towns.
Sadly, it all went downhill from there. At this point, Chronicles records an utterly unconscionable fact not
mentioned in Kings. Instead of thanking God for his victory, Amaziah ―brought the gods of the people of Seir
[that is, of the Edomites, whom he‘d just defeated], set them up to be his gods, and bowed down before them
and burned incense to them‖ (2 Chronicles 25:14). This was totally irrational to the point of absurdity. ―The
futility of ‗gods, which could not save their own people‘ should have been obvious, but men still worship that
which is demonstrably inadequate‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 15, emphasis added). It
seems that Amaziah couldn‘t learn the lesson.
There was no way God would allow Amaziah to get away with such outrageous behavior, and He sent a
prophet to correct the king. But Amaziah didn‘t want the advice. Rather, he became a victim of his own pride.
Overconfident following his victory over the Edomites, and angry at the Israelite mercenaries who raided
Judah‘s cities after his dismissal of them, Amaziah challenged Jehoash of Israel to a battle—a senseless
undertaking as portrayed by Jehoash‘s fable, where he likens Amaziah to a thistle fighting a cedar of Lebanon.
Yet Amaziah would not see reason—indeed, this development ―came from God,‖ we are told, as a way for Him
to impose judgment (verse 20).
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Judah lost the battle. And, more humiliating still, Amaziah was taken captive and treasures from the temple and
the palace were taken as spoils of war. Biblical historian Eugene Merrill writes: ―Amaziah himself narrowly
escaped with his life. Why Jehoash spared him at all is a mystery, for he evidently took him back to Samaria
as a prisoner (2 Kings 14:13-14) [after taking him to the plunder of Jerusalem (2 Chronicles 25:23-24)]. The
answer may lie in the date of these events.
Both the author of Kings and the chronicler stress that Amaziah outlived Jehoash by fifteen years (2 Kings
14:17; 2 Chron. 25:25). This may be their oblique way of suggesting that Amaziah‘s release from Israelite
control is to be tied in with the death of his captor‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987,
p. 372). Merrill‘s explanation has Amaziah being released soon afterward—seeing the battle described here as
occurring just before Jehoash‘s death. However, he also offers the possibility that the battle occurred 10 years
prior to Jehoash‘s death (see p. 372 footnote).
In comparing all the biblical data on when the kings of this period reigned, the latter appears to be the case.
This would mean that Amaziah was a captive of Israel for 10 years, during which time his son Uzziah (or
Azariah) was elevated to the throne of Judah. Upon the death of Jehoash, Amaziah is evidently permitted to
return to Judah, where he lives for 15 more years in a coregency with his son (see Edwin R. Thiele, The
Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 1983, pp. 113-116).
Amaziah‘s acts now brought him into conflict with his own people, who conspired against him and eventually
killed him in Lachish. ―The fact that Amaziah reached the city of Lachish on the border with Philistia, some 25
miles from Jerusalem, suggests that he may have been seeking sanctuary among the Philistines‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on 2 Chronicles 25:27). That the plot ―was not a move against the dynasty of David is clear
from the fact that Amaziah was replaced by his own son Azariah (= Uzziah), who had been coreigning with him
for over twenty years. The most likely theory is that the foul deed of murder had, ironically, been motivated by
the desire to restore a pure worship of Yahweh to the kingdom (see 2 Chron. 25:27)‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of
Priests, pp. 372-373).
Jeroboam II Rules Israel (2 Kings 14)
In Israel, the continuing apostasy of the Jehu dynasty in the sins of Jeroboam can be seen in Jehoash actually
naming his son Jeroboam. And this son, Jeroboam II, becomes the next king—the fourth king of the Jehu
dynasty. He was coregent with his father from around 793-782 B.C. and sole ruler from around 782-753. One of
Israel‘s most illustrious kings, he enlarged the northern kingdom of Israel to its greatest territorial extent.
However, ―Israelite society, in spite of its healthy appearance, was in an advanced state of decay, socially,
morally and religiously‘ (John Bright, A History of Israel, 1981, p. 256).
Sadly, Jeroboam himself continued in the sins of his namesake (2 Kings 14:24). Yet, in spite of Israel‘s idolatry,
God was still incredibly merciful to His people. Through the prophet Jonah, God had recently foretold the
restoration of territory just mentioned (verse 25). Incidentally, this gives us a historical context for Jonah‘s
ministry and the book of Jonah, which we will be reading next.
Jeroboam II was to accomplish a great deal during his long reign, and God left a major legacy through him.
Sadly, Israel‘s spiritual standards had fallen so low that it would not stand for long as a nation. Despite the 40year flush of restored power and prestige under Jeroboam II, Israel‘s first deportation by the Assyrians occurred
only 20 years after his reign ended—just two decades after the peak of the northern kingdom. And Israel was
subject to Assyria in even less time. America, having won the Cold War and feeling secure today as the world‘s
only superpower, would do well to reflect on that.
It should be noted here that the reign of Jeroboam II and subsequent kings of Israel are not mentioned in
Chronicles. In fact, of the last seven rulers of Israel, only one, Pekah, is mentioned at all (2 Chronicles 28:6).
Uzziah Rules Judah (2 Kings 15)
A note about the name of the king: 2 Chronicles uses the name ―Uzziah‖ for this king of Judah, whereas 2 Kings
calls him ―Azariah.‖ In the original Hebrew, there is only one letter different (―r‖) in the two names. It is believed
that Uzziah may have been his official name as king and Azariah his given name.

239

The story of Uzziah again reveals the problem of human nature that we can all face. He started well (2
Chronicles 26:4) and did a great deal to build up Judah, but as we shall see in a later reading, his good attitude
didn‘t last and his reign ended in tragedy.
Putting the chronologies together, we can come up with the following picture. Uzziah‘s father Amaziah was only
15 when Uzziah was born, when Joash still reigned on the throne of Judah. On the death of Joash, Amaziah
became king when Uzziah his son was 12 years old. And when Amaziah was taken captive by Israel four years
into his reign, Uzziah was made king at age 16. Amaziah was released from captivity 10 years later, when
Uzziah was 26. The two then had a coregency until Amaziah‘s death 15 years later, when Uzziah was 41.
Uzziah then reigned 27 more years.
His mentor was a godly man called Zechariah. This was not the prophet of the book of Zechariah. Very likely, it
refers to the son of Jehoiada (24:20-21), who was still alive in Uzziah‘s childhood before his execution by
Uzziah‘s grandfather Joash. For a number of years, Uzziah followed the godly advice he was given. Judah‘s
prosperity at this time owed much to the king‘s loyalty and faithfulness to God.
Uzziah had a great interest in agriculture, building towers and wells in the desert, and promoting farming and
animal husbandry. Archaeology confirms that forts were built in the Negev desert during the 8th century B.C.
―From earliest times farming has been difficult in Palestine. Water is seldom available in ample quantities,
making necessary the construction of cisterns (cf. 2 Chron. 26:10; Neh. 9:25) or the use of streams…for
irrigation. During the five-month summer season a farmer could expect little if any rain, and even after October
the rainfall was often irregular. Added to these natural difficulties were the amazingly stony terrain, the
devastation that often followed the hot desert winds from the E. and crop losses from such eventualities as
locust plagues‖ (―Agriculture,‖ The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983).
The fact that Uzziah was able to achieve tremendous prosperity for Judah in such a difficult location is a tribute
to his foresight and obedience to God. The wealth this generated meant that he could equip and extend his
defense forces, and this led to a period of national expansion—which happened at the same time as the
national expansion of the northern kingdom under Jeroboam II. Surely no coincidence, this simultaneous
expansion prevented one nation from taking over the other one. Indeed, ―Uzziah and Jeroboam formed an
alliance for much of their reigns and together ruled for a brief time an area nearly as large as the empire of
David and Solomon‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Amos).
Sadly, in the end, as we will later see, Uzziah‘s pride in his strength was his downfall, as it so often is (compare
Leviticus 26:19; Proverbs 16:5; 29:23; Isaiah 2:12; 13:11; 2 Chronicles 32:26; Malachi 4:1; James 4:6). This
should serve as a warning for all leaders—and, given the religious context, particularly those in God‘s Church (1
Timothy 3:6). Indeed, the warning applies to all Christians. Pride and ego are great destroyers. Paul writes
about our need to resist and suppress these aspects of human nature (Philippians 2:3-4).
Finally, it should be noted that even though Uzziah did what was right during most of his reign, all was not well
in Judah. The prophets Amos and Hosea preached during this period—their warnings, which we will be reading
next, indicating the likelihood of serious problems at the time (though their messages, as we will see, were
primarily for the future). Indeed, it is usually in times of plenty that character is corrupted the worst, and God‘s
judgment becomes imminent (compare Deuteronomy 8:10-20).
The demise of Uzziah‘s (Azariah‘s) spiritual life should serve as a warning to us all. We can‘t continue living on
the basis of our past good works and faithfulness. Our loyalty to God must continue to the very end of our
human existence. Uzziah‘s pride in his power was such that he tried to usurp the role of the priests. ―In parallel
Near Eastern cultures, semidivine kings also served as priests. Perhaps Uzziah‘s determination to burn incense
reflected an arrogant intent to exalt himself‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note
on 2 Chronicles 26:16-23).
The king soon learned that God would not tolerate intrusion into service He had reserved for the sons of Aaron,
and the Almighty dealt him a severe blow, afflicting him with leprosy. As mentioned in the highlights for Amos 1,
Josephus says that the huge earthquake of Uzziah‘s reign (Amos 1:1; Zechariah 14:4-5) accompanied this
punishment. According to Scripture, Uzziah‘s leprosy lasted the rest of his life, which lasted more than a decade
beyond this.
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It isn‘t clear whether Uzziah repented. The Bible does say he knew he couldn‘t remain in the temple with
leprosy (2 Chronicles 26:20), a fact laid down in the law God gave (see Leviticus 22:2-6; Numbers 12:10, 15).
Of course, Uzziah‘s ―obedience‖ at this point may have simply been a knee-jerk reaction to flee further divine
wrath rather than a desire to now obey what was right. Yet it is hoped that, on further reflection, his newfound
fear of God helped to restore him to a right state of mind. We are not told that he turned to a life of
wickedness—only that he sinned in this matter. And God did not bring him to the grave by violent death as He
did certain other rebellious rulers of Judah. Rather, Uzziah was allowed to live many more years in his humbled
condition. The situation, then, appears similar to that of Moses when he disobeyed God (see Numbers 27:1214)—and David when He sinned (see 2 Samuel 12:13-14). A degree of punishment had to be meted out to the
leader as an example to everyone else, even when he himself repented.
During Uzziah‘s house quarantine, his son Jotham took over the official duties as coregent. Again, the Bible
doesn‘t give details, but it is possible that Uzziah still remained in control, working through his son. In its note on
2 Kings 15:1-2, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―The nature of Jotham‘s duties (v. 5), the assigning of a full 52
years of reign to Azariah, and Isaiah‘s dating of his call to the year of Azariah‘s (or Uzziah‘s) death (Is. 6:1) may
indicate that Azariah retained the power of the throne until the end.‖
Zechariah, Shallum, Menahem, Pekahiah and Pekah Rule Israel in a Succession of Coups (2 Kings 15)
After the death of Jeroboam, the situation in Israel grew steadily worse. His son Zechariah was king for only six
months and was no better than his father, thus bringing to an end the prophecy that God had made to Jehu:
―Your sons shall sit on the throne of Israel to the fourth generation‖ (10:30). The assassination of Zechariah also
fulfilled a portion of the prophecy we just read in Hosea that ―in a little while I will avenge the bloodshed of
Jezreel on the house of Jehu‖ (Hosea 1:4).
Following Zechariah‘s assassination, Israel was ruled by a succession of usurpers. Shallum, like the usurper
Hazael (8:15), was referred to in Assyrian records as ―the son of nobody,‖ indicating that he was not of royal
descent. He lasted only a single month, being overthrown by Menahem. The lesson of history shows that
whenever a person takes over a leadership role through a coup, whether in a nation, in the church or in any
organization, he is setting an example to his followers that they too can do the same if they are dissatisfied.
Menahem attacked Tiphsah (15:16), that is, ―Thapsacus, on the Euphrates, the border city of Solomon‘s
kingdom (1 Kings 4:24)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on 2 Kings 15:16). It appears that
Menahem was trying to maintain the expansion that had occurred under Jeroboam II, who had died just seven
months before he took the throne. Tiphsah would be an example to all those who would try to stop this brutal
king. His abominable and egregious evil in ripping open the pregnant women was an all-too-common heathen
practice (8:12; Hosea 13:16; Amos 1:13). Ironically, the name Menahem meant ―Comforter.‖
None of these Israelite rulers are recorded in 2 Chronicles. In fact, as noted previously, almost none of the final
kings of Israel, from Jeroboam II on, are even mentioned in Chronicles.
Israel becomes an Assyrian Vassal State (2 Kings 15)
―Pul‖ was another Babylonian name for the Assyrian emperor Tiglath-Pileser III (see 1 Chronicles 5:26; Nelson,
note on 2 Kings 15:19). ―To understand the complex events of the late eighth century BC, a word must be said
concerning the Assyrians. After nearly a half-century of decline, Assyria reawakened with the usurpation of the
throne by Tiglath-Pileser III in 745 BC. Indeed he and his successors in the Neo-Assyrian Empire were to effect
a drastic change in the balance of power in the ancient Near East. Having solidified the kingdom in the east,
Tiglath-Pileser turned his attention to the west in 743. Although the exact course of his western campaign is
difficult to follow, it seems clear that all of Syro-Palestine submitted to the Assyrian yoke. Among those nations
and kings whose tribute is recorded in his annals is the name Menahem of Israel, thus confirming the biblical
account‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, 2 Kings 15:16-22).
Jotham Rules Judah (2 Kings 15)
Jotham was a fairly good and successful king, following the positive example set by his father Uzziah and
avoiding his father‘s big mistake. But the wickedness of the people continued. Still, Jotham refortified Judah, as
the Assyrians and other possible enemies were increasingly a threat. He reasserted control over Ammon, which
had apparently broken free of its tributary status under Uzziah. And he became a ―mighty‖ ruler. Finally, it is
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explicitly stated that God enabled all this because Jotham ―prepared his ways before the LORD his God‖ (2
Chronicles 27:6).
Jotham, we are told, reigned for 16 years (2 Kings 15:33), including a 12-year coregency with his father Uzziah.
Yet verse 30 mentions Jotham‘s 20th year. So it would appear that Jotham, four years before that 20th year,
turned the rule of the nation over to his son Ahaz, who would prove to be a wicked king. It was apparently
sometime during these four years—when Ahaz was sole king even though Jotham was still alive—that God
began to allow Syria under Rezin and Israel under Pekah to begin menacing Judah (2 Kings 15:37), a turn of
events we‘ll see more about in an upcoming reading.
Ahaz Rules Judah (2 Kings 16)
―In his private ‗museum,‘‖ says the book The Bible Is History, ―the London antiquities collector Shlomo
Moussaieff has…a clay seal impression. It is less than half an inch wide, with an inscription set on three lines
reading [in Hebrew letters]: ‗l‘hz.y/hwtm.mlk./yhdh,‘ which translates as ‗Belonging to Ahaz (son of) Yehotam
(i.e. Jotham) King of Judah.‘ From scientific analysis there is general agreement that it is genuinely derived from
the Biblical King Ahaz‘s time, and is thereby the first positively-known seal impression for a Biblical monarch. It
even bears on its left edge a fingerprint that may be Ahaz‘s own, together with impressions of the texture of the
papyrus document it sealed and the string with which this was tied‖ (Ian Wilson, 1999, p. 154).
The name of Ahaz also occurs in the surviving annals of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III, ―who specifically
boasted of having received tribute from Ahaz, whose name his scribe rendered as Ia-u-ha-zi, or Yeho-ahaz,
showing that its full form, not given in the Bible, included the divine name Yahweh, even though he followed the
Biblically-disapproved deviant Canaanitic practices‖ (p. 155). Of course, we know from the Bible that Jehoahaz
was a name of other Israelite and Jewish kings. That Ahaz (his name in Scripture and on the seal impression)
was a shortened form of Jehoahaz should not surprise us.
Tiglath-Pileser, or Pul, had campaigned westward in 743 B.C., and Israel‘s king Menahem (ca. 752-741 B.C.)
bought him off with tribute (compare 2 Kings 15:19-20). Indeed, Israel and Syria became tributary states to
Assyria. Pekahiah, Menahem‘s son, who followed his father on the throne for two years (ca. 741-740 B.C.)
probably continued in the tribute. But when Pekah, the son of Remaliah, next came to power in Israel (ca. 740732 B.C.), he apparently decided to break the chain—as did Rezin of Syria, and the two formed an alliance,
which was essentially a rebellion against Assyrian domination.
It is then probably because Ahaz (ca. 736-720 B.C.) refuses to join their alliance that they invade Judah to
topple him and replace him with their own puppet ruler (compare Isaiah 7:6), thus touching off the brief period
historically referred to as the Syro-Ephraimite wars (Ephraim being the leading tribe of Israel and the territory of
the capital, Samaria). As noted a few highlights back, 2 Kings 15:37 says the attack began in the days of
Jotham, probably during his last four years (ca. 736-732 B.C.) when it appears that Ahaz was already on the
throne. Indeed, it must have been during the first two of these years, since it had to precede Tiglath-Pileser‘s
second western campaign (ca. 734-732 B.C.).
Judah was sorely defeated. In fact, during the siege and battles that take place, 120,000 Jewish troops die in
just one day (2 Chronicles 28:6). Many are taken captive to Damascus by the Syrians (verse 5). Still others are
taken by the Israelites themselves to be slaves.
Only the intervention of a prophet of God, Oded, put a stop to the nation being stripped of people and property
(verses 8-15)—for the time being. This should have been a clue to Ahaz concerning where he ought to have
been looking for deliverance. But instead he appeals to Tiglath-Pileser. After all, Pekah and Rezin are fighting
Ahaz because he won‘t join their revolt against Assyria. The Assyrian king does come down to the area. We
know from Assyrian records that in 734 B.C., during his second western campaign, Tiglath-Pileser and his
forces moved south along the Mediterranean coast all the way to the border with Egypt.
This did take care of much of the Philistine problem Ahaz was facing. And from Scripture we see that Ahaz took
tribute with him plundered from Judah‘s national and temple treasuries and the nobility and gave it to the
Assyrian king. But, with the fighting over and other matters pressing, Tiglath-Pileser gave no help concerning
the Edomites or Ahaz‘s main problem, Israel and Syria (compare verse 21), which sent Ahaz into a fit of
distress. He believed (and rightly so) that, despite the scattering of the Israelite troops over a warning from God,
Pekah and Rezin still aimed to depose him and would soon manage to press their forces against him again.
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But instead of repenting and asking God for help, Ahaz begins worshiping the gods of the Syrians, who seem
so victorious at the moment—saying, in effect, ―Because their gods help them‖ (compare verse 23), implying, of
course, that the true God does not (even though He has just stopped Judah from being wiped out). And Ahaz
spitefully defiled the implements of God‘s worship system.
Ahaz‘s apostasy only worsened. Instead of acknowledging God for the overthrow of his enemies, Ahaz
presented himself before the Assyrian king in Damascus as a tributary subject. And while there, he sent
instructions home to Jerusalem for building a replica of an impressive pagan altar he saw in the Syrian capital
to replace the bronze altar at the temple of God. God‘s altar is then shoved aside—and the pagan altar put in its
place. Yes—even after Syria‘s defeat at the hands of Assyria. These and many other activities continued to
provoke God to anger, and eventually helped to bring about the destruction of the Jewish nation.
During all these events, Jotham, Ahaz‘s father, has apparently remained alive, as we see that Hoshea replaces
Pekah during Jotham‘s 20th year (2 Kings 15:30). However, this is four years beyond Jotham‘s 16-year reign
(verse 33). Evidently Jotham had abdicated in favor of his son four years prior. Perhaps he was infirm and
unable to govern. He may even have been isolated and unaware of the troubles of the kingdom. Or perhaps,
though weakened and powerless, he was teaching Ahaz‘s son Hezekiah, his grandson, the need to turn the
nation back to the true God. In any case, Jotham likely died soon after the events we just read about, as there
is no indication he is around three years later when Hezekiah becomes coregent and the record of his death
mentions only Ahaz reigning in his place.
Assyrian Invasion and Israelite Deportation (2 Kings 17)
We learned at the beginning of Isaiah‘s prophecy to Ahaz that Pekah and Rezin would not succeed in
overthrowing the Jewish king (Isaiah 7:7). But it turned out far worse for them than that. Syria managed to expel
the Jews from Elath in the south of Judah on the Gulf of Aqaba—enabling Edomite raiders to take it over. But
thereafter Syria was doomed.
God had said through Isaiah that Assyria would destroy Israel and Syria. Perhaps this encouraged Ahaz to
make another appeal to Tiglath-Pileser III. If so, it was superstition rather than trust in God. For if he had trusted
in God, he would have made no appeal to Assyria at all—particularly when Isaiah had warned that Assyria was
a threat to Judah as well. Again he sends tribute. And this time Assyria helps him. But it would have happened
anyway, as God had already ordained it.
In 733 B.C. Tiglath-Pileser made the second offensive thrust of his second western campaign—and he made a
third and final thrust the next year, in 732. In these two invasions, Israel and Syria suffered terrible defeat, with
most of their populations being carried away captive. ―It was ancient practice [by empires such as Assyria] to
deport large numbers of influential citizens of a conquered country or city to decrease the possibility of rebellion
(see [2 Kings] 25:11, 12; Ezek. 1:2, 3)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 17:5-6).
Based on the locations given in 2 Kings 15:29 (likely the record of the 733 campaign), this first of Israel‘s two
national captivities (the second came a decade later), is known as the ―Galilean Captivity.‖ It involved massive
deportation over a huge area—from Galilee, the Plain of Sharon to the west, and, as shown in 1 Chronicles
5:26 (likely the record of the 732 campaign), territory across the Jordan to the east. In fact, this was around
three fourths of the territory of the northern kingdom, so that only a small ―rump state‖ around the capital city,
Samaria, remained intact.
Stated Tiglath-Pileser in his records: ―…Bet Omri [that is, the House of Omri, the Assyrian name for Israel] all of
whose cities I had added to my territories on the former campaigns, and had left out only the city of Samaria….
The whole of Naphtali I took for Assyria. I put my officials over them as governors. The land of Bet Omri, all its
people and their possessions I took away to Assyria.‖
The account in 1 Chronicles 5 states that the deported Israelites were taken to Halah, Habor, Hara, and the
river of Gozan (verse 26). These places were located in Assyria in northern Mesopotamia, in what is now
southeast Turkey, northeast Syria and northern Iraq (see Yohanan Aharoni and Michael Avi-Yonah, The
Macmillan Bible Atlas, 1977, pp. 96-97). In fact, scholars identify Hara as Haran, the city in which Abraham
dwelt and where most of his family remained (also where Isaac‘s wife Rebekah came from and where Jacob
lived, married and fathered his sons before God sent him back to the Promised land). So when God expelled
the Israelites from the Promised Land, He sent them back to the land from where their forebears had come!
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This, then, was the beginning of the end for Israel. And it was the end for Pekah and Rezin. For in 732 B.C.
both rulers were killed. In fact, Tiglath-Pileser‘s campaign seems to have spawned a pro-Assyrian faction in
Israel (of the mentality that says, ―I want to be on the winning side, whichever side that is‖). It was in this way
that Pekah was assassinated and replaced by Hoshea. The new usurper apparently received some
encouragement, and possibly help, in the deed. Tiglath-Pileser‘s annals record, ―They [the Israelites] overthrew
their king Pekah and I placed Hosea as king over them‖ (quoted by Wilson, The Bible Is History, p. 155). The
northern kingdom, or what was left of it, was now on its last legs.
The destruction and removal of the northern kingdom finally arrives. God had given Israel ample warning and
exhortation to repent through His prophets (17:13). But sadly, they would not heed.
As was explained in the highlights for 2 Kings 15:29-31, Israel‘s last king, Hoshea, was initially installed in office
as an Assyrian puppet ruler in the wake of the Assyrian campaign ending in 732 B.C. Yet he turned out to be an
unreliable puppet. For when the Assyrian emperor Tiglath-Pileser III was forced to return to Mesopotamia to
deal with turmoil in the state of Babylonia, Hoshea proclaimed himself free of Assyrian suzerainty—looking to
the growing power of Egypt at this time as a possible counterweight to Assyrian dominance in the region.
Upon Tiglath‘s death in 727, he was succeeded by his son Shalmaneser V. For two years, the new emperor
remained occupied with the Babylonian uprisings his father‘s last years had been consumed with. But then, in
725, the fourth year of Hezekiah (2 Kings 18:9), Shalmaneser moved west to regain control over SyroPhoenicia and Philistia, which included Israel.
Hoshea was again subjugated to Assyria and forced to pay tribute (17:3). But then Shalmaneser discovered
that the Israelite ruler was plotting against Assyria with Egypt. Hoshea ―had sent messengers to So, king of
Egypt‖ (verse 4). According to Egyptian history as presently understood, there was a strong new leader in
Egypt, Pharaoh Tefnakht, founder of its 24th dynasty. ―Osorkon IV of [overlapping] Dynasty 22 ([believed by
many to be] King So of the Bible) was apparently his [i.e., Tefnakht‘s] vassal‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of
Priests, 1987, p. 415).
In retaliation, Shalmaneser laid siege to Samaria. The powerful Israelite capital withstood the assault for three
grueling years, but it finally fell in 722 B.C. It is not clear at what point Hoshea was thrown into prison—either at
the beginning of the siege or the final fall of the city. However, the fact that his reign is reckoned until 722 would
seem to support the latter conclusion.
Sargon, Shalmaneser‘s field commander—who would succeed him as king later the same year (as Sargon II)—
would claim responsibility for the conquest of Samaria. But the Bible doesn‘t name him in the account of its fall.
Indeed, credit for victory at the time would actually have gone to Shalmaneser, as he was the king, not Sargon.
Samaria was thereafter made an Assyrian province.
Then, in Israel‘s second mass deportation, the remainder of the northern kingdom‘s populace was captured and
taken away. Sargon claims to have carried away 27,290 people. Yet this was only a tiny fraction of the total
population of the remnant of the northern kingdom. It is likely that many more had already been carried away
under Shalmaneser, and many more had died in battle or from starvation and disease during the Assyrian
siege. And perhaps many before that had fled and migrated to other lands.
We should further understand from history that Samaria was not utterly and absolutely vanquished at this point.
Shalmaneser died in 722 B.C. and Sargon took the throne of Assyria. In 720 he faced a new uprising in
Babylonia. After it, ―Sargon then immediately moved west to subdue a large Syro-Palestinian coalition led by
Hamath [in Syria]. He retook Damascus and even Samaria, now considered an Assyrian province, and
demanded a reaffirmation of Judah‘s loyalty by the payment of a heavy tribute. [A footnote says that Samaria
was thus taken twice.] He then moved through Ekron and Gaza to the very borders of Egypt…. Finally, he
turned back north to Tyre and completed the siege of that stronghold which Shalmaneser had undertaken five
years before in 725‖ (Merrill, pp. 408-409).
Another source, explaining the same events, says that the conquest of Samaria in 722 ―did not prevent a further
rebellion in Palestine and Syria in 720 B.C., also with Egyptian encouragement. Sargon reacted immediately
and in a campaign along the coast of the Holy Land conquered Gaza and Raphia. He inflicted defeat upon the
Egyptian force sent to aid another rebel, the king of Gaza. In consequence, Sargon received tribute from Egypt,
and even from the Arabians. Samaria, too [that is, what was left of it], was involved in this rebellion, and in order
to prevent its recurrence, Sargon [then, in 720] began extensive shifts of populations within his provinces. Many
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of the inhabitants of the kingdom of Israel were exiled to distant regions of the Assyrian Empire….‖ (Yohanan
Aharoni and Michael Avi-Yonah, The Macmillan Bible Atlas, 1977, p. 97).
In the prior deportation under Tiglath-Pileser (733-732 B.C.), the people had been carried to Assyria in northern
Mesopotamia—to ―Halah, Habor, Hara, and the river of Gozan‖ (1 Chronicles 5:26)—in what is now southeast
Turkey, northeast Syria and northern Iraq. Yet notice where the Israelites of this second deportation were
relocated: ―in Halah and by the Habor, the River of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes‖ (2 Kings 17:6; 18:11).
Ancient Media, on the south side of the Caspian Sea in what is today northwest Iran, was a long way east of
Assyria. And notice this additional detail from the first-century Jewish historian Josephus: ―The king of
Assyria…besieged Samaria three years and quite demolished the government of the Israelites, and
transplanted all the people into Media and Persia‖ (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 9, chap. 14, sec. 1). Persia
was just south of Media.
Thus, those in the first Israelite captivity were taken primarily to locations in Assyria. A decade later, some of
those in the second captivity were resettled in the same areas. However, it appears that the vast majority of
those in the second captivity were marched right through these Assyrian areas on a great journey east—and
then resettled in Media and Persia. (The Assyrians had only recently conquered these latter regions. They were
thus unavailable for resettlement at the time of Israel‘s first deportation.)
Amazingly, we can trace the the progenitors of the peoples of northwest Europe, the Celts and Scythians, to
these very locations where the Israelite captives were resettled. Indeed, the Celts and Scythians first appear in
secular history in these very places and at the very same time that Israel was taken into captivity. And this only
makes sense—for they are, in fact, the same people. The Israelites were never regathered to the Promised
Land. Instead, their descendants later trekked from the areas of their captivity, in a centuries-long migration,
into northwest Europe. (To learn more, request or download our free booklet The United States and Britain in
Bible Prophecy.)
Following Israel‘s final deportation, the Bible states, ―There was none left but the tribe of Judah alone‖ (2 Kings
17:18). To clarify, the Hebrew word for ―tribe‖ here, sebet, can mean an entire nation with more than one tribe
(compare Jeremiah 51:19, New Revised Standard Version). And in fact it must mean that here since the
kingdom of Judah included, besides Jews, a significant number of Benjamites and Levites. The point is: ―There
was none left but the nation of Judah alone.‖ While there may have been a few hangers-on, the northern tribes
of Israel were gone.
Resettlement of Samaria (2 Kings 17)
The Assyrian form of captivity consisted primarily of population displacement. Israel had been removed from the
land and placed in cities north and east around the Caspian Sea. But the land of Israel was not left
unpopulated. Instead, peoples from other nations were brought in.
The repopulating of the land with non-Israelites did not occur all at once right after the Israelites were taken into
captivity. It began at this time. Of Samaria Sargon said, ―The town I rebuilt better than it was before and settled
therein peoples from countries which I myself had conquered‖ (Daniel Luckenbill, Ancient Records of Assyria
and Babylonia, 1927, Vol. 2, Part 4: Sargons‘s annals). And we do know that Sargon began extensive shifts in
the population of his provinces, as was mentioned in the highlights for our previous reading.
But there are other indications from history and Scripture that the bulk of resettlement did not take place for
several decades. Ezra 4:2 and verse 10 mention this task as having been carried out by the Assyrian kings
Esarhaddon (681-668 B.C.) and Osnapper (generally identified as Esarhaddon‘s son and successor
Asshurbanipal, 668-626 B.C.), both of whom reigned during the days of Hezekiah‘s son Manasseh.
History, as mentioned, also helps us understand what happened. The cities listed in 2 Kings 17:24 as the
places of origin of the foreigners were in the Assyrian-controlled areas of Syria and Babylonia—Babylon being
the principle place named.
While Babylon, the ―holy city‖ of pagan Western Asia, had been the crown jewel of the Assyrian Empire, it
nevertheless served as a constant headache for the Assyrian rulers. Over the past few decades, the state of
Babylonia had erupted in rebellion several times. Notice the following about the early reign of the Assyrian king
Tiglath-Pileser III (745-727 B.C.): ―The turmoil in Babylonia was of long standing but had been exacerbated by
the arrival of Aramean immigrants, who, with the native stock, created a formidable political entity known as
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Kaldu (= Chaldeans). Eventually this would give rise to the Neo-Babylonian Empire‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of
Priests, p. 393). It was the Neo-Babylonian Empire that would eventually take Judah into captivity. But it would
not appear for some time.
Tiglath‘s son Shalmaneser V (727-722 B.C.) also had to deal with the Babylonian problem. Then, upon his
death following the final overthrow of Samaria, the problem exploded once again. Assyria was now under the
rule of the usurper Sargon II (722-705 B.C.). ―Sargon‘s accession prompted numerous uprisings throughout the
empire. In 720 he began to address these problems by engaging an alliance of Elamites and Babylonians at
Der (Bedrai), eighty miles northeast of Babylon. He was probably defeated, though each side claims victory.
The leader of the Babylonian forces was none other than Marduk-apla-iddina (Merodach-Baladan in the Bible
[see Isaiah 39])‖ (Merrill, p. 408).
Merodach-Baladan, of the Sealands dynasty, had led the Babylonians in past conflicts with Assyria. Yet the
previous year, he became the actual king of Babylon. The fact that he remained king until 710 supports the
conclusion that the Babylonians probably won the battle of 720—or at least secured a draw. It is interesting to
note that they were allied with Elamites in their fight against Assyria, for Elam was ancient Persia—the location
to which much of the remnant of the northern kingdom of Israel had been moved only two years prior. Might
there, then, have been Israelites fighting alongside the Babylonians against the Assyrians at that time? It is
certainly possible.
Sargon returned to Damascus and Samaria immediately after this battle to put down a new rebellion throughout
the Syro-Phoenician region, as we saw in the highlights for the previous reading. Perhaps, though failing to
depose Merodach-Baladan in Babylon, he had managed to capture a great many Babylonians at this time and
transferred them to Syria and Israel.
Merodach would be removed from office 10 years later but would reclaim the kingship for a short time in 703
B.C. before being put down by the Assyrians again. The back-and-forth struggle between Assyria and the
Chaldeans of Babylonia would eventually lead to Babylon being sacked by the Assyrian king Sennacherib (705681 B.C.) in 689.
We would expect this sacking to have been followed by massive deportation. And indeed, as shown above,
Scripture does corroborate the fact that Babylonian peoples were moved into Israel and Syria in the years after
the sacking occurred by Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal. Syria is included here because mention is made in
Scripture of resettlement taking place not just in Samaria but in other places ―beyond the River‖ (Ezra 4:10),
meaning from the perspective of those east of the Euphrates (compare verse 11)—thus indicating the whole of
Syria and Phoenicia. This makes sense because the Assyrians had deported not just the Israelites but also the
original Syrians (the Aramaeans), having taken many of them far north to Kir at the time of Israel‘s first
deportation (2 Kings 16:9; see Amos 1:5). Esarhaddon‘s records even state that after he destroyed the
Phoenician city of Sidon, he restocked it with people from Mesopotamia.
Considering the events in Samaria described in 2 Kings 17, it is likely that the problem with wild animals (verse
25) happened early on when there were few settlers—probably in the time of Sargon. Whatever the case, the
problem caused these settlers to conclude that they were not worshiping the local territorial god properly, so
they arranged for one of the priests of Bethel to return and show them how to properly worship the god of the
land. This resulted in a form of religion that mixed elements of the law of God, as corrupted by the apostate
northern kingdom, with numerous forms of paganism. While these people in a sense ―feared the LORD‖ (verses
32-33, 41), this was really only superstition, lip service and rituals—for they nevertheless ―served their own
gods‖ (verse 33). In fact, verse 34 says they did ―not fear the LORD‖—that is, not really.
What a bizarre turn of events this was, in light of the fact that the precise reason God eventually caused the
downfall of Israel and then Judah was their corruption of the religion He gave them. Clearly at work was the
unseen hand of the god of this world, Satan the devil, ever active in deceiving the masses away from the true
God (2 Corinthians 4:4; Revelation 12:9).
Descendents of these people were still in the land to cause grief to the Jews when they were permitted to return
from Babylonian captivity. And some of these imported peoples continue in the land of Israel to the present day.
By the time of Christ they had come to be called Samaritans—after the land of Samaria. Yet the Jews have also
referred to them as Cuthites, after one of their lands of origin. These people worshiped then as now at Mount
Gerizim (compare John 4:20-21).
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Over time they conformed many of their teachings and practices to the Jews who returned from Babylon,
having received from them the Pentateuch, the first five books of Moses. And they began copying it and
passing it down themselves. (The Samaritan Pentateuch is often used for comparison purposes, especially in
producing new Bible versions.)
Yet while the Samaritans embraced much of the truth, their religion was still terribly corrupted with their former
paganism. Indeed, there appears to be a connection between the Samaritans and the rise of a great counterfeit
Christianity centered in Rome yet derived from the ―Babylonian mystery religion‖ (see Revelation 17)—mixing
the true worship of God and the knowledge about Christ with the ancient pagan practices of the Babylonian
Samaritans, particularly under the early leadership of Simon the sorcerer (Acts 8:9). We will see more
connections between the Babylonian Samaritans and Rome in the highlights for our next reading.
Dating Hezekiah‘s Reforms in Judah (2 Kings 18)
Previously, we learned of the Assyrian campaign in which most of the populace of the northern kingdom of
Israel was deported (733-732 B.C.). Later, we will read, in 2 Kings 17, of the final fall of Samaria around 722
B.C., when the rest of the northern kingdom is deported.
We come now to the reign of Ahaz‘s son, the righteous King Hezekiah. There is some debate over the
chronological placement of Hezekiah‘s reforms and great Passover observance. There are many chronological
difficulties in sorting out the reigns of the kings of Israel and Judah. We examine this particular matter now for
two reasons.
Many contend that the significant presence of Israelites in the northern tribal territories at the time of Hezekiah‘s
Passover (2 Chronicles 30) proves that the final Assyrian deportation of Israel left many people in the land—
and that it was through them, later commingled with the Jews, that God would fulfill the national promises made
to Abraham. Yet this notion is based upon an apparent misdating of Hezekiah‘s Passover—for that Passover
likely came before the fall of Samaria, as we will see.
The discussion that follows can become somewhat tedious because of all the dates and lengths of years given.
It is presented here for the sake of substantiation and for those who are interested.
Let us consider, then, the dating of Hezekiah‘s reign. Two decades after the fall of Samaria, in 701 B.C., the
Assyrian Empire will make an assault on Judah, carrying away much of its citizenry. This event is biblically
dated to the 14th year of Hezekiah‘s reign (2 Kings 18:13), meaning Hezekiah‘s reign began around 715 B.C.
Also, ―in those days‖ (20:1)—apparently the days of Assyria‘s attack on Judah, as we will later read—God tells
Hezekiah that he will live 15 more years (verse 6). Thus it appears that Hezekiah‘s death must have come
around 686 B.C. And since we are told that Hezekiah reigned 29 years (2 Kings 18:2; 2 Chronicles 29:1), his
reign is again shown to have begun around 715 B.C. (Realize and keep in mind as we go through these dates
that most are approximations, yet probably accurate to within a year or so.)
Yet 2 Kings 18:1 says that Hezekiah began to reign in the third year of Hoshea, who became king of Israel in
the aftermath of the Assyrian campaign ending in 732 B.C. This means Hezekiah‘s reign must have begun
around 729 B.C. The apparent discrepancy is, as usual, the result of overlapping reigns. The late Edwin Thiele,
a recognized authority on unraveling the dates of the Hebrew kings, normally accepted the accession years
given in the Masoretic Text of the Old Testament. But he considered this one and related scriptural statements
showing overlap between Hoshea and Hezekiah to be late editorial mistakes (see Thiele, The Mysterious
Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 1983). Yet he should not have dismissed these figures, as they could have been
fit into his overall chronology, as demonstrated by Eugene Merrill in his book Kingdom of Priests: A History of
Old Testament Israel, 1987.
To reconcile the two different inauguration years for Hezekiah, there must have been a coregency between
Ahaz and Hezekiah from 729-715 B.C. Ahaz‘s reign is given as 16 years (2 Kings 16:2; 2 Chronicles 28:1). If it
ended with his death in 715 B.C., then the beginning of his reign would be reckoned at 731 B.C.—though we
have seen in earlier highlights that Ahaz began his reign in 736 B.C. Perhaps 731 B.C. is the year that his
father Jotham actually died (likely since other indications tell us that it was sometime between 732 and 729
B.C.). It is also possible that Ahaz‘s 16-year reign is reckoned from 736 to 720 B.C., which would mean that
Ahaz abdicated the throne in 720—five years before his death in 715. In any event, Ahaz appears to have all
but abdicated at a much earlier date, as we‘ll see. In fact, there is another way to date Ahaz‘s 16-year reign that
seems to fit the best, which we will touch on shortly.
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To see that, we first need to consider the magnificent reforms begun by Hezekiah in 2 Chronicles 29. We are
told: ―In the first year of his reign, in the first month, he opened the doors of the house of the LORD and repaired
them‖ (verse 3). And from there things really snowballed in the right direction, leading to the great Passover
celebration in 2 Chronicles 30 (which is our next reading).
When did these things happen? Was the first year of Hezekiah here the beginning of his coregency with Ahaz
in 729 B.C.? Or was it the commencement of his sole reign in 715 B.C.? We should notice that in 2 Kings 18,
both years are used to date his reign. In verse 13, as we‘ve seen, the Assyrian attack on Judah (701 B.C.) is
said to have occurred in the 14th year of Hezekiah—thus dating his reign from 715 B.C. But a few verses
earlier, in verse 9, the siege of Samaria (725-722 B.C.) is said to have begun in the fourth year of Hezekiah and
seventh year of Hoshea—thus dating Hezekiah‘s reign from 729 B.C. Here, then, is proof that the ―first year‖ of
Hezekiah could refer to either 715 or 729 B.C. So in which of these did his reforms begin?
Merrill and many others place them in 715. Yet there is a major problem with dating Hezekiah‘s first-year
reforms and great Passover to 715 B.C.—which is frankly the crux of the matter for our purposes here. As we‘ll
see in our next reading, 2 Chronicles 30–31 shows a substantial remnant of the northern tribes still dwelling in
the lands surrounding Samaria at the time of this Passover. Yet as we will later see in 2 Kings 17, following the
second Assyrian deportation of Israel soon after Samaria‘s fall (722 B.C.), there were no Israelites left in the
north to speak of (verse 18)—except for perhaps a few scattered fugitives who had escaped death or slavery.
(We do see some Israelites in the north later in Josiah‘s time, 2 Chronicles 34:9—but this was most likely due to
a rather surprising historical development, which we will take note of later.) So that would seem to leave us with
the reforms and Passover occurring in the early accession year of 729.
But at first consideration, this earlier date seems to be out of the question since Ahaz was still alive until 715.
For how would Ahaz, a godless apostate, have stood by while his son made such sweeping reforms? Indeed,
how would he have continued to stand by for 14 years? Yet consider that Ahaz could have developed some
physical or mental problem or malady that made him unfit to govern—indeed God might have so stricken this
wicked ruler to bring about the reforms He desired at this time.
This brings us to the other possible way to date Ahaz‘s 16-year reign. In 2 Kings 17:1, Hoshea is said to have
become king of Israel, which we know happened in 732 B.C., in the 12th year of Ahaz. This would date the
beginning of Ahaz‘s reign to 744 B.C., giving him a coregency with his father Jotham. If Ahaz‘s reign started in
744, 16 years later would bring us to 729 or 728 B.C. That lines up well enough with the 729 starting date for
Hezekiah‘s initial reign for us to assume that Ahaz did indeed give up the throne to Hezekiah completely at this
point (729/728), even though he lived 13 or 14 years longer.
Again, we must consider the possibility that Ahaz was unable to govern any longer. Remember that God was
certainly orchestrating events. In fact, we are directly told, ―God had prepared the people, since the events took
place so suddenly…. Also the hand of God was on Judah to give them singleness of heart to obey the
command of the king [i.e., Hezekiah]‖ (2 Chronicles 29:36; 30:12).
Furthermore, it is possible, though unrecorded, that Ahaz stood by for only a short time and later reasserted
himself to some extent. Judah‘s commitment to God must have waned in the years following these events for
God to later allow the Assyrians to invade and deport so many of its people. The actual reason for this,
however, is not made clear in Scripture.
Hezekiah‘s Reforms (2 Kings 18)
Hezekiah‘s grandfather, the relatively righteous Jotham, had abdicated the throne in favor of Ahaz around
seven years before Hezekiah was first crowned. Judah, in the time since Jotham‘s abdication, had been twisted
and corrupted by Ahaz‘s evil reign as sole king. Yet it appears that Jotham was still alive until two or three years
before Hezekiah came to the throne, and Jotham may have instructed the youth in the need to turn the nation
back to God. Besides the positive influence of his grandfather, Hezekiah probably also knew Isaiah, who by
tradition was of royal blood, and perhaps Micah. And Hezekiah‘s mother Abi or Abijah, given special mention in
both 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, may have been a major influence in his doing ―what was right in the sight of the
LORD.‖
Many of the kings of Israel and Judah were righteous when the father was unrighteous, or unrighteous when
the father was righteous. This may have been partly the result of neglect by fathers who were too busy with
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governmental affairs to be the major influences in the lives of their children. Perhaps more significantly, the
mother‘s name is often mentioned, probably indicating that she had the greater influence in how the son turned
out. As the saying goes, ―The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.‖ (It may also be that since ―queen
mother‖ was an official role and position of honor, her name was simply mentioned for thoroughness.) In any
case, Hezekiah saw the folly of his father‘s actions and set about to correct them as soon as he was
empowered to do so.
Hezekiah wastes no time in making needed religious reforms in the wake of his father‘s apostate reign. He
opens the doors to the temple, in contrast to Ahaz having shut them as an act of hostility toward God (see 2
Chronicles 28:24). In his instructions to the priests, Hezekiah describes how the sacrificial system has been
abandoned. He also makes mention of the captivity of the people of Judah and Jerusalem (29:9), referring not
to the deportation of the northern tribes by the Assyrians but to the Jews who had been carried captive—to
Syria, Israel and Edom—during his father‘s reign (compare 28:5-8, 17—of the 200,000 taken to Israel, though
many were clearly freed, it is possible that some were not).
Hezekiah leads the nation in entering into a renewed covenant relationship with God, pledging himself to lead
the nation in faithfulness (29:10). He commands that atonement sacrifices be made for ―all Israel‖ (verse 24)—
showing his intention to bring all 12 tribes, including the remnant of the northern kingdom, back into alignment
with God. We will see his appeal to this remnant in the next chapter.
Once the temple is cleansed, Hezekiah encourages the people to bring sacrifices again (verse 31). The word
―sacrifices‖ in the King James and New King James Versions here apparently refers to peace offerings (Hebrew
zebach), the most common type of personal offering. Except for a token cut of meat given to the priests—and
the blood and fat burned on the altar to God—the meat of such sacrifices was eaten by the offerer and his
family and friends. These sacrifices were more a part of a celebration than something the participants had to
completely give up.
In contrast, the same verse goes on to add that ―as many as were of a willing heart brought burnt offerings.‖
Burnt offerings were entirely burned on the altar, so those who brought them were relinquishing all rights and
benefits to these animals. And because the whole animal was offered, much more work was required, as
described in the succeeding verses.
If Ahaz was indeed still alive at the time, as it appears he may have been, he was nevertheless somehow out of
the picture as these reforms were set in motion. Through the swift and powerful intervention of God (compare
verse 36), Ahaz was sidelined as events moved beyond his control. Hezekiah now reigned as king—and Judah
was turning back to God (see 30:12).
As the people returned home from two incredible weeks of spiritual recommitment and rejuvenation, they
proceeded to destroy pagan shrines and images ―until they had utterly destroyed them all‖—even throughout
the territories of Ephraim and Manasseh in the northern kingdom (31:1). This was a remarkably bold
undertaking fraught with danger. For since only a few from the northern kingdom had responded positively to
Hezekiah‘s invitation, this surely would not have gone over well there at all.
Hezekiah is praised for at last removing the high places, or pagan worship sites, from the land (2 Kings 18:4)—
which, as was often lamented, even numerous righteous kings before him had failed to do. And, surprisingly,
we also see him being praised for destroying something that God had told Moses to make. The bronze serpent
had become an idolatrous image that people worshiped. So, as it had outlived its intended purpose and was
now inextricably linked with sinful idolatry, a decision was made to destroy it. Indeed, it is possible that God
Himself gave the order through Isaiah or through Hezekiah consulting the high priest with the Urim and
Thummim.
Hezekiah Rebels Against Assyria (2 Kings 18)
It has already been mentioned that there was a ―spirit of general rebellion following Sargon‘s death in 705
[B.C.]‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 416). In 703 Merodach-Baladan was back on the throne of Babylon for a
short period. Yet the new Assyrian emperor, Sennacherib, ―prevailed, took the city of Babylon, and reasserted
Assyrian authority‖ (p. 414). ―Meanwhile, with Egyptian encouragement Hezekiah also rebelled‖ (p. 414). We
read of this rebellion in 2 Kings 18:7.
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The Macmillan Bible Atlas relates more details of what happened: ―The time of greatest trial for Judah
[Sennacherib‘s invasion of 701 B.C.] was soon to come. The death of Sargon was a sign for new uprisings
throughout the kingdom and Hezekiah king of Judah stood at the head of the conspirators in Palestine. Among
the cities of Philistia, Ashkelon raised the banner of revolt [against Assyria] and the people of Ekron joined the
conspiracy, after deposing their king, Padi, and sending him in chains to Hezekiah….
―Hezekiah understood the extent of the danger which he incurred and began to prepare extensively for the
coming conflict. His most famous work was the hewing of the Siloam water conduit in Jerusalem, which carried
water from the spring of Gihon into the city‖ (p. 98). We read of this already in the highlights for Isaiah 22.
―He also strengthened the fortifications of Jerusalem (Is. 22:8-11) and fortified and provisioned the central cities
of Judah (1 Chron. 4:38-41). The borders of the kingdom were expanded at the expense of the kingdoms which
had refused to join the conspiracy, mainly in the direction of Gaza and Edom (2 Kings 18:8; 1 Chron. 4:42-43)‖
(p. 98). Thus, Hezekiah‘s subjugation of the Philistines in 2 Kings 18:8 refers not to all the Philistines but to
those that would not join his rebellion as Ashkelon and Ekron did.
The concluding phrase ―to this day‖ offers some interesting insight into how the Bible was written, for it clearly
refers to whatever point it time it was when the author of this section penned this notation. See How to
Understand the Bible for more information on how God used many authors over many years to compile what
we now have as the Bible.
Assyria Under Sennacherib Invades Judah (2 Kings 18)
In 701 Sennacherib marched west to crush the Palestinian revolt. He came down the Mediterranean coast, ―and
after the surrender of Ashkelon and Ekron turned toward Judah.He made his headquarters at Lachish [28 miles
southwest of Jerusalem]; reliefs found at Nineveh [now at the British Museum] show the breaching of the
double walls and the fortifications of the gate [of Lachish] by siege rams. Traces of the intense destruction have
been found in the excavations on the site (stratum III) and also at Tell Beit Mirsim (Ashan) and Beer-sheba‖
(p.99).
In conjunction with the Assyrian invasion, Hezekiah took further precautions to protect Jerusalem. Rather than
just having the water of Gihon brought inside the city by his tunnel, it was necessary to keep enemies from
polluting the spring or preventing its waters from reaching Jerusalem—or from using it and other springs. So he
concealed the springs outside the city (compare 2 Chronicles 32:3-4). But this alone would not protect
Hezekiah‘s people.
Sadly, besides Hezekiah‘s own lapse in attitude and failure to completely rely on God, Judah had declined quite
a bit spiritually during the reign of Ahaz so that even Hezekiah‘s reforms were not sufficient to entirely reverse
the downward trend. Perhaps if Hezekiah had fully trusted in God, he could have successfully continued to
withstand the Assyrians, but God permitted Sennacherib to invade the land and capture many of its cities. It is,
of course, possible that God would have brought destruction against Judah in general anyway because of their
injustice and wrongdoing, as brought out in Micah and Isaiah‘s prophecies.
As for the scale of what happened, notice these words of Sennacherib himself from his famous clay prism: ―But
as for Hezekiah, the Jew, who did not bow in submission to my yoke, forty-six of his strong walled towns and
innumerable smaller villages in their neighbourhood I besieged and conquered by stamping down earth-ramps
and then by bringing up battering rams, by the assault of foot-soldiers, by breaches, tunneling and sapper
operations. I made to come out from them 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, innumerable
horses, mules, donkeys, camels, large and small cattle, and counted them as spoils of war‖ (quoted in
Eerdmans Handbook to the Bible, 1983, p.280). It is interesting to consider, then, that many people of Judah,
Benjamin and Levi thereby joined the Assyrian captivity of the northern tribes—20 years after Samaria‘s fall.
At these dire events, Hezekiah panics and surrenders to Sennacherib while he is still at Lachish (2 Kings
18:14). Hezekiah takes much of the gold and all the silver from the temple to pay the tribute imposed on him
(verses 15-16). Yet Sennacherib is not fully appeased. It was perhaps right around this time that the prophet
Micah delivered his powerful warning of chapter 3 to the leaders of Jerusalem, including Hezekiah.
Interestingly, years later this episode will be used by some as a defense of Jeremiah, when others want him put
to death for pronouncing judgment on Jerusalem. At this point, you should read Jeremiah 26:17-19. As you can
see, having read these verses, from the later testimony it does appear that Micah‘s warning corresponded to
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events at the time of Sennacherib‘s invasion. Micah‘s preaching—probably along with Isaiah‘s and the terrible
events—brought about Hezekiah‘s humbling himself in repentance. Jerusalem would not fall.
Sennacherib sends a delegation to taunt the city (2 Kings 18:17). Whether coincidentally or not, they conduct
their business at the very place Isaiah had confronted Ahaz about 30 years earlier to warn him of the Assyrian
threat (compare Isaiah 7:3). Tartan, Rabsaris and Rabshakeh are probably titles rather than names. The NIV
translates these as supreme commander, chief officer and field commander. The field commander addresses
Hezekiah‘s representatives, speaking Hebrew in the hearing of all the people, to maximize intimidation (verse
26). He first questions their reliance on Egypt for help (verse 21). This was something God Himself had rebuked
them for (compare Isaiah 30:1-5). Then he questions why they claim to rely on God, when Hezekiah has taken
away all of the high places and insisted that they worship only at the altar in Jerusalem (verse 22). This of
course reflects a total misunderstanding on his part on how God was to be worshiped, though it may have
planted some doubts and worries into the minds of the Jews.
The field commander then claims that God had told the Assyrians to destroy the land (verse 25). God probably
did not speak to the king of Assyria, although He apparently did move the Assyrians to war against the northern
kingdom of Israel and take its people captive—and now He was similarly moving Assyria against Judah. Yet in
his particular claim the Assyrian official was, no doubt, being rather presumptuous. But he really gets into
trouble when he challenges God Himself, saying that God is no different than the gods of the other nations he
has destroyed, and is incapable of delivering Jerusalem (verses 30-35). As we will see in the rest of the
account, God is not like the false gods of pagan nations.
Judah Delivered from Sennacherib (2 Kings 19)
Hezekiah takes the field commander‘s blasphemy to God. Through Isaiah,God assures him He has heard it and
will deal with the Assyrians. Then the Rabshakeh returned to his king but ―did not find Sennacherib at Lachish.
Sennacherib had gone to besiege Libnah [about five miles north of Lachish], and from there set out for the
Valley of Eltekeh to meet the Egyptian Army which had come to the aid of Judah‖ (Aharoni and Avi-Yonah,
Macmillan Bible Atlas, p.99).
Eugene Merrill gives details regarding the participation of Egypt, now ruled by Pharaoh Shebitku: ―In the spirit of
general rebellion following Sargon‘s death in 705, Shebitku with his armed forces moved north in 701 to join the
Palestinian states, including Judah, in an effort to withstand the new king of Assyria, Sennacherib. By the time
Shebitku arrived, Hezekiah may already have promised his tribute to Sennacherib. Whatever the case, the
Assyrian broke off further hostilities against Jerusalem when he learned that Shebitku was on the way.
Sennacherib then confronted the forces of Egypt and Judah at Eltekeh. Victorious, he divided his army,leaving
part to provide defense against the Egyptians and sending the others to Jerusalem, apparently to punish
Hezekiah for his collaboration with the rebels.
―By then a second large contingent of troops from Egypt, led by the crown prince Tirhakah, was on its way.
Sennacherib was soon apprised of this, but communicated to Hezekiah that he should take no comfort from it
since the Assyrians had completely destroyed all their previous enemies (2 Kings 19:9-13)‖ (Kingdom of
Priests, p.416). This is a reference to the letter that Hezekiah received (verse 14). ―Egypt did indeed prove to be
a‘splintered reed‘ [as the Assyrian official had warned] (2 Kings 18:21): Shebitku and Tirhakah retreated without
doing the Assyrians further harm‖ (p.416).
But far greater forces were pitted against Assyria. Hezekiah went back to the temple, this time taking
Sennacherib‘s blasphemous letter and laying it out before God (verse 14). Once again, Isaiah is used to confirm
God‘s anger at the Assyrians‘ blasphemy and presumptuousness.
Sennacherib‘s prism records: ―He [Hezekiah] himself I shut up like a caged bird within Jerusalem, his royal city.
I put watch-posts strictly around it and turned back to his disaster any who went out of its city gate. His towns
which I had despoiled I cut off from his lands…‖
Regarding the remainder of this account, Werner Keller writes in his book, The Bible as History: ―Surely now
must come the announcement of the fall of Jerusalem and the seizing of the capital. But the text [of the prism]
continues: ‗As for Hezekiah, the splendour of my majesty overwhelmed him…30 gold talents…valuable
treasures as well as his daughters, the women of his harem, singers both men and women, he caused to be
brought after me to Nineveh. To pay his tribute and to do me homage he sent his envoys.‘
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―It is simply a bragging account of the payment of tribute—nothing more…The Assyrian texts pass on
immediately from the description of the battle of Jerusalem to the payment of Hezekiah‘s tribute [which had
been paid earlier!]. Just at the moment when the whole country had been subjugated and the siege of
Jerusalem, the last point of resistance, was in full swing, the unexpected happened: Sennacherib broke off the
attack at five minutes to twelve. Only something quite extraordinary could have induced him to stop the
fighting…‖ (1980, p.260).
And the Bible tells us what happened. God miraculously intervened and slew 185,000 Assyrian soldiers in one
night (verse 35). Sennacherib returned in disgrace to Nineveh, where he of course did not report his
ignominious defeat. Rather, he did what he could to make it look like a victory.
T.C. Mitchell of the British Museum writes, ―The Assyrian annals tacitly agree with the Biblical version by
making no claim that Jerusalem was taken, only describing tribute from Hezekiah of gold, silver, precious
stones, valuable woods, furniture decorated with ivory…iron daggers, raw iron and musicians‖ (The Bible in the
British Museum, 2000, p.59).
The Bible then states that Sennacherib, while worshiping in the temple of Nisroch, was murdered by two of his
own sons. ―The name Nisroch has been identified as the god Nushku or a corrupted form of Marduk, the
traditional god of Mesopotamia. The events depicted here [i.e.,surrounding Sennacherib‘s murder] took place
20 years after God‘s deliverance of Jerusalem. When his father was assassinated, Esarhaddon took the throne
and ruled from 681 to 668 B.C.‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 19:37). This means that Sennacherib
did not actually die until five years after Hezekiah‘s death. Still, he had to live the rest of his life with the memory
of his terrible defeat in Judah.
Hezekiah‘s Sickness and the Sundial (2 Kings 20)
Many date Hezekiah‘s sickness and the visit of Babylonian envoys, which we read about in chapter 39, as
having occurred prior to Sennacherib‘s invasion. One reason for this is the fact that Hezekiah proudly shows the
wealth of the national treasuries to the Babylonians, as we‘ll see (2 Kings 20:13)—and yet Hezekiah gave away
much of the treasuries to Sennacherib (18:15-16). Another important indicator is God‘s statement in 2 Kings
20:6 that He will defend Jerusalem and Hezekiah against the king of Assyria—seeming to indicate
Sennacherib‘s assault, which would necessitate that it had not yet occurred. Finally, destruction is seen looming
over Jerusalem following Hezekiah‘s sickness (see 2 Chronicles 32:24-25). Therefore, we will proceed on what
appears to be the likelier supposition—that Hezekiah became ill prior to Sennacherib‘s invasion.
But his sickness must have come right before—earlier in the same year as the invasion. In 2 Kings 18:13, we
are told that Sennacherib (who invaded in 701 B.C.) came in the 14th year of Hezekiah. Thus we understand
Hezekiah‘s sole reign upon the death of his father to have begun around 715 B.C.Hezekiah‘s 29-year reign is
reckoned from 715 to 686 B.C. Since Hezekiah‘s life is extended 15 years beyond his sickness, this would
place his sickness in 701. The Bible says his illness came ―in those days‖ (2 Kings 20:1; 2 Chronicles 32:24;
Isaiah 38:1)—that is, in the days of Sennacherib‘s invasion. And this must have indicated a narrow span of
time, as we‘ve seen.
Sadly, as faithful as Hezekiah had been, in preparing for war against Assyria, he and his people were not
looking to God but to their military capabilities and strategies. Isaiah had stated this very thing in Isaiah 22:8-11,
which we earlier read. God, then, allows Hezekiah to fall prey to a deathly illness involving some kind of lesion.
Hezekiah thus refocuses on his commitment to God —praying for healing. And God promises to heal him.
It is interesting to note Isaiah‘s prescription of a poultice of figs even given God‘s promise to heal. ―The practice
of applying figs to an ulcerated sore is well attested in the records of the ancient Middle East, being mentioned
as early as the Ras Shamra (Ugaritic) tablets of the second millennium B.C.‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
20:7). This shows that we are to do what we physically can to relieve ourselves of illness in addition to fully
relying on God‘s healing. In addition to purely supernatural miracles of healing, there are natural laws of health
and healing that God created and sometimes chooses to work through for healing.
All healing comes from God—and our working within His laws of health and healing does not betray trust in
Him. Even using physical methods such as Isaiah prescribed, it is still the laws of God that do the healing.
Thus, God‘s promise to heal can include using the systems of the body and is not limited to overt miracles. In
Hezekiah‘s case, perhaps God supernaturally healed part of Hezekiah‘s problem and let natural healing
methods alleviate the other part.
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We then see the sign of the sundial. This was an incredible miracle. Like the miracle of Joshua‘s long day, it
involved stopping the earth from turning—and this time rolling it backwards a ways. Consider that the surface of
the earth at the equator is moving at a speed of more than 1,000 miles per hour. The laws of inertia demand
that if the earth were suddenly stopped, everything on its surface would go flying forward—and massive
upheaval would result on land and sea. So God had to have kept everything calm and in place. It is truly
staggering to contemplate. Certainly Hezekiah understood it to be a great miracle. But given our scientific
knowledge today, we are able to realize the immense complexity of this miracle far more than Hezekiah
possibly could have.
Hezekiah Receives the Babylonian Envoys (2 Kings 20)
Merodach-Baladan of Babylon was, as we‘ve seen, involved in his own ongoing struggle to gain independence
from Assyria. He ruled as king twice in Babylon—first from 721-710 B.C. and later for a short time in 703.
―Amazingly, Marduk-apla-iddina [Merodach-Baladan] rebounded…and instigated yet another rebellion in 700.
Again, and for the last time, he was put down; and Assur-nadin-sumi, a son of Sennacherib, was installed as
regent in Babylon‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 414). What
this tells us is that, though he wasn‘t then on the throne, Merodach-Baladan was still a factor in 701—when
Hezekiah was sick and Sennacherib invaded.
We can therefore see why he would be sending a delegation to Jerusalem at this time. Ostensibly it was to
congratulate Hezekiah on his recovery from illness, but there was surely more political motivation behind it.
Indeed, this was likely part of an attempt to forge an alliance with Hezekiah against their common foe, Assyria.
Hezekiah was more than willing to show off his wealth—possibly to prove that he had enough to help finance a
joint rebellion—and did so with a certain amount of pride (2 Chronicles 32:25).
Isaiah, however, warns that all of that wealth would eventually be taken by the Babylonians when they were no
longer friends—perhaps even prompted by the reports taken back by these visitors. Sadly, Hezekiah‘s
response is not one of humility or repentance—only selfish satisfaction at the fact that this won‘t transpire in his
days.
God was greatly displeased at Hezekiah‘s attitude in the whole affair. Though the king had been miraculously
healed and been promised deliverance from the Assyrians by God, here he was again looking to his wealth and
the help of foreign powers to overcome Assyria. And he was not sorry at Isaiah‘s rebuke. ―Therefore wrath was
looming over him and over Judah and Jerusalem‖ (verse 25). Indeed, God withdrew from him as a test (verse
31). This all seems to refer to God allowing the catastrophic invasion of Sennacherib.
The Apostasy of Manasseh (2 Kings 20-21)
Hezekiah, one of the greatest Jewish kings ever, died—at the end of the extra 15 years God had promised him.
He was buried next to David and Solomon.
But though Hezekiah had been one of Judah‘s greatest kings, his son Manasseh was one of the worst. He was
to reign longer than any other king of either Israel or Judah. ―Manasseh…came to the throne as sole regent
[upon the death of Hezekiah] in 686 and remained in power until 642. That he ruled for fifty-five years implies
that he shared regal responsibility with Hezekiah from about 696 to 686. Why his father promoted Manasseh to
this place of authority at the tender age of twelve must remain a matter of speculation. It is possible, of course,
that Hezekiah‘s near-fatal illness (ca. 702) prompted him, as soon as his son reached a suitable age, to take
measures insuring the dynastic succession‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 433).
Manasseh‘s evil deeds (though he repented of them at the end of his life), are well documented in these
passages from Kings and Chronicles. He totally rejected his Creator, even to the point of practicing child
sacrifice and setting up an idol right in the house of God. ―Manasseh‘s shedding of ‗innocent blood‘ refers not
only to human sacrifice, but probably to the martyrdom of God‘s holy prophets. Josephus (Antiq[uities of the
Jews, Book] X, 37 {iii.1}) affirms that Manasseh not only slew all the righteous men of Judah but especially the
prophets he slew daily until Jerusalem ‗was overflowing with blood.‘ Uniform Jewish and Christian tradition
holds that Manasseh had Isaiah sawn asunder (cf. Heb 11:37)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on 2
Kings 21:16). If true, this further illustrates Manasseh‘s moral depravity, as Isaiah had been such a trusted
friend and spiritual advisor to his father.
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Of particular note is the reference to Asherah (2 Kings 21:7), known in Babylon as Astarte or Ishtar (which has
come down to us as ―Easter‖ in English). We will see more about this pagan fertility goddess and her
association with modern Christianity when we read Jeremiah 7 and 10, which will be coming up soon in the
Bible Reading Program.
Besides worshiping pagan gods, Manasseh became entrenched in demonic witchcraft and all its associated
practices—which is, sadly, all too prevalent today. God was not going to let Manasseh get away with all this
evil; he would be deported to Babylon. ―Some scholars argue that the deportation site of ‗Babylon‘ is an error for
Nineveh, but that is not necessary. Esarhaddon had rebuilt Babylon after his father Sennacherib had destroyed
it and made it once again a part of the Assyrian Empire around 648 B.C. The Assyrian texts show that
Manasseh was a vassal of Ashurbanipal as early as 667 B.C. Accordingly, he must have violated his
agreements with Ashurbanipal to merit being deported to Babylon by the Assyrians in 648 B.C.‖ (Walter Kaiser
Jr., A History of Israel, 1998, p. 382).
Secular proof of Manasseh‘s vassal status comes from archaeology. ―‗Manasseh King of the Jews‘ appears in a
list of twenty-two Assyrian tributaries of Imperial Assyria on both the Prism of Esarhaddon and the Prism of
Ashurbanipal‖ (E.M. Blaiklock and R.K. on, The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983,
―Manasseh‖).
His deportation in hooks and fetters would have been a humiliating experience. The International Standard
Bible Encyclopedia (―Hook‖) mentions that the use of hooks was a common practice in handling captives. It was
usually inserted in the victim‘s nose or jaw, but the Assyrians held captives by a ring in the lip attached to a
cord.
Manasseh had wielded a lot of power in Judah and, though his father had been a righteous king, the people of
Judah were easily led astray. Even after Manasseh repented and tried to restore right religion in Judah, the
people remained essentially evil and were ultimately to suffer the same fate as Manasseh. ―Manasseh‘s
personal though belated repentance reminds us that it is never too late for the individual to return to the Lord.
Yet the O[ld] T[estament] makes it clear that Manasseh‘s years mark the point of no return for Judah. Second
Kings 23:26 says, ‗The Lord did not turn from the heat of His fierce anger, which burned against Judah because
of all that Manasseh had done to provoke Him to anger‘ ([NIV] cf. Jer. 15:4)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note
on 2 Chronicles 33:1-20).
Amon; Josiah‘s Initial Reforms (2 Kings 21–22)
Manasseh was succeeded for a short period by his son Amon. While his father had attempted to put things right
in Judah, Amon followed in Manasseh‘s earlier evil ways—and he did not repent. He evidently became
unbearable to his servants, who conspired in assassinating him. But it seems obvious from the scriptural
account that this was not a popular move. We know from reading Kings and Chronicles and the prophecies of
the time that the people remained hostile to God and wanted the pagan ways to continue. Possibly they thought
they could continue their pagan practices by appointing a boy as king. But they were soon to learn that the
young Josiah was not like his father and grandfather.
Of course, God was involved in Josiah‘s ascendancy—to preserve the line of David and to fulfill a specific
prophecy. Josiah became king around 640 B.C. at the age of 8. He obviously didn‘t get off to a good start in life.
His father Amon was only around 16 when his son was born, and he was set in evildoing. It is likely that Josiah
was raised by his mother Jedidah—and possibly his grandmother Adaiah.
By the age of 16, Josiah began to seek God. And four years later, when he was 20 (around 628 B.C.), in an
enthusiastic surge of youthful vigor he showed that he wasn‘t about to be controlled by a pagan populace and
took dramatic steps to purge the nation of its evil religion.
It‘s interesting to note that his purge wasn‘t just in Judah, but extended into the northern territory of Israel (2
Chronicles 34:6). Naphtali was in Galilee and was part of the Assyrian province of Israel (see verse 9). But how
was this possible? Author Stephen Collins explains: ―In approximately 624 B.C., the Scythians [near the Black
Sea] launched a massive invasion to the south, and occupied Asia Minor, Syria, Media, Palestine and much of
Assyria. They conquered as far south as Egypt, but spared that nation when the Egyptians offered them tribute
money. In the words of Werner Keller [author of The Bible as History], the Scythians ‗inundated the Assyrian
Empire.‘… [They] held Western Asia and the Mideast under their dominion for only a short time, twenty-eight
years according to [5th-century-B.C. Greek historian] Herodotus, and just ten years according to [the
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assessment of] Werner Keller‖ (The ―Lost‖ Tribes of Israel—Found!, 1992, pp. 186-187). Indeed, the Scythians
proved instrumental in bringing down the Assyrian Empire in the years soon to follow.
The Scythians were, in the main, the northern tribes of Israel, who had been taken captive by the Assyrians a
century earlier (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy for more explanation).
Collins suggests: ―The motive for the Scythian invasion was likely two-fold. The primary motive was the desire
for revenge against the Assyrians who had forced them off their land and destroyed the old kingdom of Israel….
Indeed, the desire to liberate those Israelites who were still captives of the Assyrians may have served as a
further strong motive for the Scythian invasion. A second reason for Scythia‘s invasion was apparently the
reoccupation of the old Israelite homeland of Palestine. The fact that some Scythians charged straight south
through Asia Minor and Syria into Palestine gives weight to this conclusion…. While the Scythians waged a
total war against the Assyrians in Mesopotamia, Herodotus records that on their march through Palestine and
Syria: ‗…the majority of the Scythians marched by, doing no harm to anyone.‘
―It is significant that while marching through Palestine, the Scythians took no action to attack or harm the Jewish
capital of Jerusalem. If the Scythian motive was simple conquest, why did they spare the Jewish capital? Since
the entire Assyrian army could not stand before the Scythian onslaught, Jerusalem had no might to resist them.
The obvious conclusion is that the Scythians chose to spare Jerusalem. This makes sense only if the Scythians
were the descendants of the ten tribes of Israel, who knew the Jews were one of their related tribes. This
indicates that while the Scythians were intent on destroying Assyria, their purpose was to ‗liberate‘ Palestine.
One city in Palestine (Beth-Shan) was renamed ‗Scythopolis‘ in honor of the Scythians, and the local population
retained that name even after the Scythians left the area….
―This Scythian occupation, which included Palestine, occurred during the reign of King Josiah (circa 639-608
B.C.). The Bible does not mention ‗Scythians‘ in Palestine at that time because ‗Scythian‘ was a Greek term.
However, the Bible refers to them as Israelites….‖ (pp. 187-190). Indeed, we will later see not just the Jews but
people ―of Manasseh and Ephraim, and all the remnant of Israel‖ giving to the restoration of the temple and
attending Josiah‘s famous Passover (2 Chronicles 34:9; 35:18). What were Israelites doing in the land,
considering that they had been carried away by the Assyrians a century earlier? The answer is that these were
the Scythians—Israelites who had returned, some now desirous to honor God. Of course, this represented only
a small percentage of the Israelites who had been taken into captivity, certainly not fulfilling the many
prophecies of God gathering Israel back to the Promised Land. Indeed, they did not ultimately stay—perhaps
because Israel was no longer the land of milk and honey it had once been and they preferred their far northern
territories.
In any case, it was the presence of returned Israelites that enabled Josiah to carry out his reform even in the
territories of the former northern kingdom. Indeed, the Scythian presence explains other things too, as we will
see.
Finding the Book of the Law (2 Kings 22)
Around 622 B.C., six years after commencing his purge of paganism from the land, King Josiah began his
restoration of the temple, putting the final seal on his plan to restore the true worship of the true God. The writer
of Chronicles mentions two men who made up the king‘s commission who are not mentioned in Kings:
Maaseiah, the city governor, and Joah, the son of Joahaz, the recorder. ―Josiah‘s choice of Shaphan to head
the royal commission was a wise one; for his godly influence was to be felt not only in his own time but in that of
his sons Ahikam (Jer 26:24), Elasah (Jer 29:3), and Gemariah (Jer 36:10, 25), and his grandson Gedaliah (Jer
39:14)‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on 2 Kings 22:4).
The people were asked to contribute to the restoration and, as had happened under the rule of Joash (2 Kings
12:15), no audit was required. Josiah‘s appointments proved their loyalty in carrying out God‘s work.
In the process of restoring the temple, the high priest Hilkiah found the ―Book of the Law.‖ Various ideas have
been put forward about what the ―book‖ was and why it was lost. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes: ―It is
later called the ‗Book of the Covenant‘ (v. 30) which suggests Exodus 19-24 (cf. 24:7). Yet the curses that the
book contained (v. 24) suggests Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28; and the ensuing stress on the central
sanctuary (2 Kings 23:8-9) implies Deuteronomy 12, etc. ‗The Book‘ thus was at least the Book of Deuteronomy
[that is, according to this source]. It is called ‗the covenant‘ in Deut 29:1, for example. It contains the curses
(Deut 28) and it alone calls for a central sanctuary and was stored at the temple usually by the side of the ark
(Deut 31:25-26)‖ (note on 2 Chronicles 34:14). Some, however, believe the Book of the Law to refer to the
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entire Law or Pentateuch—that is, the five books of Moses. Oddly enough, Joshua is said to have written about
the Israelites‘ recommitment to God late in his life ―in the Book of the Law of God‖ (Joshua 24:26), well after
Moses had written the Pentateuch. So it is not entirely certain what all is meant.
Continuing in Expositor‘s: ‗The Book,‘ however seems to have become misplaced during the apostate
administrations of the previous kings, Manasseh and Amon, under whom the ark had been moved about (2
Chronicles 35:3)‖ (same note).
In his book Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, Eugene Merrill comments: ―It is not possible
to enter into the debate about the precise contents of the scroll found by Hilkiah. It clearly consisted of at least
Deuteronomy and likely the entire Pentateuch, for some of the policies which Josiah proceeded to implement
presuppose the teachings of Moses. A more baffling question is, How could the Torah have been lost for
decades, not to be recovered until 622 and even then only by accident? Liberal scholarship argues that the
document in question was the Book of Deuteronomy and that it had never been lost at all. It was, rather, a piece
composed [recently] by a prophetic circle interested in bringing about reform. In order to give it canonical
authority it was attributed to Moses. It may, in fact, have drawn upon authentic Mosaic tradition. In any case, it
was not a product of the hand of Moses but of anonymous scribes of the seventh century. Perhaps, it is
proposed, it was drafted by an underground movement in the days of Manasseh and placed in the temple in the
hope that it might be found and might inspire Manasseh to seek after Yahweh. It was not discovered in his day,
however, and only by chance finally surfaced in 622.
―This reconstruction disregards universal Jewish tradition about the authorship of Deuteronomy and also fails to
explain how it is possible that no one in Josiah‘s time, including the priests and scribes, questioned the alleged
Mosaic authorship of a document about which there was, supposedly, not one shred of tradition. Moreover,
those aspects of Josiah‘s reformation which appear to be based uniquely on the teaching of Deuteronomy are
attested to in Israel‘s religious life long before Josiah. The critic must concede that the major prescriptions of
Deuteronomy were known long before the discovery of the scroll in the temple. This being so, is it really
incredible that Deuteronomy had long existed and had simply been suppressed until its providential discovery
by Hilkiah?
―In the era of the printing press and the dissemination of the printed page in multiplied millions of copies it is
difficult to appreciate the scarcity of written texts in the ancient world. But even some of the most important
works composed on durable clay tablets are known only in single copies despite the recovery of some of the
great libraries of the ancient past. What, then, must be said of those Old Testament writings which were penned
on fragile and perishable materials such as papyrus, leather, and parchment? Furthermore, it is most unlikely
that the Scriptures at any time in Old Testament Israel existed in more than a few dozen copies at the very
most. Unless scrupulous care were taken to preserve them, they would be subject to the ravages of war and
natural disaster or simply disintegrate with time. There is no reason, then, why a diabolical, despotic ruler such
as Manasseh could not have seized virtually all the copies of the Torah and destroyed them in order to advance
his own apostate ends. Somehow in the providence of God a pious priest or scribe managed to safeguard a
copy in a hiding place in the temple and prayed that it might not perish until it could once more take its position
as the bedrock of Israel‘s life. This undoubtedly is what happened‖ (1987, pp. 444-445).
Realizing the newfound book was very likely of God—and that His instructions had been flouted by the nation—
Josiah was grief-stricken. The tearing of clothes was an expression of extreme grief during biblical times
(compare Genesis 37:29; 44:13; 1 Samuel 4:12; 2 Samuel 15:32; Matthew 26:65). But God requires more than
just an outward show of grief. He wants the same tender heart that Josiah had (see Joel 2:12-14).
Josiah set up a delegation to seek God‘s will. The delegation, headed by Hilkiah, went to Huldah the
prophetess, a common practice in the Old Testament (see 1 Kings 22:5-12; 1 Samuel 23:2). There have been a
number of prophetesses in the Bible, including Miriam (Exodus 15:20), Isaiah‘s wife (Isaiah 8:1-4, 18), Deborah
(Judges 4–5) and Anna (Luke 2:36-38). ―There were also false women prophets, such as Noadiah in Nehemiah
6:14 and those prophetesses in Ezekiel 13:17, but they were rebuked not because they were women or
because they prophesied; instead, they were rebuked because what they said was false and not a revelation
from God. Women were not chattel to be ordered about and used as men pleased in the Old Testament,
ranking slightly above a man‘s ox or donkey! They were fellow heirs of the image of God, charged with tasks
that exhibited the originality, independence, and management ability of the ‗woman of valor‘ in Proverbs 31 and
were called to enter holistically into sharing all of the joys and labours of life‖ (Walter Kaiser Jr., Toward Old
Testament Ethics, 1983, p. 207). It should, though, be pointed out that the New Testament makes it clear that
women are not to be ordained as elders or preach during worship services.
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The Second Quarter of Jerusalem (2 Kings 22:14) most likely refers to one of two districts referred to in
Nehemiah 3:9-12 and Zephaniah 1:10. Although the location isn‘t certain, it was most likely in the commercial
area and indicates that Huldah and her husband lived in poor circumstances.
A puzzling question to some is why Josiah‘s delegation went to a prophetess rather than the more well-known
prophets of the time, such as Jeremiah and Zephaniah. It could simply be that they weren‘t so well known at the
time—or perhaps they were then preaching in another part of Judah. In any event, they were not needed for the
task. Huldah was truly a prophetess of God. She sent two messages back, one to the man who sent them to
her and the other to Josiah—a message of condemnation for Judah but of peace for the king.
Some have wondered why Josiah soon died in battle when God had promised him peace. We will take up this
question when we read later of the king‘s death.
Purging the Land (2 Kings 23)
―Josiah‘s humble, obedient response to the book was and remains a model of how all people should respond to
God‘s revealed Word. Josiah listened to Scripture, allowed its words of truth to judge him, and humbly
confessed that he had neglected God‘s commands (34:18, 19). After learning more about its truths (34:21), he
shared the Scripture with others and led them in following it. He had the book read before the entire nation and
led the Israelites in recommitting their lives to the Lord (34:29-31)‖ (―INDepth: The Book of the Law of the Lord,‖
Nelson Study Bible, sidebar on 2 Chronicles 34).
In 2 Kings 23:3 Josiah makes his covenant standing by a pillar—or on a pillar, as it could also be translated.
This is referred to as his place in 2 Chronicles 34:31. It appears to be the coronation pillar stone mentioned in
the crowning of Joash (see 2 Kings 11:14).
Josiah then essentially imposed God‘s law on the people. Imposition may seem harsh, but we read in these
passages that 18 years after Josiah came to the throne, there were still plenty of pagan traditions and idolatrous
practices throughout Judah (2 Kings 23:4-20). This chapter highlights again how far the nation had sunk.
According to The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, although the Hebrew word translated ―perverted persons‖ in
verse 7 ―denotes the ‗male shrine prostitutes,‘ probably the term is used generically for prostitutes of both sexes
who were employed in the heinous Canaanite fertility rites‖ (footnote on verse 7). Even though God forbade the
practice (Deuteronomy 23:17) and reforming kings abolished it, it always came back.
The references in 2 Kings 23:8 to Geba (northern Judah) and Beersheba (southern Judah) show that high
places (a generic term for worship places, not necessarily elevated) had to be rooted out everywhere. Josiah
then takes steps to root out the most heinous remains of pagan worship, defiling Tophet, the place of child
sacrifice in the Valley of Hinnom, and removing the idolatrous objects from God‘s temple: ―Apparently, the
references in [2 Kings 23:11-12] are to various ceremonies involved in the worship of the sun, moon, and stars.
Chariots and horses played a big part in the worship of the sun, probably because of the idea that the sun god
drives across the sky in his chariot. In the literature of other nations, the sun god is pictured riding a winged
chariot. Here, the horses and chariots mentioned were probably large statues, though they may have been
miniature figurines used in astral worship. Rooftop shrines like those described in verse 12 were also related to
this same pagan cult, which was introduced by King Ahaz‖ (Russell Dilday, Mastering the Old Testament, 1987,
Vol. 9, p. 484). Indeed, in excavations ―small horses with solar disks on their foreheads have been found both at
Jerusalem and Hazor‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 11).
Josiah started his reforms by defiling the cult places of worship and filling them with human bones (verses 1415). Then he carried out what he had been prophesied to do by name long before in burning human bones on
the pagan altar at Bethel, defiling it forever (verses 16-18; see 1 Kings 13:1-3). And he did likewise with the
pagan altars throughout the land. It should be noted that this was done throughout even Samaria (2 Kings
23:19), the territory of the northern kingdom, which was recently occupied—starting about two years before the
current major purge—by a major contingent of Scythians, that is, Israelites.
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Josiah‘s Passover (2 Kings 23)
Josiah wasn‘t just content to remove all the paganism. He purged spiritual ―leaven‖ from the land in preparation
of the Passover and Days of Unleavened Bread. For his next reform was to reintroduce God‘s sacred festivals.
These begin with the Passover on the 14th day of the first month of the Hebrew calendar (March–April on the
modern Western calendar).
Josiah showed his love for his people by his generosity, providing animals for the sacrifices and offerings from
his own herds and flocks. This was a magnificent celebration. Some commentators have called the numbers a
gross exaggeration, yet when we consider the scope of the celebration, that there had never been a Passover
like it in Israel or Judah, the number is realistic. Even so, it was still far short of the number of animals used by
Solomon at the dedication of the temple (see 1 Kings 8:63). The sheep and goats were used for the Passover
lambs. The cattle would have been used for peace offerings and most likely for general use through the Feast
of Unleavened Bread that followed the Passover for a further seven days.
Again it is made clear that the Passover was kept by ―all Judah and Israel who were present.‖ The northern
kingdom had been taken captive a century prior. But this makes sense when we realize that a sizable group of
Israelites reoccupied the northern territories at this time, known to history as the Scythians. Perhaps many of
them responded to the preaching of Jeremiah in Jeremiah 3—wherein God instructed them to return—and to
the tremendous leadership and example of King Josiah.
The Stunning Death of Judah‘s Most Righteous King (2 Kings 23)
Despite the incredible reforms under Josiah, the changes for the people were only superficial and God knew it
would not be long before they were openly rebelling against Him again. They had shown their true colors under
the wicked reigns of Manasseh and Amon—and inside they were really no different. So God pronounces
calamity on Judah. But remember that He had promised before that this calamity would not come until after
Josiah‘s death (2 Kings 22:16-20). And eventually, his death came—13 years after his great Passover, and
three years after the fall of Nineveh.
―Pharaoh Necho [II] (609-594 B.C.) was the recently crowned king of Egypt‘s twenty-sixth dynasty. During the
long years of Josiah‘s reign (640-609 B.C.), Assyrian power had steadily crumbled until, as Nahum had
predicted, Nineveh itself had fallen (612 B.C.) to a coalition of Chaldeans, Medes, and others. The surviving
Assyrian forces had regrouped at Haran. Because Egypt was a long-standing ally of Assyria [since its
integration into the empire several decades earlier], Necho journeyed northward to help the beleaguered
Assyrians‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 23:29-30). The King James Version incorrectly has Necho
marching against the Assyrians.
―Pharaoh Necho turned up in Judah at the head of a more impressive-looking Egyptian army than had been
fielded in centuries. Taking advantage of Assyrian decline, Necho‘s father Psammetichus I [who had been
appointed pharaoh by Assyrian emperor Ashurbanipal] had greatly revived his country‘s clout as a superpower‖
(Ian Wilson, The Bible Is History, 1999, p. 174). ―Emboldened by his success… Psammetichus refused to
continue payment of tribute to Assyria…though Egypt remained more or less an ally of Assyria until his death
and even beyond‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 439). Perhaps Necho at this later time was not so much
interested in restoring Assyria as he was in keeping a balance among the Mesopotamian powers. If Assyria
were utterly eliminated, Babylon would fill the void as an unchecked power, creating major problems for Egypt.
In any event, Necho advanced up the coastal plain, through Philistine territory. But this area was now under the
control of Judah‘s king, Josiah.
―A Hebrew letter written in his time has been found at ‗Mesad Hashavyahu,‘ a fortress built on the coast
between Jabneh and Ashdod. According to the letter, an Israelite governor resided at the fort; thus, Josiah ruled
also over this area, expanding his kingdom at the expense of the Philistine cities‖ (Yohanan Aharoni and
Michael Avi-Yonah, The Macmillan Bible Atlas, 1977, p. 102). Indeed, remember that, apparently with earlier
help from the Scythians, Josiah‘s ―purification of worship was carried out not only in Jerusalem and Judah, but
also ‗in the cities of Manasseh and Ephraim and Simeon, even unto Naphtali…throughout the land of Israel‘ (2
Chron. 34:6-7). Thus, we may assume that Josiah again ruled in all these areas and annexed the Assyrian
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provinces which had been founded in the territory of the kingdom of Israel: Samaria, Megiddo, and possibly also
Gilead. This is confirmed by the fact that he fought at Megiddo‖ (p. 102).
―When Pharaoh Neco passed through Judah on his way to fight the Babylonians at Carchemish, Josiah
marched out to meet him in battle. It is far from clear why he did so. Most likely is the suggestion that he wanted
to assure Judah‘s independence among the nations. Had he permitted the Egyptians to pass through, he could
have been considered to be a collaborator against Babylon‖ (―Josiah,‖ Paul Gardner, editor, The Complete
Who‘s Who in the Bible, 1995, p. 384). There is no doubt that Josiah would not have wanted anyone helping
Assyria back into power. And it is possible that Judah still maintained a residual alliance with Babylon since the
days of Hezekiah. Then again, perhaps Josiah simply did what any ruler would do when an uninvited foreign
army comes marching through your land—put a stop to it to make sure your borders are respected.
―Neco was disturbed at Josiah‘s refusal [to back off]. He sent a message with a religious overtone. He argued
that God had told him to move quickly, that Josiah‘s hostile acts were a threat to the accomplishment of God‘s
will, and that God would punish him for it‖ (p. 384). Now God, it is true, did at times speak to pagan rulers about
a course of action He wanted them to take (see Genesis 20:6; 41:25; Daniel 2:28). Yet ancient monarchs often
made such claims falsely. And Josiah really had no reason to believe God had actually spoken to the Egyptian
pharaoh. He assumed it was a lie—as most of us probably would were we in his shoes.
So what did Josiah do wrong? He is often accused of ―meddling in someone else‘s affairs.‖ But it‘s not really
someone else‘s affair when a foreign army is marching through your country and you‘re the king. Perhaps, then,
the only obvious thing Josiah can be faulted for is a failure to ask God what to do. It would seem that he could
have asked the priests to consult the Urim and Thummim. Or he could have sought out a prophet. However, it
may be that this would have taken time Josiah did not think he could afford in the situation—though this would
be improper reasoning since God‘s will is paramount. Perhaps Josiah assumed that it was always God‘s will for
the king to defend the nation‘s borders. We just don‘t know. In any case, God had communicated a message to
Necho or in some way impressed on his mind the need to act as he did (see 2 Chronicles 35:22). And Josiah
was mortally wounded.
But Josiah did not die on the battlefield. He died in Jerusalem and was buried there with full honors. Perhaps
this was because God had promised, ―Surely…I will gather you to your fathers, and you shall be gathered to
your grave in peace…‖ (2 Kings 22:20). And indeed, he died in peace though he had been wounded in battle.
With Josiah‘s resistance, Pharaoh Necho was sufficiently delayed so that Haran was lost to the Assyrians. This
is rather interesting to contemplate. God had directed Necho to make haste. And if he had made it to Haran in
time, the Assyrians would presumably have held out against the Babylonians. Yet was this truly God‘s will?
More poignantly, did Josiah actually cause God‘s will to be thwarted? Certainly not! It makes far more sense to
realize that it was actually God‘s intent that Necho not make it on time. Why then did He tell Necho to make
haste? Perhaps it was to create the very situation that brought about the death of Josiah—and consequently
placed Judah under Egyptian rule (for Necho now ruled all the territory up to the Euphrates).
Consider what a righteous ruler Josiah was. And yet God allowed Him to be killed at the age of 39. In Isaiah
57:1, God said: ―The righteous perishes, and no man takes it to heart; merciful men are taken away, while no
one considers that the righteous is taken away from evil. He shall enter into peace; they shall rest in their beds,
each one walking in his uprightness.‖ Perhaps this, more than anything, is why Josiah died when he did. It was
time for Judah to be punished—and Josiah had to be taken out of the way first. Rather than our being overly
critical of a final mistake on his part, especially lacking information to properly judge exactly what happened, we
would do better to focus on the tremendous, positive example of this great ruler, as Jeremiah did (Jeremiah
22:15-16). Indeed, Jeremiah led the nation in a lament—the words of which have not been preserved—over
losing the most righteous king Judah ever had (2 Chronicles 35:25; see 2 Kings 23:25).
―The Wind Shall Eat Up All Your Rulers‖ (2 Kings 23)
In the wake of Josiah‘s death, Josiah‘s son Jehoahaz was made king by ―the people of the land‖ (2 Chronicles
36:1). This ―was a technical term that referred to a body of leaders such as a council of elders or a kind of
informal parliament (see 33:25). This group acted in a time of crisis, such as the death of Josiah in battle
[actually, from battle]. His loss was made worse by the fact that he had at least four sons who could succeed
him. Josiah [probably not expecting to die for many years] may not have made his choice of successor clear‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 36:1).
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―Jehoahaz (called Shallum in Jer. 22:11) was Josiah‘s third son (see [2 Kings] 24:18; 1 Chr. 3:15). The name
Jehoahaz means ‗The Lord Has Grasped.‘ This is the same name as the king of Israel, the son of Jehu (10:35).
Johanan, Josiah‘s first son, apparently had died and Eliakim (or Jehoiakim), the second son, was bypassed. A
fourth son, Mattaniah (or Zedekiah), would eventually ascend to the throne and rule as Judah‘s last king (598586 B.C.)‖ (note on 2 Kings 23:31). Sadly, the reforms of Josiah‘s magnificent reign didn‘t last. Jehoahaz turned
out to be evil like Josiah‘s predecessors. But he only reigned three months.
―Jehoahaz‘s reign of three months came to an end with the return of Pharaoh Necho from Haran. Jehoahaz
was summoned to Riblah, Necho‘s headquarters in Syria. Then he was led away to die in Egypt. His brother
Eliakim was installed on the throne with his name changed to Jehoiakim. Judah thus became no more than a
vassal of Egypt. The curse for Judah‘s disobedience was about to fall (see Deut. 28:64-68)‖ (note on 2 Kings
23:31). Necho, it appears, did not accept Judah‘s appointment of its own king. He wanted it made clear that no
one would now reign in Judah except by his appointment. The change of Eliakim‘s name to Jehoiakim also
demonstrated the pharaoh‘s overlordship. Regrettably, Jehoiakim, like his brother, did not follow in Josiah‘s
ways but continued in the evil ways of most of Judah‘s rulers.
Jeremiah addresses these events and prophesies the outcome in most of Jeremiah 22. In 2 Chronicles 35:25,
the prophet leads the nation in a lament. Jewish custom, which derives from biblical times, is a week of intense
grief as the first part of a month of official mourning (for close family members a lesser form of mourning might
continue for a year). Jeremiah 22:10 shows that more than three months have passed since Josiah‘s death.
Jeremiah says to no longer weep for him—but to instead weep for his successor Shallum (Jehoahaz), who has
been taken away to Egypt, never to return (verses 10-12).
Jeremiah then launches into a scathing prophecy against Jehoiakim, addressing him first in the third person
(verses 13-14), then as ―you‖ (verses 15-17) and finally by name (verse 18). Jeremiah‘s description speaks for
itself. Like so many people in power, Jehoiakim looked after his own interests at the expense of his subjects,
building a great palace while extorting from his subjects to pay tribute to Egypt. This was in direct violation of
God‘s law (Leviticus 19:13).
Jeremiah uses Jehoiakim‘s father Josiah as an example of true godly leadership—doing what is right and just,
defending the cause of the poor and needy. He explains that this is what it means to really ―know God‖ (see
verse 16). Indeed, Josiah did this and lived well—without having to oppress people (verse 15). Having a huge
mansion might look impressive, but it doesn‘t equate with godliness and true leadership. Jehoiakim suffered
from a malady experienced by many people in power—covetousness (verse 17). And, as Jethro advised Moses
more than 800 years earlier, covetous people make for poor leaders (Exodus 18:21). Indeed, this led to still
worse sins.
The first part of Jeremiah 22 appears to also relate to the reign of Jehoiakim, as there is no break between
verses 9 and 10. It further illustrates the decline in justice and righteousness that followed Josiah‘s reign. God
says to the king, ―You are Gilead to Me, the head of Lebanon…‖ (verse 6). These places ―were sources for
timber for the royal palaces. These luxurious residences would be reduced to deserted wilderness and set
ablaze if the kings disobeyed the covenant‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 6-7). And sadly Jehoiakim and
the other kings following Josiah did just that. Verses 8-9 foretell the right conclusion other nations will eventually
reach about Jerusalem‘s destruction, just as Moses had warned in Deuteronomy 29:24-28.
Jeremiah also pronounces judgment on Jehoiakim personally. Some of this may have been added later,
following Jehoiakim‘s attempt to destroy Jeremiah‘s recorded prophecies (see Jeremiah 36:27-32, especially
verse 32). There will be no national lament or proper burial for Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 22:18-19; compare 36:30).
The people of Judah will instead lament their worsening circumstances. God tells them to go cry in Lebanon to
the north, in Bashan to the northeast and in Abarim in the southeast (Jeremiah 22:20)—perhaps indicating the
length over which Josiah had extended his rule. The nation‘s ―lovers‖ or allies will themselves be carried away
when destruction comes and will thus provide no help (verses 20-22). That destruction, unstated here, will
come from Babylon. (Babylon is mentioned in verse 25, but that part of chapter 22 is beyond our current
reading, as it was evidently given later, during the reign of Jehoiakim‘s son Jeconiah.)
In verse 23, the ―inhabitants of Lebanon, making your nest in the cedars,‖ apparently refers not to Lebanon of
the north but, as verses 6-7 indicate, to Jerusalem, ―(Isa. 37:24; Jer. 22:23; Ezek. 17:3, 12; for Lebanon‘s
cedars were used in building the temple and houses of Jerusalem; and its beauty made it a fit type of the
metropolis)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on Habakkuk 2:17). The national armory from
Solomon‘s time was actually called ―the House of the Forest of Lebanon‖ (see 1 Kings 7:2; 10:16-17; Isaiah
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22:8). And the wealthy of Judah built cedar mansions aloof from the common people to ensure protection
(compare Habakkuk 2:9). Yet no reliance on the temple, palace, armory or rich neighborhoods would save the
people of Judah from what was coming. The winds of adversity and invasion would eat up their rulers and bring
them to shame for their wickedness (Jeremiah 22:22).
Historian Walter Kaiser Jr. sums up this period of Judah‘s history: ―The drama of the final years of Judah and
the Davidic line of kings involved the three major international powers of the day: Assyria, Babylon, and Egypt.
Of course, there were minor roles given to the Cimmerians, the Scythians, Medes, and other people groups
who longed to fill the vacuum as Assyria began to show signs of weakening. Three of the final four decades of
the seventh century (640-609 B.C.) provided a glimmer of hope and the prospect of revival of a restored and
even a reunited nation as a result of Josiah‘s reform in 621 B.C. Alas, however, the maelstrom of international
unrest proved too much for the last five Davidic kings of Judah in the last decade of the seventh century and the
first decade and a half of the sixth century (600-587 B.C.). Two of the last five Davidic kings met their deaths as
a direct result of involvement in these international struggles, while the other three died in exile‖ (A History of
Israel, 1998, p. 386).
Jehoiakim‘s Rebellion (2 Kings 24)
A historical context for this section is helpful. Biblical historian Eugene Merrill writes: ―As the author of Kings
indicates, Jehoiakim remained a loyal subject to the Babylonians for…three years (605-602 [B.C.]). He then
rebelled for some unexpressed reason…. Nebuchadnezzar had undertaken several western campaigns against
Judah‘s neighbors. It may have been his preoccupation with these states…that gave Jehoiakim the courage to
break his alliance with Nebuchadnezzar‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 451).
One source ―associates Jehoiakim‘s rebellion with the Babylonian conflict with Egypt in the winter of 601/600
B.C., which is attested to by a letter written in Aramaic from the town of Saqqarah‖ (p. 451, footnote). Another
source ―points out that the campaign against Jehoiakim is not mentioned in the Babylonian records…because
Nebuchadnezzar‘s main objective was Egypt and not Judah‖ (p. 451, footnote). The reference here is to
Nebuchadnezzar‘s fourth year, when ―he engaged Neco II in a great battle near the border of Egypt, a contest
which evidently ended in a draw. Perhaps the Babylonian was not altogether unsuccessful, however, for he
may have brought Judah back under his control in the course of this campaign‖ (p. 451).
This seems likely, especially given what Scripture says right after describing the Babylonian response to
Jehoiakim‘s rebellion: ―And the king of Egypt did not come out of his land anymore…‖ (2 Kings 24:7). This
makes it appear that the king of Egypt coming out of his land had something to do with Jehoiakim‘s rebellion.
Jeremiah 47, in the current reading, mentions an Egyptian pharaoh of Jeremiah‘s time attacking Gaza, the
southernmost of the major Philistine cities, right near the border with Egypt. We have no parallel record of this
event in secular history, which makes the dating of it difficult. But it would seem to tie into these events, and
certainly occurred before 2 Kings 24:7.
Perhaps Necho attacked Gaza sometime in 602 B.C., which would have been an incursion into Babylonian
territory—Nebuchadnezzar having subdued the Philistines in 604. This may well have prompted Jehoiakim to
rebel against Babylon, declaring Judah‘s reaffiliation with Egypt. ―Retribution was swift and sure (2 Kings 24:12). Nebuchadnezzar sent troops from Babylonia and from some of his western vassal states such as Aram,
Moab, and Ammon, and forced Jehoiakim to submit. The chronicler says that Nebuchadnezzar went as far as
to bind Jehoiakim with shackles in order to take him as a prisoner of war to Babylon (2 Chronicles 36:6).
Apparently he relented [as Jehoiakim remained as king for a few more years] but as punishment stripped the
temple of many of its sacred articles [as he had before] and took them to his own pagan temples in Babylon.
Thereafter until his death in 598 Jehoiakim remained in subservience to the Babylonian overlord‖ (p. 451). After
dealing with Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar apparently continued on to his engagement with Necho, in which the
pharaoh was pushed back into Egypt.
While Jehoiakim‘s death is recorded, none of the details regarding it are given. We do know from Jeremiah‘s
prophecies that this wicked ruler was to die without lamentation from the people, being cast out and buried as a
donkey (see Jeremiah 22:18-19; 36:30). His lineage would not continue to rule, as his son‘s reign would last but
a few months.
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Message Regarding the New King (2 Kings 24)
When Josiah‘s son Jehoiakim died in 598 B.C. after an evil reign of 11 years (2 Kings 23:36-37; 2 Chronicles
36:5), Jehoiakim‘s son Jehoiachin—also known as Jeconiah (1 Chronicles 3:16-17; Jeremiah 28:4; 29:2;
Matthew 1:11-12) or simply Coniah (Jeremiah 22:24, 28)—was crowned king of Judah.
But here we encounter what appears to be a contradiction. The Chronicles version of the story says that
Jeconiah was eight years old when he began to reign, whereas the 2 Kings version says eighteen. Which was
it? The archaeological and biblical evidence proves that he had to be much older than eight at the time he took
over the rule of Judah and reigned for three months (from December 598 through March 597 B.C.). For he had
at least five children while a captive in Babylon only five years later, as mentioned on a Babylonian ration
receipt (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, notes on 2 Chronicles 36:7, 9). And ―the scriptural descriptions of
Jehoiachin seem to represent him as a mature young man (Jer. 22:24-30; Ezek. 19:6)‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on 2 Kings 24:8).
The answer is probably fairly simple. Jeconiah was no doubt 18 when he succeeded his father in 598 B.C. Ten
years earlier, at the age of 8 in 608 B.C., his father must have installed him as coregent—probably just in name
rather than critical function, so as to perpetuate the dynasty in the event the whirlwind of events removed
Jehoiakim from the throne (as Jehoiakim‘s brother Jehoahaz had been removed the previous year, 609 B.C.). A
coregency of Jehoiakim and Jeconiah could explain why Jeremiah addresses the ―kings‖ of Judah in Jeremiah
17:19-20. But as Jeconiah likely assumed no actual power until his father died, he is credited with a reign of
only the three months rather than 10 years.
As king, Jeconiah follows in the footsteps of his father—continuing in evil rather than turning to God (even
though Nebuchadnezzar is in the process of mobilizing his forces against Jerusalem during Jeconiah‘s entire
three-month reign, as we will later see). Since Jeconiah‘s mother Nehushta, the daughter of Elnathan of
Jerusalem, is mentioned prominently, including the fact that she would and later did suffer deportation with her
son (2 Kings 24:8, 12; Jeremiah 22:26-27; 29:2; 13:18), it seems likely that she wields considerable influence
over the young ruler. As earlier noted, Nehushta‘s father is probably the same Elnathan mentioned elsewhere
as the son of Achbor, the official in the administration of Jehoiakim who apprehended Urijah the prophet but
later tried to talk Jehoiakim out of burning the scroll of Jeremiah (see Jeremiah 26:21-23; 36:12, 25).
In Jeremiah 22, God‘s message regarding Jeconiah quickly moves from third person (verse 24a) to second
person—addressing the king directly (verses 24b-26). God tells Jeconiah that even if he were the signet ring on
God‘s right hand, ―the most important private possession bearing the owner‘s mark and authority‖ (New Bible
Commentary, note on verses 24-30), God would still pluck him off and hand him over to others. Continued
rebellion against God by Judah‘s rulers would be tolerated no longer. Jeconiah and his mother would soon be
carried captive to Babylon (verses 25-26). Switching back to third person in verse 27, we are told that ―they‖—
Jeconiah and his mother—will not return to the land of Judah.
In verse 28, Jeconiah is described as a ―broken idol.‖ The Jews idolized their Davidic ruler, likely expecting him
to save them from the Babylonians. Yet Jeconiah himself would be taken captive to Babylon. In verse 30, God
declares him ―childless‖—which is qualified by what follows, as Jeconiah actually had seven sons (1 Chronicles
3:17-18; compare Matthew 1:12). Indeed, in the same verse God says Jeconiah would have ―descendants‖
(Jeremiah 22:30). But they, like him, would not ―prosper‖ as a king. They were, in effect, banned from the throne
of David. Thus, it was only in regard to the throne that Jeconiah was to be regarded as childless.
It should be mentioned that though Jesus Christ, the ultimate heir of David‘s throne, ―was lineally descended
from Jeconiah [see Matthew 1], it was only through Joseph, who, though His legal, was not His real father.
Matthew gives the legal pedigree through Solomon down to Joseph; Luke the real pedigree, from Mary, the real
parent, through Nathan, brother of Solomon, upwards (Luke 3:31)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary,
note on Jeremiah 22:29-30). We will look more closely at these genealogies later in the Bible Reading Program.
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The Second Babylonian Deportation and the Reign of Zedekiah (2 Kings 24)
Nebuchadnezzar returns to Jerusalem ―at the turn of the year‖ (2 Chronicles 36:10), near the spring equinox, ―in
the eighth year of his reign‖ (2 Kings 24:12)—that is, in March of 597 B.C. (his first year according to Jewish
reckoning being September 605–September 604 B.C.). Jeconiah‘s time as king of Judah is up.
―After replacing his father on the throne of David, Jehoiachin [Jeconiah] evidently maintained an anti-Babylonian
posture that immediately brought Nebuchadnezzar‘s stern reaction. After only three months in power
Jehoiachin found his city surrounded by the Babylonian hosts and he quickly capitulated. This time the royal
family was deported along with other leading citizens including Ezekiel the prophet. The cream of Judah‘s
military force and her most skillful craftsmen also had to abandon their land and homes to go into exile. Finally,
Nebuchadnezzar helped himself once more to the temple treasures and carried them back to Babylon as a sign
of his complete success‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 452).
The Babylonians were prolific recorders of their accomplishments. Among some 300 cuneiform tablets
unearthed near modern Baghdad, one Babylonian chronicle was found paralleling the biblical account of
Nebuchadnezzar‘s sacking of Jerusalem and capture of its monarch in 2 Kings 24:10-17.
―Here is the Babylonian version: ‗Year 7 {of Nebuchadnezzar [according to Babylonian reckoning]}. In the
month of Kislev {December 598}, the king of Babylonia mobilized his troops and marched to the west [showing
that he began his assault as soon as Jeconiah assumed the throne]. He encamped against the city of Judah
{Jerusalem}, and on the second of Adar {March 16, 597}, he captured the city and seized {its} king. A king of his
choice he appointed there; he to{ok} its heavy tribute and carried it off to Babylon.
―The corroboration of the biblical text by the records of Israel‘s ancient foe is unmistakable, and a bit ironic,‖
writes U.S. News & World Report religion writer Jeffery Sheler. ―Until a century ago, it was commonly claimed
by skeptics in the biblical academy that Nebuchadnezzar had never existed—that he was yet another of the
Bible‘s legendary figures invented for propaganda purposes. But then the German archaeologist Robert
Koldewey, excavating in Iraq beginning in 1899, came upon the ruins of Nebuchadnezzar‘s magnificent palace
complex, the famed temple of Marduk, and the remains of the Ishtar gate [now in the Pergamon Museum in
Berlin]—as well as numerous inscriptions, statues, and stelae from the ancient Babylonian empire. At once,
Nebuchadnezzar ceased to be a fictional foil in a supposed Hebrew mythology; archaeology had affirmed him
as a true historical figure. And now the royal records of this ancient enemy of the Israelites are adding testimony
to the accuracy of the Bible as it relates this important chapter of Israel‘s history. This reversal once again
shows the capacity of archaeology to turn the skeptical suppositions of biblical scholarship upside down‖ (Is the
Bible True?, 1999, p. 137).
Returning to the scriptural account, it is clear that Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion is a devastating blow to the
nation. While the first deportation of Jews to Babylon, which included Daniel and his friends, was quite small,
this one is major—involving a substantial portion of Jerusalem. The Babylonian emperor, we are told, takes all
but the poor captive (2 Kings 24:14; compare Jeremiah 27:20; 29:2). ―This method of eliminating leaders and
leaving the peasant population to pay taxes to the kingdom was learned from the Assyrians and was designed
to reduce the likelihood of rebellion‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 2). The beginning of 2 Kings 24:20
sums up this episode and all that would soon transpire: ―It was because of the LORD‘s anger that all this
happened to Jerusalem and Judah, and in the end he thrust them from his presence‖ (NIV).
Nebuchadnezzar removes Jeconiah and his mother from power and places Josiah‘s remaining son Mattaniah—
Jeconiah‘s uncle—on the throne, renaming him Zedekiah as a demonstration of the emperor‘s supremacy. As
with Necho‘s replacement of Jehoahaz with Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar keeps the Jewish kingship within the
royal family of David rather than introducing a new dynasty. This was a smart move on both occasions, as the
people would not have accepted a non-Davidic ruler and it maintained the façade of Jewish self-rule, which
helped to prevent uprising. More importantly, of course, God‘s overseeing direction in keeping His promise to
David was certainly a factor.
Mattaniah‘s new name Zedekiah meant ―Yahweh Is Righteousness.‖ Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary says, ―This being a purely Hebrew name, it seems that [Nebuchadnezzar] allowed the puppet king
to choose his own name, which was confirmed‖ (note on 2 Kings 24:17). If that‘s so, it‘s interesting to recall that
Jeremiah had prophesied that, after Jeconiah (Jeremiah 22:24-30), a ―Branch of righteousness‖ would come
from David‘s house to save Judah (23:5-6) called ―Yahweh Our Righteousness‖ (see verse 6). Could it be that
Mattaniah, probably with the help of advisers, intentionally chose a name meaning something very close to
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that? In other words, might Mattaniah have co-opted Jeremiah‘s prophecy to set himself up as a messianic
figure to inspire popular support? It is certainly a possibility.
But the people had difficulty accepting him as the true king, much less anything beyond that. ―Though ‗he
reigned in Jerusalem,‘ the fact that seals have been discovered with the inscription ‗Eliakim steward of Yaukin
[Jehoiachin or Jeconiah]‘ indicates that, at the least, his nephew Jehoiakin continued to wield influence as a
recognized possessor, even if an absentee one, of royal property and, at the most, that Zedekiah may have
ruled to some extent as a regent for his exiled predecessor‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on 2
Chronicles 36:11).
―Though Zedekiah, Jehoiachin‘s uncle and Josiah‘s son, was left as puppet ruler of Judah, it is clear that the
Jewish people regarded Jehoiachin as the true scion of David until the day of his death. He never returned to
Jerusalem, it is true, but after long years as a political prisoner in Babylon he was placed on a government
pension and apparently was treated more as an honored guest of Babylon than as her prisoner (2 Kings 25:2730). It must have seemed to the exilic Jewish community that the time would surely come when Jehoiachin
would lead them back triumphantly to Jerusalem and restore the former glory of the house of David‖ (Merrill, p.
452). Yet this was utterly foolish, considering that God had banned Jeconiah and his descendants from
inheriting David‘s throne (Jeremiah 22:24-30).
In any event Zedekiah was ―king de facto of whatever was left of Judah in 597‖ (Merrill, p. 452). Indeed, he was
more than that, for God‘s decree against Jeconiah made Zedekiah the legitimate successor of David despite
what the people thought or desired. Yet the stubborn and faithless Zedekiah does not heed God, propagating
11 more years of wicked rule. ―Evil like his brothers, he paid no attention to the admonishings of Jeremiah the
prophet to accept Babylonian suzerainty as the will of God [as we will see in upcoming readings]. Rather, he
rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar, thus inviting sure and swift disaster. The date of this rebellion cannot be
determined‖ (Merrill, p. 452)—but it was sometime between 593 and 588 B.C., as we will see. The Jewish
king‘s rebellion is utter defiance, not merely against the Babylonian king, but also against God and His prophet
(2 Chronicles 36:12)—doubly so since Zedekiah took an oath in God‘s name that he would not rebel against
Babylon (verse 13). This all spells disaster for the king—and for the Jewish nation. The end would come soon.
Zedekiah Rebels Against Babylon (2 Kings 24)
As God had foretold in Ezekiel 17, King Zedekiah of Judah finally rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar (2
Chronicles 36:13; Jeremiah 52:3b). As the rebellion is what provoked Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion of Judah and
siege of Jerusalem (see verse 4), which began in January 588 B.C. (compare Ezekiel 24:1-2), the rebellion
must have happened immediately beforehand. This makes sense in light of international affairs, for at this time
a new pharaoh came to the throne of Egypt. ―The king of Judah foolishly relied on the Egyptians under Pharaoh
Apries (or Hophra, Jer. 44:30) for help (see Ezek. 17:15-18). Apries had recently succeeded Psamtik II (594588 B.C.) on the throne. He had great plans for Egypt‘s renewed glory‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 2
Kings 24:20). But it was not to be, as we will later see.
The Two Baskets of Figs (2 Kings 24)
God had a plan in allowing some of the Jews to go into exile while allowing others to remain in Jerusalem. To
make clear to Jeremiah and others what He was doing, God gave the prophet a vision of two baskets of figs
(Jeremiah 24), one filled with good, ripe figs and the other with foul, rotten ones.
Through the image of the good figs, God explained to Jeremiah that He was providing a place of refuge for
those who would later be able to return to Him with a right heart. As we‘ll later read, the exiles were given the
opportunity to prosper in Babylon (Jeremiah 29:4-7). At the time of the second deportation, Daniel had already
been in Babylonian exile for eight years and was by now entrusted with enormous responsibility in the empire.
No doubt he was able to wield considerable influence with regard to the Jewish exiles—including their
treatment, settlement, employment, education, etc. An important lesson for us here is that God doesn‘t just act
impulsively, but plans for the future—in this case placing Daniel in Babylon first and promoting him to a position
of high authority ahead of the arrival of the remaining exiles.
The bad figs represented those such as Zedekiah and the other leaders of Judah who were rebellious and
stubborn. Left behind in Jerusalem (or in Egypt), they would ultimately be destroyed. Concerning those who
―dwell in the land of Egypt‖ (24:8) there is some debate. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary contends: ―To
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understand them as those involved in the events of chapters 43 and 44 [when a sizable remnant of Judah later
flees to Egypt following Nebuchadnezzar‘s destruction of Judah in 586 B.C.] is to leap too far ahead in the
narrative of the book‖ (note on 24:8). Yet the statement could certainly mean this, as it was a prophecy.
However, there are other possibilities.
Expositor‘s continues: ―A number of scholars suggest that those living in Egypt were Jews who were deported
with Jehoahaz to Egypt by Pharaoh Neco (cf. 2 Kings 23:31-34). Others suggest that they were emigrants who
were opposed to the Babylonian domination of Judah or fled to Egypt at the first approach of Nebuchadnezzar.
Another proposal is that they were fugitives from Judah who went to Egypt during various wars. Since details
are lacking, it is impossible to rule out those probabilities. Archaeological research does, however, reveal that
those who remained in Egypt set up a rival temple later on‖ (same note). Perhaps God intended all of these
groups.
Jeremiah 24 concludes with a warning of the ominous cycle of sword, famine and pestilence also mentioned
elsewhere (verse 10; see Jeremiah 14:12; 27:8, 13; 29:17-18; 1 Kings 8:33-39; Ezekiel 14:21; compare
Revelation 6:3-8). Indeed, tying in directly with this chapter, Jeremiah 29:18 says, ―Behold, I will send on them
the sword, the famine, and the pestilence, and will make them like rotten figs that cannot be eaten, they are so
bad.‖
Jeconiah‘s Release From Prison (2 Kings 25)
Jeconiah, known also as Jehoiachin, was just 18 when he reigned over Judah for a mere three months.
Nebuchadnezzar had carried the young man away to Babylon where he remained imprisoned for 37 long
years—until he was 55! Now Nebuchadnezzar was dead and a new emperor sat on the Babylonian throne. Evil
Merodach (or Ewil Merodak) ―is a transliteration of the Assyro-Babylonian Amel (‗man of‘)—Marduk [the chief
god of Babylon]. He was Nebuchadnezzar‘s son, who reigned from 562 B.C. to 560 B.C.‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, footnote on Jeremiah 52:31). Readers should ignore the similarity between the way his name is
written and the English word ―evil,‖ as there is no relation whatsoever.
―Jewish tradition claims Evil-Merodach was imprisoned by his father for some action in the government during a
period of Nebuchadnezzar‘s indisposition. While in prison, Evil-Merodach became a friend of Jehoiachin. On his
accession to the throne, Evil-Merodach released Jehoiachin and gave him a prominent place at the royal
table…. [While it may be true, it should be recognized that] the tradition has marks of an ad hoc explanation‖
(same footnote).
As noted previously in the Bible Reading Program, Jeconiah‘s continued provisions are confirmed by
archaeology. ―Tablets from the reign of Nabonidus (555-539 B.C.) record the daily rations of Jehoiachin who is
called ‗Yaukin, king of the land of Yehud {Judah}‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 25:27). Jeconiah‘s
descendants were barred from the Davidic throne (see Jeremiah 22:30). Nevertheless, they would play
important roles in the future—his descendant Zerubbabel serving as governor of Judea at the time of the
Jewish return from exile and his later descendant Joseph being the adoptive father of Jesus Christ—and
Joseph‘s sons being the apostles James and Jude, half-brothers of Jesus.
With the kind treatment shown to Jeconiah, the books of Kings and Jeremiah conclude with a ray of hope—as
Jeconiah‘s situation was typical of his nation. He was imprisoned for a long time, losing many unrecoverable
years due to sin, yet eventually he was freed and treated like royalty. So it would be with the entire Jewish
nation—and of all Israel in the future.
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1 CHRONICLES

Introduction to 1 Chronicles (1 Chronicles 1)
The books of 1 and 2 Chronicles were also one book originally. Nelson‘s introduction states: ―The overall
consistency of style in the book indicates that although several contributors might have worked on it at various
stages, one editor shaped the final product. Jewish tradition identifies the editor as Ezra… [a view that] can be
accepted if it is remembered that Ezra was a compiler. He used sources and documents that account for the
stylistic differences between the Book of Ezra and Chronicles…. The chronicler made use of the books of
Samuel and Kings for about half the narrative.‖
David‘s Harem (1 Chronicles 3)
Clearly one of David‘s weaknesses is his passion for women. And in the ancient Middle East, kings were often
judged by the size of their harems. The larger the harem, the more powerful the king was considered to be. But
Israel was supposed to be different. One of God‘s instructions for Israel‘s king was written in Deuteronomy
17:17: ―Neither shall he multiply wives for himself, lest his heart turn away.‖ Sadly, David succumbed to this
temptation, which would cause hardship in his family and his own life and set a terrible example for his son
Solomon. Listed here are David‘s wives and the sons he fathered by them while he lived and reigned in Hebron:
Ahinoam (Jezreelitess) bore Amnon (later killed by his half-brother Absalom)
Abigail bore Chileab (Daniel)
Maacah (Geshurite) bore Absalom (who later betrayed David and was killed by Joab)
Haggith bore Adonijah (later executed by Solomon for betrayal)
Abatal bore Shephatiah
Eglah bore Ithream
That‘s at least six children by six different women in seven years—not a very good way to start a family. And his
former wife Michal is about to be thrown into this mix. What a terrible mess!
The Death of Saul and His Sons (1 Chronicles 10)
In 1 Chronicles 10, we arrive at the very sad conclusion to Saul‘s reign as king over Israel. Severely wounded,
he commits suicide. Yet not only Saul, but also three of his sons, including David‘s close friend Jonathan, die in
this battle. Afterward, in a particularly heinous incident, the Philistines cut off Saul‘s head and put it on display in
the temple of Dagon while his body and those of his sons are fastened to the wall of Beth Shan, at the junction
of the Jezreel and Jordan valleys, to advertise their victory.
In a daring move, the men of Jabesh Gilead swoop in under cover of darkness and recover the bodies of Saul
and his sons. In our highlights on 1 Samuel 11, we mentioned that Saul may have had ancestral roots in
Jabesh Gilead in relation to Judges 21. Furthermore, this was the city that had been rescued from the
Ammonites by Saul in his first act as king, and the Jabesh Gileadites apparently had a very fond remembrance
and debt of gratitude to him, which they repaid in their recovery and burial of his and his sons‘ bones and a
week of fasting. The bodies they burned—quite unusual among the ancient Israelites and perhaps done
because these bodies had been mutilated by the Philistines. Years later, David will have the bones of Saul and
Jonathan exhumed and reburied in Benjamin, in the tomb of Saul‘s father Kish (2 Samuel 21:11-14).
The account in 1 Chronicles 10 describes the reason for the death of Saul: ―So Saul died for his unfaithfulness
[or ‗transgressions‘ KJV] which he had committed against the LORD, because he did not keep the word of the
LORD, and also because he consulted a medium for guidance. But he did not inquire of the LORD; therefore He
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killed him [by the circumstances He directed], and turned the kingdom over to David the son of Jesse‖ (verses
13-14).
One may ask, Did not David also commit transgressions before God? Yes, all have sinned and fallen short of
God‘s glory (Romans 3:23). The difference is in the heart. When David sins, he has a pattern—a habit—of
acknowledging his sins before God and repenting. By contrast, Saul took no responsibility for his actions,
seeking to deny his sins or reverse their consequences instead of repenting of them. Moreover, Saul‘s habit
was that of continually seeking his own will. Remember that when Saul did not follow God‘s instruction, Samuel
said, ―But now your kingdom shall not continue. The LORD has sought for Himself a man after His own heart
[David], and the LORD has commanded him to be commander over His people, because you have not kept what
the LORD commanded you‖ (1 Samuel 13:14).
As for Jonathan‘s death, we don‘t know why God allowed it. Perhaps his presence would not have fit into God‘s
continuing plan for David‘s life. In the same way, we might wonder why God allowed Herod to put James the
brother of John to death early in the New Testament era, while Peter was miraculously delivered from Herod.
God has not revealed His reasons, but we can always be confident that His decisions are for the ultimate good
of His servants (see Romans 8:28).
Mighty Men (1 Chronicles 11)
In 1 Chronicles 11 we read about the ―mighty men‖ of David. An elite group of three of these warriors is listed
first with their individual claims to fame. As we will see in our next reading, another elite group of three is also
mentioned, which includes Joab. However, this other trio, we are told, does not compare with the ―first three‖ (1
Chronicles 11:20-21)—and neither does another group (verses 22-25). One member of the first group is not
mentioned by name in 1 Chronicles 11, but his name is given in 2 Samuel 23 as Shammah the son of Agee the
Hararite (verse 11).
Another is mentioned in both passages as Eleazar the son of Dodo, the Ahohite (1 Chronicles 11:12; 2 Samuel
23:9). The other, mentioned first, is listed in 1 Chronicles 11 as Jashobeam the son of a Hachmonite (verse 11)
and in 2 Samuel 23 as Josheb-Basshebeth the Tachmonite (verse 8). This name is probably a play on the
words of his real name. For Tachmonite denotes ―wise‖ (New Open Bible, Topical Index). And JoshebBasshebeth, which sounds similar to Jashobeam, literally means ―One Who Sits in the Seat‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, margin). This could denote his exalted position as ―chief of the captains‖ (1 Chronicles 11:11)—in
exploits, not rank, as Joab was chief over the others in authority (verse 6).
Another apparent discrepancy is that 1 Chronicles 11:11 says Jashobeam killed 300 men at one time while 2
Samuel 23:8 says he killed 800 at one time. Yet, while it is uncertain just how to reconcile these verses, that
does not make them irreconcilable. One possibility is that a particular military engagement went on for a few
days with 300 killed in one day and 500 others killed on the other days. Another possibility is that these were
two separate occasions, and that he was known for both.
We also see here the amazing account of the obtaining of water from the well of Bethlehem. It is not entirely
clear whether this was done by the group of three just mentioned or another unnamed group of three. Since
individuals are named throughout the account, and since 2 Samuel 23:17 says ―these things‖—rather than just
the one act of getting the drink—were done by ―the three mighty men,‖ and since the named individuals in
verses 8-39 add up to the total of 37 in verse 39, it is most likely that the three who got the water are the same
men first listed, Jashobeam, Eleazar and Shammah. Regardless, these scriptures show us the strength and
loyalty of the men who served under David. These three were willing to give their lives just to get David, their
commander-in-chief, a drink of water.
But David refuses to drink it, calling it ―blood‖ because it was brought to him at tremendous risk of life, and he
pours it out in offering to God (verses 16-17). ―Ordinarily, wine was used for a drink offering (Lev. 23:13, 18,
37); here, water more costly than the finest wine was poured in celebration before the Lord‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verse 16). This is an outstanding example of godly leadership. Such respect for his men and
such personal humility must have inspired even greater loyalty.
In these sections the rest of David‘s mighty men are listed. One person of real interest here is Benaiah, with
whom Solomon will later replace Joab. It may be surprising to find this man fighting ―on a snowy day‖ (2 Samuel
23:20), but ―a light snowfall is not unusual in the Judean hill country during the winter‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note
on verses 20-23). We read, furthermore, that David put Benaiah over ―his guard,‖ a term literally meaning ―‗his

267

obedience‘—that is, those who were bound to obey and protect David‖ (same note). Elsewhere, we see that
Benaiah was made commander of the Cherethites and Pelethites (2 Samuel 8:18)—an elite force of David‘s
army made up of foreign mercenaries from Crete and Philistia who will later prove extremely loyal to David (2
Samuel 15:18-22). It appears that this group, which will eventually swell to 600 men, is synonymous with
David‘s personal guard—like the Praetorian guard of the Roman emperors.
Take note also of these two names: Eliam the son of Ahithophel the Gilonite (2 Samuel 23:34) and Uriah the
Hittite (verse 38). We‘ll see more about them later.
The United Kingdom (1 Chronicles 11-12)
After years of civil unrest, all of Israel is finally ready to accept David as king. As all of the tribes agree: ―We are
your bone and your flesh.‖ This basically means, ―We are your relatives.‖ Centuries earlier, Laban said the
same thing to his nephew Jacob (Genesis 29:14) and Gideon‘s son Abimelech said it to his mother‘s family
(Judges 9:1-2). But, if people would really think about it, that goes beyond our immediate next of kin—or, at
least, it should.
No matter what color or nationality, we are all human beings, created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27).
No matter what race we belong to today, our roots all trace back to Noah, and back to our ancestral parents,
Adam and Eve (―the mother of all living,‖ 3:20). Indeed, God ―has made from one blood every nation of men to
dwell on all the face of the earth‖ (Acts 17:26). Thus, we are all blood relatives. We are all one family. But men
have always found reasons to fight each other, whether geographically, economically or racially motivated.
From the beginning, man has always found reasons, however unjustified, to kill his brother (compare Genesis
4:1-15).
Back to the story of David‘s kingdom, the Israelites are now ready for unity and peace among each other after
years of killing.
From the account in 1 Chronicles 12, we can see the numbers of troops from each tribe who come to Hebron to
declare loyalty to David. Commentaries disagree on whether the actual troops assembled or only their
commanders. If the troops actually presented themselves, their numbers approached 350,000! Regardless of
whether the full battle-hardened army amassed before David, their unanimous support for David‘s kingship is
dramatically conveyed. After years of strife, troops that were fighting and killing each other are now celebrating
this momentous event with food and drink being brought in by the neighboring tribes. For a time, there is truly
joy in Israel! David reigned for 7½ years from Hebron as king over Judah. It is now time to reign for the next 33
years from the city of peace, Jerusalem.
Interestingly, it should be remembered that Israel was actually divided into two kingdoms—Israel and Judah—
when Ishbosheth was proclaimed king over Israel and David was made king of Judah. But a distinction between
Israel and Judah existed even in Saul‘s day (compare 1 Samuel 11:8; 17:52; 18:16). Perhaps it goes all the way
back to the initial conquest of the land under Joshua, when the south went to Judah and the lands of the
northern conquest went to the other tribes. Following Ishbosheth, even when David replaces him as king of
Israel, there are still two distinct kingdoms—albeit with both under the same king. David is now king of Israel
and king of Judah, a distinction maintained during his reign. Indeed, much later in David‘s reign, we find a
military census reporting, ―Then Joab gave the sum of the number of the people to the king. There were in
Israel eight hundred thousand men who drew the sword, and the men of Judah were five hundred thousand
men‖ (2 Samuel 24:9).
The creation of this United Monarchy is very similar to what happened in Britain. When King James VI of
Scotland became King James I of England, he was still king of Scotland. Indeed, he became King James I of
the United Kingdom of Great Britain. Israel‘s two kingdoms under one ruler will continue through Solomon‘s
reign, with Judah and Israel still being mentioned under him as distinct nations (1 Kings 4:20, 25).
The Divided Monarchy will reemerge when Israel proclaims a non-Davidic ruler after Solomon‘s death. Judah
will continue to be ruled by the line of David. Ironically, though, the tribe of Benjamin, instead of leading the
Kingdom of Israel as in the days of Ishbosheth, will, in the later split, become part of the Kingdom of Judah.
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Attempt to Move the Ark (1 Chronicles 13)
With Jerusalem now the royal city of Israel, it is finally time to bring ―church and state‖ together in this
centralized location. So David calls for the Ark of the Covenant to be moved to Jerusalem from Kirjath Jearim,
approximately 10 miles west of Jerusalem. The ark has been situated here since the Philistines relinquished it
to the Israelites (1 Samuel 6:21).
Now we come to a very important lesson that David and all Israel had to relearn. Let‘s review some of the
specific instructions that God previously gave for Israel to follow.
The ark of God was an extremely holy object, representing His presence (see Exodus 25:21-22). It had to be
handled with the utmost regard to strict regulation in the Law of Moses, which mandated that the care of the
most holy things was entrusted to the Levitical sons of Kohath (Numbers 3:29-31). Yet even these caretakers
were not to touch the holy articles or so much as look casually upon them ―lest they die‖ (4:15, 20). The
Kohathites were instructed to carry the ark on their shoulders by poles passing through rings on the ark‘s
corners to keep them from touching it (4:1-16; Exodus 25:14-15). It was not to be transported by cart or any
other vehicle (Numbers 7:6-9). David, however, was using the same transport method the Philistines had used
(compare 1 Samuel 6:7-8).
Yet God says, ―Therefore you shall be careful to do as the LORD your God has commanded you; you shall not
turn aside to the right hand or to the left‖ (Deuteronomy 5:32). And: ―You shall not add to the word which I
command you, nor take from it, that you may keep the commandments of the LORD your God which I command
you‖ (4:2). Also: ―Whatever I command you, be careful to observe it; you shall not add to it nor take away from
it‖ (12:32).
We are never to reason against, or attempt to change, God‘s commands. A king was not to be ignorant of
God‘s instruction: ―Also it shall be, when he sits on the throne of his kingdom, that he shall write for himself a
copy of this law in a book, from the one before the priests, the Levites. And it shall be with him, and he shall
read it all the days of his life, that he may learn to fear the LORD his God and be careful to observe all the words
of this law and these statutes, that his heart may not be lifted above his brethren, that he may not turn aside
from the commandment to the right hand or to the left, and that he may prolong his days in his kingdom, he and
his children in the midst of Israel‖ (17:18-20). Thus, God requires much of a leader He chooses.
Though Uzzah‘s violation is apparently unintentional, God makes a powerful example of him. It is possible, of
course, that Uzzah was more involved in what happened than we know. As one given the great honor of
walking so closely to the ark, it may be that he was instrumental in the decision to use the cart. Perhaps it was
his cart or oxen being employed. And, in any case, he is the one who actually touched the ark. Still, it appears
he meant well.
When Uzzah is struck down, then, David becomes angry—and not, it should be pointed out, at his own
carelessness. Evidently, David still doesn‘t understand important aspects of what has gone wrong. That he has
either forgotten or is ignorant of God‘s specific instructions regarding the transport of the ark is apparent from 1
Chronicles 13:12: ―David was afraid of God that day; saying, ‗How can I bring the ark of God to me?‘‖ (compare
2 Samuel 6:9). He doesn‘t know.
So his anger, then, is at God—for what He has done to Uzzah. His death seems so unjust and unnecessarily
harsh, as it does, no doubt, to many today. After all, Uzzah was trying to protect the ark, and David, who had
made the decision about transporting it, was zealous to restore God‘s prescribed tabernacle worship to the
nation. But he should have looked more closely at exactly what God had prescribed.
Moreover, there were other Levites who probably knew of God‘s instructions and should have made His will
known to David. Ignorance and forgetfulness do not negate God‘s specific commands. ―My people are
destroyed for lack of knowledge,‖ God will later proclaim (Hosea 4:6). In other words, what you don‘t know can
hurt you! Because of such neglect, Uzzah was killed by God. So what began as a joyous time of celebration
has turned into a very sad and sobering moment.
God is sending a warning signal here to all people of all times that He is not a God to be trifled with. We must
approach Him with the proper awe and respect. And David does receive a dose of healthy fear of God, which
undoubtedly sends him to the Scriptures or to the priests to determine what ought to be done—as should have
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been done in the first place. Let this, then, serve as a lesson for all of us too. From the point of view of
leadership, the decisions a leader makes brings consequences—either good or bad—on the lives of those he
leads.
As for Uzzah, he will stand in the general resurrection of the dead after Christ‘s millennial reign (compare
Revelation 20:5, 11-12) with all those of mankind who have not yet been given an opportunity for salvation—
and he will then be able to choose whether to truly serve the Lord. God is ultimately fair. Indeed, Uzzah will
awake in a world far better than the one he has left behind.
For the next three months, the ark is left at the home of Obed-Edom, a Levite of the line of Korah who will later
be one of the doorkeepers for the ark (1 Chronicles 15:18, 24; 26:4-8). He is also called a Gittite (2 Samuel
6:11) because he is from the Levitical city of Gath Rimmon (compare Joshua 21:24).
David‘s Harem Grows; Alliance with Phoenicia and a Royal Palace (1 Chronicles 14)
As time draws on, David‘s kingdom increases in fame throughout the region due to God‘s blessing and
unification of all Israel. But again, one of David‘s weaknesses is exposed in that he takes to himself yet more
wives. The account in 1 Chronicles 3:5-9 lists the children born to David in Jerusalem. Four sons are born by
Bathsheba (including Solomon). Nine sons are born to his other wives. There are also other sons and
daughters born to David‘s concubines.
Hiram, King of Tyre, a powerful city-state on the Mediterranean coast north of Israel and center of the
Phoenician Empire, shows great respect by sending builders and materials to help build a palace for David at
Jerusalem. This demonstrates David‘s growing prominence—that the ruler of the Phoenician Empire, which
dominated ancient maritime commerce, would seek to cement an alliance with Israel through such projects. The
Philistines, on the other hand, regarded David‘s strength as a threat to their nation. Here, David‘s real strength
is shown as he once again seeks God first for instruction in regard to the Philistines. After defeating the
Philistines, David burns the idols that are left behind. Once again, God is with him in defeating his enemies.
Psalm 30 is written by David in his dedication of the palace built for him in Jerusalem. In these verses, David
recounts both the dark times and the bright times. This chapter can be a testimony for us today. All of us have
experienced troubling times in our lives in which we cried out to God for His intervention. Though we never
deserve it, and cannot earn it, God has constantly shown us His endless grace and mercy. Individually, it would
be helpful to record some of our own trials and remember how God has always delivered us when we have
sought Him, as David did, with all our heart. Can God look upon each of us and say, ―I have found _______ a
man/woman after My own heart, who will do all My will‖? We have a great advantage today, as we can strive to
emulate the positive qualities of a man like King David and also learn not to repeat his mistakes. Let‘s follow the
example of David and give thanks to God forever!
Ark Carried Properly; Michal‘s Contempt (1 Chronicles 15)
When David hears that those of the house of Obed-Edom have been blessed due to their possession of the ark,
he is once again encouraged to bring it to Jerusalem. The account in 1 Chronicles 15 reveals that David is now
aware that the ark had not been transported according to God‘s instructions: ―Then David said, ‗No one may
carry the ark of God but the Levites, for the LORD has chosen them to carry the ark of God and to minister
before Him forever‘‖ (verse 2). And to them he says in verse 13, ―For because you did not do it the first time, the
LORD our God broke out against us, because we did not consult Him about the proper order‖ (Hebrew mishpat,
―judgment, law, decree, charge‖).
Again, God‘s law, charge or decree concerning the transport of the ark can be found in Exodus 25:14-15 and
Numbers (4:5, 15; 7:9; 10:21). The ark was to be carried on the shoulders of the Levites, through the use of
poles that were inserted through rings. That is now done ―as Moses had commanded according to the word of
the LORD‖ (1 Chronicles 15:15).
The account in 2 Samuel 6 reveals the deep respect and care that David takes in carrying out God‘s
instructions concerning transportation of the ark. Sacrifices are offered to God after those bearing the ark have
―gone six paces‖ (verse 13). It is unclear whether this means just once, after the first approximately 18 feet
traveled, or if it implies once every 18 feet that the ark is carried, all the way to Jerusalem.
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David once again rejoices with shouting, music and dancing as the ark is carried into Jerusalem. This is not just
loud ―noise,‖ because those appointed to perform are skilled musicians and singers. David is a skilled musician
and composer himself. His manner of celebration, however, earns the contempt of his wife Michal. We will see
more about the specifics of her derision in this instance when we read soon of David‘s return home, but it is
apparent that Michal despised him for much more than his actions on this occasion.
Michal‘s is a terribly tragic story. She was very much in love with the young heroic David in his earlier years (1
Samuel 18:20, 28). And when he bravely killed 200 Philistines to marry her (verse 27), she must have loved him
even more. But her love for David estranged this young princess from her father King Saul. Indeed, when Saul
sought to kill David, Michal put her own life on the line to help her husband escape (19:11-18). But his escape
only resulted in her separation from him as David spent at least 10 years fleeing from Saul. In fact, Saul
annulled her marriage to David and had Michal wed to another man named Palti (25:44). While in this new
marriage, her father and Jonathan, her brother, died in battle.
David, now recently established with the full regal power of Israel, had demanded that Michal be restored to
him. So she was forcibly taken from her husband, Palti. As he wept uncontrollably (2 Samuel 3:15-16), it is
apparent that he sincerely loved her—and perhaps she had come to love him in return. Yet here she was back
with David—no longer the young hero but king in her father‘s stead (a position no longer disputed since the
assassination of her brother Ishbosheth shortly after her return to David). Worse, she could expect no
monogamous devotion from her husband. David now had a harem—and she had to compete with at least six
other women for whatever attention she might receive from him.
As The Nelson Study Bible concludes: ―It is not likely that these mere actions of David, as he celebrated before
the Lord at the return of the ark, brought about Michal‘s hatred of him (6:16). Her hatred had probably grown
over the years. Her sarcastic words [which we‘ll soon read] on David‘s great day of religious and spiritual joy
came from a lifetime of pain (6:20). Unlike her brother Jonathan, Michal did not accept her God-given lot and
trust God for her future happiness (1 Sam. 23:16-18). Instead, she became bitter not only at David, but also
toward God [which appears evident in that she was not joyful over the return of the ark and the restoration of
tabernacle worship—even staying home instead of participating in the celebration]. Tragically, Scripture gives
no indication that there was any healing for Michal. She died childless ([2 Samuel] 6:23)‖ (―A Love That Turned
to Hate,‖ p. 517).
David‘s Song of Thanksgiving after the Ark is Brought to Jerusalem (1 Chronicles 16)
The festivities surrounding the ark being brought to Jerusalem continue. In 1 Chronicles 16, David gives certain
of the Levites the responsibility of offering to God thanks and praise on a continual basis before the ark of the
Lord. The appointments in the previous chapter concerned the immediate task of moving the ark to Jerusalem,
but the ones here are more permanent in nature though involving some of the same people (compare 15:1-24;
16:5-6). This continual offering of praise is reminiscent of the apostle John‘s vision in the book of Revelation,
wherein angelic choirs are seen offering continual praise before the throne of God in heaven.
Appointed chief of this ongoing special music is Asaph, leader of the Gershonite Levites (1 Chronicles 6:39,
43). Asaph and his sons will serve mainly as singers (25:1-2; 2 Chronicles 20:14) and composers, as the
superscriptions of their psalms attest (see Psalm 50; 73–83).
Verses 8-36 of 1 Chronicles 16 constitute a song written by David offering thanks and praise to God, which
David gives to Asaph to be performed on this occasion. In it we are all admonished to: a) give thanks to God for
all that He has done for Israel and for mankind; b) declare these things to all; c) tell of His glory; d) fear Him;
and e) give back to Him of the abundance He has given us. These things should be reflected in the lives of
those who trust in Him.
The lyrics of the first part of David‘s psalm (verses 8-22) are repeated in the first part of Psalm 105 (verses 115). Again we are admonished to continually seek God. Christ tells us in Matthew 7:7 that if we do, we will find
Him. Perhaps the key idea of the psalm is found in the word ―remember‖ (1 Chronicles 16:12; Psalm 105:5). We
are to remember God‘s goodness to His people. Yet even if the people forget, God does not. ―He remembers
His covenant forever‖ (Psalm 105:8)—that is, the very basis for His special relationship with His people. We will
read the remainder of Psalm 105 tomorrow.
The lyrics of the second part of David‘s psalm of 1 Chronicles 16 are repeated in Psalm 96. Again, we are to
praise God, to sing of Him, to proclaim Him to others, and to worship Him in our lives and with our offerings. In
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verse 11-12 (or 1 Chronicles 16:31-33), trees and other inanimate elements of creation are pictured as rejoicing
at the Lord‘s coming to judge the earth. This personification is a literary device; it does not mean that trees
actually have thinking minds and emotions. The point is that creation will only be restored to its intended
condition when humanity in general is brought back in line with the laws of God. This will commence with the
return of Jesus Christ and the resurrection of the saints (compare Revelation 11:18; Romans 8:19-22). Psalm
96 adds the additional point that Christ ―shall judge the world with righteousness, and the peoples with His truth‖
(verse 13).
The concluding lyrics of David‘s psalm of thanks in 1 Chronicles 16 (verses 34-36) are repeated in Psalm 106
(verses 1, 47-48). Verse 1 (1 Chronicles 16:34) is another call to give thanks to God for all He has done. On this
occasion of unifying Israel under one king and one worship system, David asks God to truly gather the people
together and to deliver them from the power of the gentile nations around them (verse 35; compare Psalm
106:47). The spiritual parallel with those in God‘s Church today should be obvious. The final verse (1
Chronicles 16:36) will later be used as the concluding verse of book 4 of the Psalms (Psalm 106:48). The later
verse tells the people of God to say Amen, or ―So be it,‖ as they actually do in 1 Chronicles 16:36.
Two Worship Places (1 Chronicles 16)
In 1 Chronicles 16:37-43, further details are given of the service required in carrying out the tabernacle worship
of that time. But here we learn something surprising. For bringing the ark to Jerusalem, as we saw in 1
Chronicles 15:11, David had summoned the high priest Abiathar, descendant of Eli of the line of Aaron‘s son
Ithamar, as well as another leading priest, Zadok, of the line of Aaron‘s son Eleazar.
It is apparent that David would leave the high priest, Abiathar, in charge at Jerusalem to preside over the rites
of the tabernacle raised up here to house the Ark of the Covenant (compare 16:1). His son Ahimelech, or
Abimelech, will be of major assistance in this (compare 18:16; 2 Samuel 8:17). Yet in this passage we find
David assigning Zadok and his sons to officiate ―before the tabernacle of the Lord at the high place that was at
Gibeon, to offer burnt offerings to the LORD on the altar of burnt offering regularly morning and evening, and to
do according to all that is written in the Law of the Lord which He commanded Israel‖ (1 Chronicles 16:39-40).
This is easier to understand when we compare it with an event years later at the beginning of the reign of
David‘s son Solomon recorded in 2 Chronicles 1: ―Then Solomon, and all the assembly with him, went to the
high place that was at Gibeon; for the tabernacle of meeting with God was there, which Moses the servant of
the LORD had made in the wilderness. But David had brought the ark of God from Kirjath Jearim to the place
David had prepared for it, for he had pitched a tent for it at Jerusalem. Now the bronze altar that Bezalel the son
of Uri, the son of Hur, had made, he put before the tabernacle of the LORD [which is now in Gibeon]; Solomon
and the assembly sought Him there. And Solomon went up there to the bronze altar before the LORD, which
was at the tabernacle of meeting, and offered a thousand burnt offerings on it‖ (verses 3-6). And this is
completely acceptable to God, as He blesses Solomon at Gibeon on the night that follows this offering (verses
7-12; 1 Kings 3:4-13).
Evidently, after Saul murdered the priests at Nob (1 Samuel 22:19), the tabernacle—that is, the original Mosaic
tabernacle from the wilderness with its great bronze altar—had been moved to a hilltop at Gibeon, a few miles
northwest of Jerusalem. Thus, David‘s restoration of tabernacle worship for the ark at Jerusalem does not
include bringing the original tabernacle to house it. Instead, we see that he has had a new tabernacle built. As
for why this is, or why he didn‘t have the ark returned to the Mosaic tabernacle at Gibeon instead, we are not
told. Knowing that the dwellings of the ark would be blessed and holy (compare 2 Samuel 6:9-12; 2 Chronicles
8:11), perhaps he wanted it next to him simply for that reason—to bless him and his kingdom. Whatever the
reason, it is evident that until Solomon‘s temple is built in Jerusalem, there are two legitimate places for national
worship—the new tabernacle at Jerusalem with the ark, where Abiathar and his son Ahimelech officiate, and
the original tabernacle at Gibeon, where Zadok and his sons perform the priestly duties.
The Davidic Covenant (1 Chronicles 17)
These chapters tell of David‘s desire to build a house for God—a temple, a more permanent structure than the
tabernacle. God‘s answer, through the prophet Nathan, is No. David later sheds additional light on this
pronouncement. Notice that the material in these chapters is ―according to all‖ that Nathan told David (1
Chronicles 17:15; 2 Samuel 7:17)—i.e., they don‘t contain everything Nathan said. We can find more
elsewhere. David explains in 1 Chronicles 22:8 and 28:3 that God told him that he is not permitted to build Him
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a permanent dwelling because he has been a warrior who has shed blood. Indeed, his entire reign is virtually
one battle after another. This would not be fitting symbolism.
The transfer of the ark from a tabernacle to the more permanent temple is to represent the Lord moving to this
earth as an enduring dwelling—which will commence with the coming reign of Jesus Christ over all nations.
This future reign of Christ, the Prince of Peace, will be over a peaceful world (see Isaiah 9:6-7). So, instead of
David, God will have the temple built by David‘s son Solomon, his name meaning ―Peaceful,‖ who will,
appropriately, reign over a period of peace. This is not to say that Solomon would not fight under certain
circumstances. Rather, it will not be necessary because, by the end of David‘s reign, God will at last give the
Israelites rest from their enemies—which, again, is representative of God‘s coming Kingdom.
God then speaks through Nathan of His plan to establish David‘s house. David‘s ―house,‖ his royal dynasty, will
be established forever. How will God go about this? In 2 Samuel 7, God tells David what will happen after his
death: ―I will set up your seed after you, who will come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom‖ (verse
12). This, of course, refers to Solomon. Notice verse 13: ―He shall build a house for My name, and I will
establish the throne of his kingdom forever.‖ We must be careful here, however, as the Hebrew word translated
―forever,‖ olam, does not always carry the same meaning as ―forever‖ does in the English language.
Occasionally it means unending as long as certain conditions apply (compare Exodus 21:6; Jonah 2:6).
Recorded elsewhere, there are definite conditions attached to the endurance of Solomon‘s throne. Looking at 1
Chronicles 28 again, David expresses the condition God gives: ―Moreover, I will establish his kingdom forever, if
he is steadfast to observe My commandments and My judgments, as it is this day‖ (verse 7). This condition is
later reiterated by God to Solomon himself (2 Chronicles 7:17-18, compare verses 19-22). So if Solomon lives
in disobedience to God, his dynasty will not go on without end. Sadly, this will come to pass, as Solomon will
eventually have his heart turned to following other gods (see 1 Kings 11:4).
So what is meant by 2 Samuel 7:14-15, where God says he will not remove his mercy from Solomon as he did
with Saul, who disobeyed? As we‘ve seen, it cannot mean that Solomon‘s dynasty would never be cut off.
Rather, it must mean that, in the event Solomon disobeys, he will not be killed by God as Saul was. Instead, he
will be allowed to live out his life. Furthermore, though the kingdom will be torn from him and given to a
neighbor as Saul‘s was—this will not happen to Solomon himself. As God later tells Solomon: ―Nevertheless I
will not do it in your days, for the sake of your father David‖ (1 Kings 11:12).
Though Solomon‘s dynasty is not prophesied to continue forever, that of David himself is. God says, ―I have
made a covenant with My chosen, I have sworn to My servant David: ‗Your seed I will establish forever, and
build up your throne to all generations‘‖ (Psalm 89:3-4). In 2 Chronicles 13:5, we are told that ―the LORD God of
Israel gave the dominion over Israel to David forever, to him and his sons, by a covenant of salt.‖ Salt is a
preservative against corruption and decay. It was required in offerings (Leviticus 2:13), which were often part of
covenants. In using the phrase ―covenant of salt,‖ then, God is denoting a permanent alliance, an inviolable
covenant, established for ―all generations.‖
What this tells us is that this throne must be in existence in our generation. Some might suggest that Christ sits
upon it now. After all, He is of the line of David—not through Solomon but through David‘s son Nathan.
Furthermore, Jesus is actually prophesied to sit on David‘s throne. An angel tells Mary: ―And behold, you will
conceive in your womb and bring forth a Son, and shall call His name Jesus. He will be great, and will be called
the Son of the Highest; and the Lord God will give Him the throne of His father David. And He will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, and of His kingdom there will be no end‖ (Luke 1:31-33; compare Isaiah 9:6-7). But
Christ never took over a throne in his human life. And since His death and resurrection, He has been in heaven,
sharing His Father‘s throne (compare Revelation 3:21). Yet He is coming back to rule Israel and all nations, as
the book of Revelation goes on to show. It is at that time that He will fulfill the prophecy of at last assuming the
throne of David.
So where is that throne, which must exist in ―all generations,‖ in our day? Fascinatingly, we can trace the line of
David through Solomon beyond ancient Israel and Judah all the way to the British monarchy today (see ―The
Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/materials). When Christ returns, the rule of
the Solomonic line will finally cease, and Christ, of the line of Nathan (another of David‘s sons), will take over
the throne.
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The Israelite Empire (1 Chronicles 18)
Here we see David extending the dominion of Israel. God‘s covenant with him included the promise that he
would be victor over his enemies. Furthermore, in conjunction with his movement north, his purpose is directly
stated: ―to establish his power by the River Euphrates‖ (1 Chronicles 18:3). All of this expansion was, no doubt,
carried out with God‘s promise to Abraham firmly in mind—that the land God was giving him would extend ―from
the river of Egypt to the great river, the River Euphrates‖ (Genesis 15:18). Perhaps he also had direct
instructions from God that Scripture does not reveal.
Of defeated nations, the accounts explain that they became David‘s ―servants,‖ bringing tribute—that is, vassal
states indirectly ruled by David. The conquest of one of these, Moab, may have been undertaken with mixed
feelings—David‘s great-grandmother Ruth having come from there (Ruth 4:13-17) and him having sent his own
parents there to Moab‘s king for protection while he hid from Saul (1 Samuel 22:3-4). Perhaps Moab had a new
ruler at this time. Nevertheless, Moab was a pagan nation that had posed a serious danger to Israel in the past
(see Numbers 25:1-3; Judges 3:12-30) and would do so repeatedly throughout Israel‘s history.
Defeat of Syria, Ammon and the Chariots of Mesopotamia (1 Chronicles 19)
This section of Scripture is quite interesting. Focus here is often placed on the fight against Aram, i.e., Syria,
which stretched northeast to the Euphrates River. Yet across the Euphrates from Syria was the empire of
Assyria—not yet risen to the major superpower it would ultimately become, but still a great force to be reckoned
with. And, though Assyria is not directly mentioned here, we do see that there were forces arrayed against
David from Mesopotamia (1 Chronicles 19:6), the land between the Tigris and Euphrates, which included
Assyria. Indeed, it also included Babylon to the south.
Some try to argue that the words translated ―Mesopotamia,‖ Aram Naharaim, denoted just a minor district on
the upper Euphrates. But this is negated by the mention of 32,000 chariots (verse 7)—a huge number in any
ancient context and unimaginably so if the traditional view of Israel fighting against just a few small neighboring
powers is correct. At the height of his power, King Solomon had only 1,400 chariots (1 Kings 10:24-26). In
addition to this, we know of 33,000 soldiers from the Aramaean, i.e., Syrian, states (2 Samuel 10:6), but there
were probably untold thousands more in conjunction with the chariots sent from Mesopotamia.
While some might argue that the figure of 32,000 chariots is a copyist error, such an error seems highly unlikely
since such a number of chariots would have screamed out at ancient readers and scribes as a mistake—unless
it were known to be true.
Surprisingly, then, it appears that what we may be looking at in our current reading is a massive Middle Eastern
coalition that included the entire national armies of Assyria and Babylon—all engaged against David. The figure
of 32,000 chariots is probably a combined total from all the armies fighting Israel.
What, then, of the instigation of this conflict by the disgracing of David‘s messengers by the Ammonites? Author
Stephen Collins gives some intriguing insights in this lengthy quote from his book, The ―Lost‖ Ten Tribes of
Israel…Found!: ―The Ammonites were a small tributary nation subject to David and were no doubt aware that
David had executed two-thirds of the Moabites who had rebelled against him. Why then would they dare to take
the apparently suicidal action of humiliating David‘s ambassadors and provoking David into a warlike response
(I Chronicles 19:1-5)? The only logical explanation is that the Ammonites were acting as agents for someone
else who wanted to challenge David, and that the Ammonites knew they would be backed by powerful friends
who supported their hostile action. The rest of the account supports that conclusion.
―I Chronicles 19:6-9 states the Ammonites ‗hired‘ a force of 32,000 chariots and an uncounted number of Syrian
and Mesopotamian warriors to fight King David‘s army on their behalf…. Since Ammon was paying gold and
silver as tribute to Israel already (I Chronicles 18:11), it hardly had the resources to hire virtually the entire
national armies of the nations in Mesopotamia. Indeed, verse 6 indicates the Ammonites had no gold left with
which to ‗hire‘ mercenaries and could pay only in silver. Apparently, the other nations wanted to challenge Israel
in considerable force, and Ammon‘s revolt was the pretext to arrange such a conflict…. That this huge
Mesopotamian army would allow itself to be ‗hired‘ without receiving any gold at all indicates that their presence
was a national policy of Assyria‘s king! A force of 32,000 chariots could only have been mustered with the
approval of the Assyrian Empire, the dominant power of Mesopotamia.
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―The Bible‘s use of the term ‗Mesopotamia‘ to describe the homeland of this vast force of foreign troops [rather
than a specific country] indicates that it was a joint expeditionary force of many Mesopotamian nations (Assyria,
Babylon, etc.). Verses 6-7 state that many Syrian troops were also ‗hired‘ by the Ammonites to join the
Mesopotamian armies in fighting King David. Since David had already conquered portions of Syria, the Syrians
were eager to join a large alliance to fight against David. This battle then was an effort by the king of Assyria to
defeat the growing power of King David. He arranged for virtually his entire army, along with other
Mesopotamian allies and various Syrian kings to be ‗hired‘ (for a pittance) by one of David‘s subject nations
(Ammon) to get rid of the threat posed by King David‘s power.
―Interestingly, these Mesopotamian nations and Syria had enough respect for King David and Israel that they
did not declare war openly, but allowed their national armies to fight as ‗mercenaries‘ of a small nation. In this
manner, if things went badly, they could go home and say that they were not technically at war with Israel on a
national level. However, as evidence that these nations were actually arranging a war with King David, the Bible
states that ‗the kings‘ of the mercenary armies (the Mesopotamian nations and Syrians) came with their armies
to personally watch the battle (I Chronicles 19:9)….
―This battle for supremacy of the ancient world was fought in two stages. The initial stage of the battle is
described in I Chronicles 19:8-15. Israel‘s army met the combined forces of Ammon, Syria, and the
Mesopotamian nations, and defeated them in a two-front battle. The fact that Israel had to split its forces and
fight in two separate directions indicates that Israel‘s army was not expecting to fight so large a force and found
itself surrounded by a numerically superior army. Israel‘s army likely expected to fight only the upstart
Ammonites, and was surprised by the presence of so many enemies. Nevertheless, Israel‘s army won the
battle, and the Mesopotamian army (i.e. the Assyrian army) apparently retreated to its own territory as they are
not mentioned in the second stage of the battle.
―David quickly realized that this conflict involved far more than a revolt by the little nation of Ammon. It was
actually an attempt to destroy Israel‘s army and national power, and to prevent it from supplanting Assyria as
the preeminent nation in the ancient world‖ (1995, pp. 8-10).
―The superscription of Psalm 60 shows that it refers to these events. David speaks here of having drunk the
wine of astonishment or confusion. He speaks of trembling. David must have been overwhelmed at what was
happening. But incredibly, the ultimate victory in this apparently titanic struggle was given by the Almighty Lord
of Hosts to him and the men of Israel. As David notes in verse 12, it is ―through God‖ that ―we will do valiantly.‖
David later uses much of this psalm to write the second part of Psalm 108 (verses 6-13—the first part of Psalm
108, verses 1-5, being taken from Psalm 57, written while David and his men hid from Saul in the cave at En
Gedi, compare verses 7-11).
―Interestingly, Psalm 83, which seems to be a prophecy of end-time events, may also refer to this monumental
battle we‘ve been reading about. A psalm composed by the Levitical chief musician Asaph, it concerns a huge
Middle Eastern confederacy whose goal is to wipe out Israel—to which Assyria is joined. Perhaps a coming
end-time fulfillment of the apparent prophecy here had a prototype in David‘s time. If so, the episode we‘ve just
read about would seem to be the only one that would fit. If Psalm 83 does refer on some level to this episode,
we may regard the ―inhabitants of Tyre‖ mentioned in the coalition as rogue elements in that city rather than
King Hiram and those loyal to him, as he was a close ally to David and later to Solomon.
―In the second stage of the battle recorded in I Chronicles 19:16-19, the Israelites and the Syrians mobilized
their entire national military resources and clashed anew. This time there was no more pretense that the
Syrians were Ammonite mercenaries. Also, the Assyrians were apparently no longer engaged, but had
retreated after being soundly defeated by the Israelite army. The account states that David ‗gathered all Israel‘
and Syria ‗drew forth the Syrians that were beyond the River‘ (meaning reinforcements from east of the
Euphrates River). The second battle of this war involved King David and his fully-mobilized army marching
eastward from the Jordan River to fight everyone the Syrians could muster. After suffering 47,000 dead,
including their commander, the Syrians yielded to King David and ‗became his servants,‘ meaning they became
vassal nations of Israel who paid tribute to King David….‖
―What began as an effort on the part of Assyria and its Mesopotamian allies to crush Israel‘s military power
resulted in Israel becoming sovereign over all the engaged Syrians, and the Mesopotamian powers being put to
flight. The Assyrians and their allies learned firsthand that they could not successfully stand against Israel‘s
power‖ (pp. 11-12). Indeed, Collins goes on to quote secular history as explaining that after this point,
Aramaean invaders invade Mesopotamia and exhaust Babylonia and Assyria—and he points out that this is
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while the Aramaeans are vassals to David, indeed that the Israelites might be referred to by the Assyrians as
one and the same with these Aramaeans. ―After David made the Aramaeans his vassals and (probably in
concert with those vassals) subjugated Assyria and Mesopotamia, David was not just king of Israel and Judah,
he was emperor over nations. He was the dominant ruler of the known world, and Israel had become an ancient
‗superpower‘‖ (p. 19).
David‘s faith in God to grant victory is expressed in Psalm 20: ―Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; but
we will remember the name of the LORD our God. They have bowed down and fallen; but we have risen and
stand upright‖ (verses 7-8) With the forces to the north defeated, there remains only a mopping-up operation to
finish this whole episode. The terrified Ammonites, their help gone, flee to their capital city of Rabbah to hide
behind its city walls.
Giants Destroyed (1 Chronicles 20)
In 1 Chronicles 20 we read about the killing of Goliath‘s relatives. Here, the account of Chronicles finally joins
back up with the book of Samuel. If we read only Chronicles, we may not notice the jump of many years
between verses 3 and 4 of 1 Chronicles 20. Yet we would have skipped all the way from the conquest of
Rabbah to this destruction of the giants—without any mention of David‘s great sin, the infighting within his
house, the rebellion of Absalom, the rebellion of Sheba and the three-year famine. As stated before, it is evident
that Chronicles was compiled with a different purpose in mind than Samuel and Kings—that purpose apparently
being to show the positive side of the line of David for others to emulate and to point out tabernacle and temple
worship as the focus of David‘s kingdom.
David Numbers Israel (1 Chronicles 21)
The parallel accounts of David‘s census give some seemingly contradictory details which, when properly
understood, shed additional light on this regrettable incident in David‘s life. While 1 Chronicles 21:1 says that it
was Satan who moved David to take the census, 2 Samuel 24:1 attributes this to God, as a result of His anger
toward Israel for some unstated reason. No doubt God allowed Satan to act, as He did with Job, for His own
purposes. But why would God be upset at anyone taking a census, when He ordered them several times
Himself in the past (e.g., in Numbers 1 and 26)?
Apparently there was an attitude problem here that even Joab was able to see. Perhaps David and the rest of
the people were glorying unduly in their own physical might and power, as seems to be implied by 2 Samuel
24:3. In context, the previous chapter, 2 Samuel 23, dealt with the deeds of David‘s mighty men, while 2
Chronicles 20 discussed wars and great deeds that had been accomplished.
As we‘ve seen, by the time of the census, God was clearly already angry with the Israelites for some reason—
and the possibility that they had become swollen with pride and were beginning to put their trust in their own
greatness (rather than giving glory to and trusting in God) seems to fit. Or maybe David was considering some
unauthorized military expansion campaign, since all of those counted by David‘s chief general were ―valiant
men who drew the sword‖ (2 Samuel 24:9). The NIV says Joab and the army commanders went out ―to enroll
the fighting men of Israel‖ (verse 4). One of the proposed punishments would have allowed David to go through
with any such plans, but he would have spent three months losing his battles.
Joab and the army officers start by crossing the Jordan, counting the eastern tribes as they journey north, then
coming back south among the western tribes, and taking nearly 10 months to do it (verses 5-8). The
discrepancies in the counts may be attributable to a variety of reasons, including differences in age versus
readiness to fight, counting or excluding those already in the standing army, and the fact that 1 Chronicles
specifically excludes Levi and Benjamin (perhaps from Judah‘s total) while 2 Samuel does not.
Following the census, David finally realizes his error, but as is usually the case with our own sins, the
consequences were still something he would have to face. In this case, through the prophet Gad, God offers
him a choice of consequences, all of which would affect the entire nation. This may seem unfair, but remember
the whole incident was prompted because ―the anger of the LORD was aroused against Israel.‖ Israel as a
nation was already guilty of something, and God is dealing here with David and the nation simultaneously
according to His own divine purposes in a manner that seems to have been designed to humble all concerned.
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One of the differences in the two accounts is in the number of years of the proposed famine. While Chronicles
says three, Samuel gives seven. One possibility is that four years of famine had already taken place, and the
Chronicles account was offering three more, for a total of seven. In any case, David does not choose that
option—or the option of warfare. David‘s decision is implied by his confidence that God will be far more merciful
than man—meaning he evidently chooses the plague. He trusts that God may be willing to not make it overly
severe, or that He will perhaps cut the punishment short, which is indeed what seems to happen (2 Samuel
24:16).
As the plague is halted at Jerusalem, David pleads for mercy with God, stating that he should really be the one
to suffer from the plague, and not the people. It is interesting to note that David wrote quite eloquently about
sickness in some of his psalms, especially in Psalms 41, 38, 39 and 6. While many of these passages could be
figurative of sin, most seem to imply a literal, dread disease that David may have had at some time in his life. It
is entirely possible that he may have contracted this plague himself and that these psalms constitute prayers for
deliverance from the disease, as well as the sin that brought it about.
The angel stops at the threshing floor of Ornan (or Araunah), a Jebusite, located on the top of Mount Moriah (2
Chronicles 3:1), and gives a command through Gad for David to erect an altar there (1 Chronicles 21:18). David
asks to purchase the site to build the altar and offer burnt offerings. Ornan offers to give David the site, and the
animals for the offerings, but David states that he would not ―offer burnt offerings to the LORD my God with that
which costs me nothing.‖ It is a valuable principle for all of us that our offerings to God of service or money
require a certain amount of sacrifice from us, or they are not really sacrificial offerings.
David Prepares for the Temple (1 Chronicles 22)
The threshing floor David purchases from Ornan the Jebusite eventually becomes the site of the temple
Solomon builds. How did David know to choose that site for the temple? In the last chapter, we were informed
that this is where God directed that a new altar be built (1 Chronicles 21:18)—one that He miraculously
sanctioned by fire from heaven (verse 26). The passage in 22:1 sounds like a light suddenly came on in David‘s
mind as he mentally connected the dots. ―By the miraculous sign of fire from heaven, and perhaps other
intimations, David understood it to be the will of God that the national place of worship should be fixed there,
and he forthwith proceeded to make preparations for the erection of the temple on that spot‖ (Jamieson,
Fausset, & Brown Commentary, note on verse 1). ―…This is to be the house because this is the altar. The
temple was built for the sake of the altar‖ (Matthew Henry‘s Commentary, note on verse 1).
It is interesting to consider the fact that the site was a threshing floor, where chaff was separated from grain.
Speaking of Jesus Christ, John the Baptist said, ―His winnowing fan is in His hand, and He will thoroughly clean
out His threshing floor, and gather the wheat into His barn; but the chaff He will burn with unquenchable fire‖
(Luke 3:17).
Although David is not allowed to build the temple himself (1 Chronicles 22:8), he has not been prevented from
conducting preparations for it—and these he carries out thoroughly and abundantly (verse 5). David instructs
Solomon on what to do regarding this temple, points out his need for wisdom—which Solomon remembers at a
critical point (2 Chronicles 1:7-10)—and admonishes him to obey God (instruction he will not continue to do so
well with over the course of his life).
David also makes it quite clear that Solomon is to be the next king. He recounts God‘s original promise
concerning Solomon in 1 Chronicles 22:9-10. These verses are dual in application, referring to both Solomon
and the future Messiah. Solomon‘s name means ―Peaceful.‖ And note that God specifically and specially calls
him ―My son.‖ Solomon‘s mostly peaceful reign is a definite type of the coming peaceful reign on earth of
David‘s descendant Jesus Christ, the ultimate Prince of Peace and Son of God—who is commissioned by God
the Father to build a spiritual temple, the Church.
In Proverbs 4:1-9, we find Solomon passing David‘s instructions about obedience and the pursuit of wisdom
and understanding on to his own children. In this passage, we have words of David recorded outside his psalms
or the accounts of his life. And they are words we would all do well to heed.
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David Organizes the Levites (1 Chronicles 23)
In addition to his preparations for the building of the temple, David also organizes the temple duties and
personnel. This chapter introduces that organization. It deals primarily with those Levites who were to assist the
priests in ―the work of the service of the house of God‖ (verses 24, 28, 32), and gives a brief description of the
work they were to do. It also points out specifically that the descendants of Moses were not given any special
job beyond that of their fellow Kohathites (verses 14-17).
Note in verse 27 that David makes a change in how the Levites are to be numbered. Previously the Levites
were not counted for service until age 30, apparently because the work of breaking down, transporting and
setting up the tabernacle was considered too demanding and meticulous for younger men (verse 3; compare
Numbers 4:2-3, 22-23, 29-30). At the end of his life, David points out that this constant moving of the tabernacle
will no longer be necessary (1 Chronicles 23:25-26), and he allows the Levites to enter into the temple service
at age 20, the age of ―adulthood‖ for the rest of the tribes.
David Organizes the Priests and Levites Into Courses (1 Chronicles 24)
Twenty-four chief men are chosen to head up the courses of priests who are to serve in some sort of rotating
fashion at the temple. Note that Ahimelech, the son of Abiathar, has taken over his father‘s priestly duties,
which has apparently been the case for some time (compare 18:16; 2 Samuel 8:17), even before Abiathar‘s
siding with Adonijah.
Of some interest is the eighth course, given to Abijah (1 Chronicles 24:10), in whose division John the Baptist‘s
father Zacharias was serving some 1,000 years later when he received his visit from the angel Gabriel
regarding John‘s birth (see Luke 1:5-23). When their service was completed, the priests in each course could
return home to their families, as Zacharias did (Luke 1:23).
Tradition tells us that each course served for one week at a time (except during the three festival seasons,
when all courses served together). And Scripture gives an indication that this was likely the case. While dealing
specifically with the gatekeepers (who were Levites, but not priests), 1 Chronicles 9:25 states that each division
of them served for seven days. That this was probably also the case with the priests is indicated by the fact that
the Levites assigned to serve at the temple were also divided by lot into 24 courses (24:19-31).
Lining these weeks up on the Hebrew calendar gives indication as to when Zacharias served—and thus when
John the Baptist was conceived, as well as Christ, who was conceived six months later (compare Luke 1:26,
36). This would put John‘s birth in the spring of the year and Christ‘s birth in the autumn. (For more details, see
―Why Jesus Christ Wasn‘t Born on Dec. 25,‖ Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?, p.
8).
David Organizes the Musicians (1 Chronicles 25)
David has a particular interest in the group of Levites assigned to be musicians. He is a musician himself (see 1
Samuel 16:16-23), a maker or perhaps even inventor of musical instruments (1 Chronicles 23:5), and a prolific
composer.
Twenty-four sons of the three chief musicians are chosen to head up divisions to correspond with the courses
of priests. These three were originally chosen by the tribal leader to be the musicians when the ark was moved
to Jerusalem (see 1 Chronicles 15:16-24). The sons of Asaph, of the Levitical sub-tribe of Gershom (Gershom,
Kohath and Merari being the three sons of Levi), had four of the divisions. Asaph had been the chief musician
assigned to minister before the Ark of the Covenant in Jerusalem (see 1 Chronicles 16:4-7, 37). He, too,
composed psalms, with 12 of them bearing his name (Psalms 50; 73–83).
The sons of Jeduthun, of the sub-tribe of Merari, had six divisions. Jeduthun is known as Ethan in many
scriptures and, along with Heman, served at the tabernacle in Gibeon while the ark was in Jerusalem (see 1
Chronicles 16:39-42). The sons of Heman, of the sub-tribe of Kohath, made up the remaining 14 divisions.
Heman was the grandson of the prophet Samuel, and descendant of Korah. One psalm is attributed to Heman
(Psalm 88), but 10 others (42; 44–49; 84–85; 87) are attributed to the sons of Korah, which would include
Heman and his descendants. Additional information can be found in 1 Chronicles 6:31-48.
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Note that each group of musicians is said to be ―under the direction of their father‖ (25:2, 3, 6). The older King
James Version says ―under the hands of their father,‖ a literal translation of the original Hebrew. This seems to
convey the picture of a choral director leading the singers under him. But unlike modern choirs who, since the
invention of the printing press and the musical notation of our day, tend to use printed musical notation, it was
common for ancient choir directors to use more elaborate hand and arm gestures in a practice known as
chironomy. This allowed them to convey not only the timing and volume, but even the notes the group was to
sing or play.
When David and Asaph gave the singers and instrumentalists a new song, they probably did not pass out
written music for everybody. Certainly the group could learn a new song through hearing someone sing it
several times. But history shows that more sophisticated techniques were employed to enable these
professional musicians to know what notes they were to sing or play ―instantly‖ through the hand gestures of
their father, or other musical director. That one such director may have been David can be seen in the phrase
―order of the king‖ in verse 2—actually, in the Hebrew, ―hands of the king.‖ This at least shows David‘s direct
involvement in composing, but it perhaps also means that he occasionally led the musicians himself.
According to the research and theory of Suzanne Haïk-Vantoura (author of The Music of the Bible Revealed,
1991), notation of these hand signals may actually be recorded in the accent marks (the jots and tittles) of the
Masoretic Text of the Hebrew Bible.
David Organizes the Security Force (1 Chronicles 26)
Among the gatekeepers, part of the temple security force, was the family of Obed-Edom, who had housed the
ark for three months (see 13:13-14). He and his large family had served in this capacity after the ark had been
moved (16:37-38), and David had them continue this work. There were also Levites assigned specifically to
watch over the treasury—the descendants of Moses among them. And finally, there were Levitical officers and
judges appointed to take care of business in the rest of the country, away from the temple.
Verse 10 of 1 Chronicles 26 contains some interesting information. Here a father sets one of his sons as first
even though he is not the firstborn. That it was unusual may be ascertained from its mention here. Yet God had,
as we have seen repeatedly, directed that this be done many times before. Such occurred with Seth, Shem,
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Ephraim, Moses and even David—and now Solomon too.
David‘s Military and Tribal Organization (1 Chronicles 27)
Many of the mighty men we previously read about in 1 Chronicles 11 and 2 Samuel 23 headed up groups of
24,000 men who served on national security one month out of each year. These 288,000 men taken together
probably constituted the regular army. This organization apparently dates back to the beginning of David‘s
reign, since Asahel is mentioned as the leader in the fourth month. He was killed by Abner before David moved
to Jerusalem (see 2 Samuel 2:18-23), and was succeeded by his son Zebadiah (1 Chronicles 27:7).
The tribal leaders at this time are also listed, but how they were chosen is not stated. The individual tribes may
have done that. It is interesting to note that the tribal leader of Judah is David‘s brother Elihu (1 Chronicles
27:18), apparently his oldest brother elsewhere called Eliab (1 Samuel 16:6). And the leader of Benjamin is the
son of Abner, apparently the Abner who was Saul‘s uncle and military commander, well respected in his tribe
and by all of Israel before his murder at the hand of Joab (compare 2 Samuel 2–3). David‘s economic or
agricultural administrators are listed, along with several other officials over the course of his reign.
David Instructs Solomon Regarding the Temple (1 Chronicles 28)
David gathers the leaders together (the ones we have been reading about in the foregoing chapters) to explain
the transfer of power and his goals for Solomon. In verse 2, we can imagine an old and frail king, perhaps
sometime during the summer months after a cold winter of trying to keep warm (compare 1 Kings 1:1-4),
gathering his strength to be able to stand on his feet. David starts by discussing his consuming passion—to
build the temple of God—and says that God did not allow him to build it because he was a man of war, his reign
being replete with bloodshed. He points out that God Himself chose Solomon as king and the one to build the
temple (1 Chronicles 28:5-6). Later Solomon tells Hiram that David was surrounded by too many wars, and that
a time of peace would now permit Solomon, a man of peace, to build the temple (1 Kings 5:3-5).
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We have seen that David gathered materials for the temple and organized the priesthood. Now he turns those
materials and organizational plans over to Solomon, as well as detailed building plans, and explains that God
revealed the design to him (1 Chronicles 28:12, 19). Similarly, God had revealed the plans for the tabernacle to
Moses (Exodus 25:8-9) to ensure that His earthly dwelling was patterned after the one in heaven (Hebrews
8:5).
Offerings for the Temple; David‘s Prayer; Solomon Replaces David as King (1 Chronicles 29)
David reiterates that God is the one who chose Solomon, and then describes the materials he has assembled
for Solomon to use in building the temple. This time, he also mentions his personal contributions, and
encourages others to contribute as well. As in the days of Moses (compare Exodus 35:20-29), those who were
able donated generously and willingly. The words ―with a loyal heart‖ (1 Chronicles 29:9) are translated from a
Hebrew phrase literally meaning ―with a fullness of heart‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 9). And David is
moved to thank God for actually enabling them to give—indeed, to simply give back to God what He has
Himself given in the first place.
David‘s prayer here has served much more than just this occasion. Indeed, many even today use words from it
without knowing it. When Christ gave an outline of how to pray in His famous Sermon on the Mount—―Our
Father in heaven, hallowed be Your name. Your kingdom come…‖ (Matthew 6:9-13)—He concluded it with
words of praise used in David‘s prayer. Jesus told us to conclude our prayers along these lines: ―For Yours is
the kingdom and the power and the glory forever. Amen‖ (verse 13). Compare this with David‘s words in 1
Chronicles 29:10-12. Of course, the preincarnate Christ very likely inspired the words David prayed.
Finally, Solomon is once again anointed king, and Zadok is confirmed as the high priest with no mention here of
the now out-of-favor line of Abiathar. Verse 23 states that Solomon sat on the ―throne of the LORD.‖ And it really
was God‘s throne (compare 1 Samuel 8:7). Jesus Christ will once again occupy this throne when He returns to
reign over Israel and all nations—that is, not the same physical chair but the office of responsibility.
The passage ends with the statement that God bestowed on Solomon ―such majesty as had not been on any
king before him in Israel‖ (verse 25). The Nelson Study Bible notes, ―Obviously this included only Saul and
David, but it is still a remarkable statement in light of David‘s widely recognized power and magnificence (11:9;
14:2; 18:1-13; 29:28)‖ (note on verse 25). Indeed, David was apparently the dominant ruler of the age—and yet
Solomon‘s rule is already greater in power and prestige, and will be greater yet, as we will soon see.
David‘s Last Words and Death (1 Chronicles 29)
In addition to David‘s commands to Solomon to live uprightly before God, David gives Solomon some lastminute instructions, telling him to take care of some ―unfinished business.‖ David had never properly dealt with
Joab. Siding with Adonijah was the last straw, and David commands Solomon to deal with Joab‘s
transgressions accordingly. Remembering Absalom‘s rebellion, David especially singles out Barzillai for reward
and now feels that Shimei should be held responsible for his malicious behavior.
In his final ―psalm,‖ David says that God directly told him that ―he who rules over men must be just, ruling in the
fear of God‖ (2 Samuel 23:3). This recalls the type of individuals Moses was to seek out to place in positions
over God‘s people: ―able men, such as fear God, men of truth, hating covetousness‖ (Exodus 18:21). Indeed
David himself, in spite of his mistakes, was such a man. As God will later state about him: ―David did what was
right in the sight of the LORD, and had not turned aside from anything that He commanded him all the days of
his life, except in the matter of Uriah the Hittite‖ (1 Kings 15:5). This does not mean that David sinned only in
this one matter. It means that only once in his spiritual life did he really stray far from God, defying Him through
serious disobedience for an extended period. Still, he repented. And despite his egregious transgression in this
matter, David was, overall, ―a man after God‘s own heart‖ (see Acts 13:22).
David then dies at the age of 70, after reigning a total of 40 years following the death of Saul. But that, of
course, is not the end. For he will one day rise again, at the resurrection from the dead, into the Kingdom of
God to reign over Israel once more (see Jeremiah 30:9; Ezekiel 37:24). But he will then live and reign as a
perfect being, as David himself well knew, once having prayed to God, ―As for me, I will see your face in
righteousness; I shall be satisfied when I awake in Your likeness‖ (Psalm 17:15).
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2 CHRONICLES
Solomon Requests Wisdom (2 Chronicles 1)
The Egyptian pharaoh gives his daughter in marriage to Solomon, cementing an alliance between Egypt and
Israel. ―In the ancient Middle East, political alliances were often ratified by the marriage of the son of one king to
the daughter of another‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 1 Kings 3:1). Yet this case is remarkable in two respects.
First: ―Except in unusual circumstances, the pharaohs of Egypt did not observe this custom (but see 1 Chr.
4:17, 18). Therefore, the giving of Pharaoh‘s daughter to Solomon attested to the Israelite king‘s growing
prestige and importance to the Egyptian king‖ (same note). Second: The pharaoh is the one giving his daughter
to a foreign ruler along with a dowry, making Solomon appear to be the senior partner in the alliance. It is
perhaps even likely that the pharaoh is the one who first proposed the alliance and marriage, rather than it
being something Solomon sought.
In any case, as part of the dowry, the pharaoh gives Solomon a captured, albeit destroyed, city of the
Canaanites located near the Philistine border, which Solomon rebuilds as a fortress city (1 Kings 9:15-17).
Solomon provides well for Pharaoh‘s daughter, building a special house for her patterned after his own (3:1;
7:8; 9:24).
Consider what this development means as far as Solomon‘s power and prestige is concerned. The image of
Israel as an insignificant nation in the time of David and Solomon is simply incorrect. David was already allied
with King Hiram of Tyre, the ruler of the Phoenician Empire, which dominated ancient maritime commerce (2
Samuel 5:11-12). This close alliance continues under Solomon (1 Kings 5:1). Assyria remains weak and
subdued at this time, David apparently even achieving dominance over the powers of Mesopotamia (see
highlights on 1 Chronicles 19 and 2 Samuel 10). And now Egypt, the other great power of the ancient world,
joins the Israel-Phoenician alliance—with Solomon apparently sitting as the dominant figure among the
partners. This is rather astonishing. And the true greatness of Solomon‘s reign has not even been experienced
as of this point in the story flow.
We next see the point made that the people sacrificed at high places (1 Kings 3:2). While this originally denoted
hilltop shrines, it eventually became a generic term for any place of worship. Since the destruction of Shiloh and
the separation of the tabernacle and the ark, and until the temple was built at Jerusalem, no single established
place of worship existed. So multiple sites were employed for sacrificing and burning incense—perhaps even
some formerly pagan worship places.
Indication that the current practice of the people was not acceptable is found in 1 Kings 3:3, where we are told
that Solomon ―loved the Lord, walking in the statutes of his father David, except that he sacrificed and burned
incense at the high places.‖ Still, Solomon‘s overall attitude at this time was one of seeking and obeying God. (It
should be noted that later righteous kings of Judah allowed such high places to remain—apparently not
understanding the problem with them.)
The chief high place—that is, the main worship center—was now at Gibeon, since that is where the tabernacle
and original bronze altar were currently located (1 Kings 3:2-4; 2 Chronicles 1:3-6). Clearly this was an
acceptable place of worship. Solomon goes there often in his early years as king to worship God. At one such
visit, God appears to him in a dream and offers to grant him whatever he wants. Solomon focuses on the
immense task of governing the people, and has the humility and sense, thanks to his father David‘s instructions
(compare 1 Chronicles 22:12; Proverbs 4:3-9), to ask for wisdom, knowledge and an understanding heart to
carry out his responsibilities in governing God‘s people (2 Chronicles 1:10; 1 Kings 3:9).
David would have preferred Solomon‘s focus be on acquiring the understanding and wisdom to remain faithful
in keeping God‘s laws (2:3; 1 Chronicles 22:12-13; 28:7, 9; 29:19). It is not enough to judge righteously. A
leader must be righteous himself. Nevertheless, God is impressed with Solomon‘s unselfish request at this
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point, and not only grants him knowledge and wisdom, but also the tremendous riches and honor he could have
asked for. And if he should continue in God‘s way, he would also be granted a long life (1 Kings 3:14).
An example of the wisdom to judge that God granted the king is shown in the case of the two prostitutes and
the baby, a case still famous even among those with little biblical knowledge.
Agreement with Hiram for Temple Construction (2 Chronicles 2)
Hiram, king of Tyre, had been David‘s ally, and had helped him build his palace at Jerusalem (2 Samuel 5:11).
Some see the words ―Hiram had always loved David‖ (1 Kings 5:1) to simply denote their political alliance—the
word for ally in a number of Old Testament passages literally meaning ―lover.‖ But ―Solomon‘s note about the
temple begins, ‗You know,‘ suggesting that David had shared his dream of building a temple with Hiram as well,
and that the two may have been [actual] friends‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 1 Kings 5:1-6).
The area of modern Lebanon along the border between the two ancient kingdoms contained some of the best
timber around. And Hiram has some highly skilled workers. So Solomon arranges for workmen from this
Phoenician king to help cut and deliver wood for the temple, and to assist in stonecutting. Hiram offers Solomon
one craftsman in particular, also named Hiram (or Huram), the son of a man of Tyre and an Israelite woman,
who will make most of the temple furnishings—as Bezalel made things for the tabernacle in the wilderness.
Solomon also drafts thousands of Israelite workers. ―In addition to slave labor, Solomon relied on the corvee
[labor exacted in lieu of taxes by public authorities] to provide workers. This practice was common in ancient
times, and involved claiming a person‘s labor as sort of a personal tax. By alternating shifts Solomon was able
to maintain agricultural production at home, while keeping work moving on his massive construction project. Not
many years ago some rural counties in the Midwest had a form of corvee: farmers would keep the roadsides
mowed in return for reduction of local taxes‖ (note on verses 13-17).
Solomon Builds the Temple (2 Chronicles 3)
The date of the beginning of the building of the temple is given as the 480th year after the children of Israel
came out of Egypt, which was also the fourth year of Solomon‘s reign. Thanks to the painstaking work of
Professor Edwin Thiele, who in 1950 worked out a likely chronology for the kingdoms of Israel and Judah
(showing the books of Kings to be entirely trustworthy and in harmony with the well-established Assyrian
chronology), it can be reasonably ascertained that Rehoboam began his reign in or very close to 931/930 B.C.
As 1 Kings 11:42 informs us that Solomon reigned 40 years, Solomon‘s first year, according to this chronology,
was 970/969 B.C., and his fourth year (in which he began the construction of the temple) was 967/966 B.C.
Based on these dates, we may conclude that the Exodus occurred in or very close to the year 1447/1446 B.C.
As regards chronology, this chapter also provides us with a way to determine whether Judah was counting the
years of a king‘s reign using a Nisan-to-Nisan (spring-to-spring) or a Tishri-to-Tishri (autumn-to-autumn)
reckoning on the Hebrew calendar. The work on the temple was begun in the second month of Solomon‘s
fourth year (1 Kings 6:1), and completed in the eighth month of Solomon‘s 11th year, having been under
construction seven years (1 Kings 6:38). Months are always numbered from the spring month of Nisan (first
month of the sacred year), regardless of whether one is reckoning a year from Nisan to Nisan (sacred year) or
Tishri to Tishri (civil year). Reckoning was also inclusive, meaning the first and last units or fractions of units in a
group are included and counted as full units. If Judah had been using a Nisan-to-Nisan reckoning of regnal
years, the temple would have been described as eight years in building. However, using a Tishri-to-Tishri
reckoning yields the seven years of 1 Kings 6:38.
The temple sanctuary, which contained the Holy Place and the Most Holy Place, or Holy of Holies, was a
rectangular building measuring about 90 feet long by 30 feet wide by 45 feet high. (This and subsequent
measurements assume an 18-inch cubit—although it is possible that they may have used the longer 20.5-inch
royal cubit from Egypt or a larger variant, which would make these measurements bigger.) On the eastern side
of the sanctuary was an enclosed porch that extended the width of the building, projected about 15 feet from it,
and apparently formed a 180-foot tower (compare 2 Chronicles 3:4). Around the sanctuary building Solomon
built a very curious ―honeycomb‖ of offices or rooms. These rooms were arranged in three stories; the lowest
rooms were about 7.5 feet wide, the middle story rooms were about 9 feet wide, and the upper rooms were
about 10.5 feet wide.
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In 1 Kings 6:6, we are told that Solomon built ―narrow ledges around the outside of the temple, so that the
support beams would not be fastened into the walls of the temple.‖ This indicates that the sides of the sanctuary
had a stepped appearance during construction, and the upper story offices each projected one cubit further
toward the sanctuary interior than the office below. No doubt the exterior facade concealed this stepped feature
once the building was completed. Within the southern side of the office complex was a ―winding stairway‖—
either a circular or square spiral—that provided access to the second and third story offices. This honeycomb of
offices would seem to bear on Christ‘s statement, ―In My Father‘s house are many rooms‖ (John 14:2, NIV). He
may have been using the temple‘s architecture as a visual model to His teaching (though, as we will examine
when we later come to this verse in our reading, He was also probably using another analogy of His day—that
of a groom building on to his father‘s house to prepare for the addition of his wife to the family).
Interestingly, 1 Kings 6 also tells us that every stone was cut and polished and prepared for its position away
from the building site—―so that no hammer or chisel or any iron tool was heard in the temple while it was being
built‖ (verse 7). Just as the physical temple of God was built of stones finished and fitted for their place before
they were brought to the mountain and assembled into a glorious building, so Christians, each a living stone (1
Peter 2:5), together a spiritual temple (1 Corinthians 3:16), are being finished and fitted for their place before
they will be brought together at the resurrection and assembled in glory.
Hiram‘s Work (2 Chronicles 4–5)
To construct the temple, Solomon employed the skills of a master craftsman, Hiram (or Huram), fetched from
Hiram king of Tyre. As explained in previous readings, he was the son of a Tyrian man who himself was a
metalworker, but there‘s some minor confusion regarding his mother. According to 2 Chronicles 2:14, his
mother was ―of the daughters of Dan,‖ yet 1 Kings 7:14 informs us that she was ―of the tribe of Naphtali.‖ One
explanation may be that Hiram‘s mother was a Danite woman who had formerly married a Naphtalite man and
thereby became a Naphtalite by marriage. In that case, we could assume that her first husband died and she
then married a Tyrian man, Hiram‘s father.
Hiram worked in bronze, an alloy of copper (about 80%) and tin (about 20%); brass is an alloy of copper (about
60%) and zinc (about 40%). While scholars still debate somewhat whether the Hebrew nechosheth should be
translated brass or bronze, the weight of evidence seems to prefer bronze. Copper was readily available in
many places, and the Phoenicians—actually a Tyrian-Sidonian-Israelite alliance—controlled a brisk trade in tin
mined in southwest England. Zinc was a relatively unknown metal in Solomon‘s day.
Hiram‘s works, no doubt guided by God as with the construction of the original tabernacle furnishings, were
truly remarkable. He oversaw the design and construction of the great cherubim whose wings overshadowed
the Ark of the Covenant in the Most Holy Place; the altar of incense, the table of showbread, and the great
candlestick and its instruments, all of which were in the Holy Place; the two pillars which stood in the porch of
the temple, as well as their adornments; the great altar, on which all sacrifices were offered; the laver
(ceremonial washbasin) called the Sea, in which the priests washed; the 10 mobile lavers, in which the burnt
offerings were washed; the shovels, which were used to remove the ashes of the altar; the basins, which were
used to catch the blood of the sacrifices; the pots, which were used to remove the innards of the sacrifices; the
10 tables, on which the sacrifices were prepared; and the doors of the temple.
The Ark Brought to the Temple; The Dedication of the Temple (2 Chronicles 5–6)
Of all the days that ever passed upon the earth, surely the day that Solomon dedicated the temple must rank as
one of the most awesome. The temple was a magnificent creation, with stunning gold, silver, bronze, jewels,
marble, engraving and woodwork adorning its every feature. To be in its courts must have been a breathtaking
experience!
The dedication of this extraordinary edifice—every aspect of which was masterfully designed to express and
extol the magnificence of the One who dwelt within—was an occasion that called for the greatest pomp and
ceremony. To the dedication Solomon invited Israel‘s most important dignitaries. Two groups are specifically
mentioned in 1 Kings 8:1—the ―elders of Israel‖ and ―the heads of the tribes, the chiefs of the fathers of the
children of Israel.‖ Some have concluded that these two groups are distinct—representing the government of
Israel in its national and tribal components. Those with this view see the ―elders of Israel‖ as the members of
the governing body in Israel‘s national government, functioning, it is surmised, somewhat like a House of Lords
or Senate.
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According to the same view, the ―heads of the tribes, the chiefs of the fathers of the children of Israel,‖
apparently one from each tribe, are seen as the senior members of the individual tribal governments. We know
for sure that Israel‘s government was not an absolute monarchy. It was ―constitutional‖—that is, rather than the
king‘s word being the highest law of the land, his own powers derived from the written law of Moses as given by
God, to which he was himself answerable. It also appears that Israel‘s government may have been a federal
monarchy—the word ―federal‖ describing a system wherein separate states are united under one central
authority while retaining certain regulatory powers.
The dedication of the temple occurred in the Feast of the seventh month (1 Kings 8:2, 2 Chronicles 5:3). This
may seem somewhat odd, as the temple construction ceased in the eighth month (1 Kings 6:38). This means
that the temple stood unoccupied for nearly a year before it was dedicated. Why did Solomon choose to wait 11
months before dedicating this magnificent edifice? It may be that all of the temple furnishings were not yet
complete. Of course, it may also be that everything was complete and that Solomon simply waited intentionally.
The Bible doesn‘t spell out the reason for the delay.
Whatever the case, it is interesting that the dedication took place in the feast of the seventh month. But just
which feast was this—the Feast of Trumpets, the Day of Atonement, the Feast of Tabernacles or the Eighth
Day (now known to us as the Last Great Day)—all of which fall during that same month? (See Leviticus 23.) It
should be noted that only one of God‘s annual festivals is elsewhere actually called simply the ―Feast of the
Lord‖—i.e., the Feast of Tabernacles (see Leviticus 23:39). A seven-day festival, it was clearly the major feast
of the seventh month. Yet 1 King 8:65-66 records that the dedication of the temple was 14 days. Strangely,
however, it says that the people were sent away on the eighth day.
As it makes no sense for this to mean the eighth day out of 14, these verses must mean that the 14th day of the
dedication feast was the Eighth Day—that is, Tishri 22 on the Hebrew Calendar or what we now often refer to
as the Last Great Day—and that the people were dismissed at the end of that day. In fact, 2 Chronicles 7:9-10
states that the people observed the dedication of the altar for seven days and the feast for seven days, finally
being sent away on the 23rd day of the seventh month, which must mean the very beginning of that day at
sunset (which would also be the end of the 22nd, i.e., the end of the Eighth Day). Thus, the feast of the
dedication clearly began prior to the Feast of Tabernacles—with the entire period apparently being looked upon
as one expanded Feast of Tabernacles.
The Feast of Tabernacles pictures the Kingdom of God and is, therefore, eminently the Kingdom Feast, looking
to the future enthronement of the divine King, Jesus Christ, and the inauguration of the government of God on
Earth. Thus, the enthronement symbolism is fitting for the enthronement of God in His temple.
In a stupendous display, ―the glory of the LORD‖—an awesome glowing cloud—―filled the house of the LORD‖ (1
Kings 8:11). ―As a cloud had covered the tabernacle and God‘s glory had filled it when it was inaugurated
(Exodus 40:34), so now a cloud filled the temple. This visible presence of God‘s dwelling with His people—
sometimes called the ‗shekinah [indwelling] glory‘—gave the people assurance and incentive for obedient and
holy living‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 1 Kings 8:10-11).
As for Solomon‘s speech, given before he passionately prays that God will always hear and respond to the
prayers of His people, he recounts the promise God made to David in 2 Samuel 7, where God foretold an
enduring dynasty descended from David. Solomon specifically identifies himself as the son who, as God
promised, would build the temple. This speech, divinely sanctioned and preserved for all time by God in
Scripture, verifies that the promise made to David in 2 Samuel 7 refers to Solomon, the immediate son of David.
It invalidates attempts to ―spiritualize‖ the promises of 2 Samuel 7 regarding David‘s house—that is, mistakenly
claiming they are fulfilled in Jesus Christ.
Although Jesus is building God‘s Church, God‘s spiritual temple, nevertheless the promise made by God to
David through the prophet Nathan referred to a literal and immediate son of David—and that David‘s dynasty
would continue forever from that time. While there is likely duality in 2 Samuel 7, the primary and intended
meaning of the promise to David concerns a successor son and a literal physical temple—and a literal dynasty
beginning at that time that would never end.
Solomon‘s prayer of dedication is interesting in many respects. In 2 Chronicles 6:12-17 Solomon brings up
God‘s promise to David and asks for its fulfillment. This passage is used by some to declare that the promise of
God to David in 2 Samuel 7 is conditional, with gainsayers noting that Solomon said, ―You shall not fail to have
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a man sit before Me on the throne of Israel, only if your sons take heed to their way, that they walk in My law as
you have walked before Me‖ (verse 16). The only if, it is asserted, makes it conditional. And since David‘s
descendants did not continue to walk in his ways, God was not bound to fulfill the promise of an enduring
dynasty (except, they further assert, through Christ, David‘s ―greater son‖).
But this is simply not so. This phrase—only if—is a Hebraism, that is, a figure of speech that cannot be literally
translated into another language and still retain its meaning. In Hebrew, the phrase only if conveys the general
meaning ―but be certain that,‖ and is intended to convey the strongest of affirmations, injunctions or prohibitions.
It does not convey qualification.
Solomon‘s dedicatory prayer makes repeated mention of praying ―toward this place,‖ a clear intimation that the
temple was to become the center of a world religion—that is, the true religion God gave was to become
worldwide. In his prayer, Solomon anticipates both a worldwide dispersal of Israelites (whether through
commerce, colonization or captivity) and a turning of the gentiles to the worship of God. Whether he understood
the full implications of his words is unclear, but God certainly inspired him with prophetic thoughts. Specific
subjects include answering prayers for forgiveness, justice, deliverance from captivity and military attack, mercy
while in captivity, rain and good harvests, respite from plagues and agricultural devastation, and the prayers of
the gentiles made in the temple (implying gentile converts to the true religion). In all these matters, Solomon
beseeches God to hear and answer.
But Solomon does not portray God as a sort of cosmic genie, duty-bound to grant wishes upon request. Before
mentioning the various kinds of things that people would pray for, Solomon soberly conditions the minds of his
hearers as to exactly who will dwell within this magnificent temple. God is a God of kept promises given freely in
grace, not because He is under compulsion to do so. And He is a God who cannot be confined to a building, no
matter how magnificent it is. God dwells in heaven and is not man‘s creation! God is supreme and cannot be
bound. In short, God is sovereign, and every petitioner must have an acute awareness of his need for God‘s
mercy, grace and providence.
Solomon‘s prayer was answered in the most miraculous of ways—a bolt of fire fell from heaven and consumed
the sacrifices on the altar. Also, ―the glory of the LORD filled the temple‖ (2 Chronicles 7:1)—the awesome
radiant cloud of God‘s presence. Thereupon the king and the elders of Israel dedicated the temple by offering
sacrifices in abundance and with great joy. Following the initial days of dedication came the Feast of
Tabernacles and the Eighth Day. And Solomon ―sent the people away to their tents, joyful and glad of heart for
the good that the LORD had done for David, for Solomon, and for His people Israel.‖ This event marks one of the
few times that Israel was in harmony with God, joyful in their portion and grateful to their God.
God Appears to Solomon Again (2 Chronicles 7)
First Kings 9 relates that after Solomon had completed all his building projects—the temple, Solomon‘s
residence, the queen‘s residence and the buildings of the national government—God appeared to him a second
time. This seems to be indicated in 2 Chronicles 7:11-12 as well. Yet 1 Kings 9:10 appears to state that 20
years marked the completion of the building projects, a timing factor not mentioned in 2 Chronicles. And if that
is what 1 Kings 9:10 is indicating, then, since Solomon began building the temple in the fourth year of his reign,
the appearance of God would have occurred in his 24th year as king.
God appeared and made promises to Solomon. Once again, these promises are closely related to the promise
God made to David in 2 Samuel 7. And, once again, some argue that the words of God to Solomon make His
promise to David conditional. But they do not—the promise to David was and remains unconditional. God told
Solomon that He had accepted his prayer, and that He would hear the prayers of Israel made toward the
temple, and show mercy and forgiveness when His people repented. Then God added, ―As for you…‖ (2
Chronicles 7:17), speaking of Solomon, not David. Now, what did God promise Solomon?
God promised that if he remained faithful, God would establish his—Solomon‘s—throne forever, as He had
promised David. The promise to David was unconditional—one of his descendants would sit on a throne ruling
over the children of Israel in every generation. But now God extends to Solomon the opportunity to ensure that
this descendant would also be a descendant of Solomon. If Solomon sinned, then the punishment would be the
destruction of the kingdom, not an immediate end to the dynasty of Solomon. If Solomon sinned, Israel would
be taken from the land as a captive people. But God did not say that at the time Israel was taken captive
Solomon‘s throne would also cease. God promised that the kingdom would be destroyed. Whether Solomon‘s
dynasty would be extinguished at that time too was not stated. In point of fact, the Bible later reveals that
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Solomon‘s dynasty will end at Christ‘s second coming to take the throne (as Christ, by His mother, was a
descendant of David through David‘s son Nathan, not Solomon). But until then, Solomon‘s dynasty would
continue—and does so today (see ―The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future‖ at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
The beautiful and profound wording of 2 Chronicles 7:14 has made it one of the most well-known Bible verses
to those who look to Scripture for inspiration and guidance in prayer.
Solomon‘s Other Works (2 Chronicles 8)
Solomon‘s other works consisted largely of building projects in various cities, securing Israel‘s frontiers and
building an institutionalized army. He seized Hamath Zobah, a region on Israel‘s northeast border containing
two cities, Hamath and Zobah, the former of which had formerly been friendly with David but now, given its
association with Zobah, had probably switched allegiance. He built Tadmor in the wilderness (called by the
Romans Palmyra) in a fertile oasis just to the southeast of Zobah. He built Hazor in northern Israel upon the
high ground overlooking Lake Merom.
He rebuilt Gezer in Ephraim, which had been attacked and burned by Pharaoh, its Canaanite inhabitants
exterminated, and then given to his daughter as a gift upon her marriage to Solomon. He rebuilt upper and
lower Beth Horon, two cities located in Ephraim and separated by about two miles. He refortified Baalath in
Dan. And he rebuilt or fortified Megiddo, which occupied a strategic position on the Plain of Esdraelon on the
border of Issachar and Mannaseh. As may be seen from the list of localities, Solomon directed his attention to
securing Israel‘s northern borders. This is also evidence that tends to confirm our understanding of Solomon‘s
marriage with the daughter of Pharaoh as an alliance with Egypt to diminish or eliminate a threat from Israel‘s
south.
In addition, Solomon built the Millo, apparently a landfill between Mount Zion and Mount Moriah, thereby
reducing the valley between the two prominences. And he greatly extended the wall of Jerusalem, finally fully
enclosing both the lower city and the upper city.
As is well known, Israel did not exterminate all the gentile inhabitants of the land when Joshua brought Israel
across Jordan. These people continued to live in the land. Solomon conscripted these peoples into forced labor
for his many building projects.
Additionally, Solomon brought the daughter of Pharaoh into her new residence. Formerly she had dwelt in the
lower city of Jerusalem, but not in the house of David for, since the Ark of the Covenant had been there,
Solomon felt that this gentile woman‘s presence in a place hallowed by the ark would have been unacceptable.
This is evidence that the daughter of Pharaoh was not fully converted to the worship of God, otherwise she
would have been esteemed an Israelite and able to partake of all the privileges of an Israelite. Her presence
would not have been defiling.
Solomon also installed the system of worship that David had defined for the temple. The priesthood served by
courses assigned to the major houses of the sons of Aaron. The proper sacrifices were offered on all the days
observed by Israel—weekly Sabbaths, monthly new moons, and annual feasts. Thus was everything set in its
place for the continual and orderly worship of God in His temple.
The final record in this section concerns the ports of Ezion Geber near Elath on Israel‘s extreme southeastern
border upon the ―Red Sea‖—actually the Gulf of Aqaba, a ―finger‖ of the Red Sea. Here a fleet of ships was
built and manned under a joint venture between Solomon and Hiram. This southern seaport would serve as
Israel‘s major port of entry and the point of departure for Ophir (the location of which is still in dispute). Such
southern trade was extremely lucrative, and the fact that the Phoenician Hiram, king of Tyre, was engaged with
Solomon at this port far removed from Tyre is one more piece of evidence that Israel was far from a landlocked
little country notable only for its preoccupation with monotheism, as some scholars habitually picture it. Israel
was in alliance with the Phoenicians, and the worldwide trading empire we know as the Phoenician Empire was
at that time actually an Israelite-Phoenician union.
Interestingly, as pointed out previously in the comments on Exodus 13:17–14:30, the Hebrew term translated
―Red Sea‖ in verse 26 is Yam Suf (supposedly literally ―Sea of Reeds‖)—the same name given in the book of
Exodus to the body of water that Moses and the Israelites crossed. The fact that a finger of the Red Sea could
bear this name disproves the idea taught by many that Yam Suf must refer to a swamp or marshy lake with
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reed plants like cattails, rushes and papyrus. Evidently, Yam Suf can also mean ―Sea of Seaweed,‖ as suf
obviously means seaweed in Jonah 2:5.
Solomon‘s Wisdom and Wealth (2 Chronicles 9)
Here we have the famous visit of the Queen of Sheba to Solomon‘s court. Sheba was located in what is today
the southwestern corner of Saudi Arabia, roughly in the region occupied by Yemen, but also possibly occupying
territory on the adjacent African coast in Ethiopia as reported in Ethiopian tradition. The ancients called the area
of Yemen Arabia Felix, ―Happy Arabia,‖ because of its healthful climate and its riches in gold, incense, precious
stones and spices.
That the Queen of Sheba would hear of Solomon is evidence of the briskness of trade between Sheba and
Israel, much of which was doubtless carried on through Solomon‘s southern fleet. Mention of the ―ships of
Hiram, which brought gold from Ophir‖ (1 Kings 10:11), has been taken to indicate that the fabled land was
located on Africa‘s eastern coast. There is a phonetic similarity between Ophir and Africa. Others have
speculated that it was further south—in southern Africa—while still others have identified it with India or even
the Americas (in the latter case noting a similarity between the words Ophir and Pirua, the first Incan dynasty
from which the country of Peru ultimately derives its name).
The vast wealth of Solomon is attributed to his far-flung trading empire. Not only did wealth pour in from the
eastern desert traders, the Arabian traders and the governors of subject satellite nations, but on top of that
Solomon‘s annual inflow of gold bullion was 666 talents (more than 125,000 pounds, with a current value of
more than U.S.$500 million). Where did Solomon get all this gold? Ophir was a major source, but so was
Tarshish, a Phoenician port in southern Spain. It was to this western port that Jonah was trying to escape when
he set sail on a ship from Joppa.
This section of Scripture also notes that Solomon obtained horses and chariots from Egypt and other places.
Again, this fact points to an amicable if not military alliance between Egypt and Israel, for chariots were the
high-tech weaponry of the day. No doubt the alliance with Israel provided Egypt with a strong and secure ally to
the north, well able to prevent incursions into Egypt from Syria and Mesopotamia. But militarizing Israel in this
way was contrary to God‘s will—for, as He decreed through Moses in Deuteronomy 17:16-17, Israel‘s king was
not to multiply horses (i.e., an army) nor wives (i.e., a harem, the tokens of alliances with foreign nations), nor
silver and gold to himself. Though Solomon did all three, God was patient and gave him space to repent. The
repentance, however, never came—unless the book of Ecclesiastes was written after a very late repentance, as
many speculate.
Rehoboam Loses the Kingdom (2 Chronicles 10–11)
Now the terrible consequences of Solomon‘s idolatry will begin to unfold for the entire people of Israel.
Rehoboam goes to Shechem for his coronation. Prior to the coronation, however, the people of Israel had
called Jeroboam back from Egypt, intending to make him their spokesman. Solomon‘s great building plans had
required heavy taxes and forced labor, though some of the people were becoming wealthy through the trading
empire Solomon had built (1 Samuel 8:11-18; 1 Kings 4:7; 9:15). With the accession of a new king, the people
sought relief from the taxation.
That this was a well-orchestrated effort at taxation reform is indicated by the people‘s united activity and their
selection of Jeroboam as spokesman. It also indicates that the house of Ephraim was likely the main force
behind the united effort. Israel‘s kings were limited, constitutional monarchs, Samuel having set down in a
written document the rights and responsibilities of the king according to God‘s law (1 Samuel 10:25; compare
Deuteronomy 17:14-20). Absolute monarchs, by contrast, have no such limits.
Rehoboam proved himself to be a stubborn and foolish young man, which his father had worried over (see
Ecclesiastes 2:18-19). His insensitivity to the request of his own people, and his apparent unawareness of the
well-ordered petition brought by an Ephraimite in the land of Ephraim, showed him to be of dull discernment
and unfeeling heart. That Shechem was the place where Israel had formerly bound themselves to God as their
sole Sovereign (Joshua 24:23-25) also seems to have eluded the young heir to the throne. Rehoboam also
seemed oblivious to the fact that all of Solomon‘s counselors, who were older and more mature than his lessexperienced friends, advised him to reduce the heavy taxation—an indication that they too recognized the
excesses of Solomon. Rehoboam was unable to recognize sound counsel when he heard it.
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Indeed, the young man‘s judgment fell far short of the wisdom his father counseled in the book of Proverbs—
and this despite the book‘s many appeals to ―My son,‖ i.e., to Rehoboam primarily. Yet really that should come
as no surprise—since Solomon set such a bad example of not following it all himself. It may even be that
Solomon was too distracted with his thousand wives and the administration of his kingdom to properly train
Rehoboam for his future responsibility—so that the young man lacked a sound foundation for rulership.
Furthermore, ―the turn of events was from the LORD‖—to bring about the divine punishment of Solomon that his
heirs were to suffer (1 Kings 12:15).
The rebellion at Shechem was quickly followed by the anointing of Jeroboam as king of Israel. Rehoboam
marshaled his troops, from Judah and Benjamin, to crush the rebellion, but a message from God forbade the
contemplated assault, and Rehoboam relented.
Rehoboam Fortifies His Kingdom (2 Chronicles 11)
When Rehoboam returned to Jerusalem he did so as a petty monarch of a much smaller and largely powerless
kingdom. He was immediately aware of his vulnerability. There was an unfriendly Israel on the north, a powerful
former ally to the south (Egypt) who was now closely allied to Israel‘s king, a number of hostile former vassal
states to the south and east, and the resurgent Philistines on the west. And Rehoboam no longer had a
worldwide trading empire. The future looked rather bleak.
Immediately he began to fortify his kingdom. He established a line of fortified towns along borders, securing
water supplies and travel routes. The kingdom of Judah was basically transformed into a small fortress, though
its king no doubt still trembled at the thought of attack. Had Egypt attacked, Judah could have been easily
defeated. Had Israel attacked, the ferocious fight would have likely ended in Rehoboam‘s defeat. Had the
Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites or Edomites attacked, there could have been years of instability and constant
dangers.
Rehoboam did have the foresight to deal wisely with his sons. Like his father Solomon before him, Rehoboam
had acquired many wives and concubines. Whatever enjoyment he may have found in this situation was shortlived, though, when a crop of 28 sons matured. With such a large pool of potential heirs, nominating one was
sure to antagonize the rest. To reduce the potential for intrigue and infighting, some of his sons were appointed
to positions of authority in the fortified cities, while others remained in Jerusalem. In this way, Rehoboam could
put some of the danger farther from the capital while keeping a close eye on those who remained nearby. To
further control his sons, he sought many wives for them, thereby keeping them occupied with domestic
concerns, distracted by sexual pursuits and enamored with the life of a mini-sheik (many wives being a sign of
prosperity and social standing). When one stops to consider what Rehoboam was forced to do in trying to
control the consequences of his own unrestrained desires, it is really quite sad.
Pharaoh Shishak of Egypt Attacks Judah (2 Chronicles 12)
As we saw earlier, Solomon likely married the daughter of Pharaoh as the seal of an alliance between Israel
and Egypt. But we also saw that Egypt‘s sheltering of Jeroboam probably indicated the end of that alliance.
With the division of Israel and Judah, the little realm of Rehoboam became a tempting target for Egyptian
expansion.
Despite his weakened position, Rehoboam foolishly departed from the Lord, and this within five years of
assuming the throne. As a consequence, the protecting hand of God was withdrawn from Judah and the cruel
hand of Egypt was stretched out against Rehoboam. The Egyptians undertook a massive assault against Judah
and the prophet Shemaiah clearly explained the cause. Fortunately Rehoboam and Judah repented, saying,
―The LORD is righteous‖ (2 Chronicles 12:6), thereby confessing they deserved punishment for their idolatry.
God saw this repentance and decided to lighten—not remove—the punishment. As a consequence, Judah
became a vassal state of Egypt, and Pharaoh Shishak took all the treasures in the king‘s house and the temple.
―He took everything,‖ states the Scripture (verse 9). It is interesting to note that the Ark of the Covenant was
apparently not taken, however, because it was in the possession of the Levites in Josiah‘s reign (2 Chronicles
35:3).
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Rehoboam ended his days after a 17-year reign. Tragically, most of his reign was wasted as a petty vassal
king, dominated by Egypt, without much power, and constantly engaged in border skirmishes with Israel to the
north. The Scripture closes its history of Rehoboam by noting that ―he did evil, because he did not prepare his
heart to seek the LORD‖ (12:14). What a pity—so much tragedy could have been avoided had he only devoted
himself to seeking God.
Abijam Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 13)
Establishing the chronology of the kings of Israel and Judah is not a straightforward exercise, and Abijam‘s
reign provides a simple example. He begins his reign in the 18th year of Jeroboam. His son Asa begins his
reign in the 20th year. Yet Abijam (called Abijah in 2 Chronicles 13, and Abia in 1 Chronicles 3) is said to have
reigned three years. This may be because he reigned during portions of three years. But more likely, there was
some overlap or co-regency (shared rule) in their reigns. This was done with David and Solomon, and is a fairly
common occurrence among the kings, albeit not always stated directly.
In 2 Chronicles 13, Abijah‘s mother is given as Michaiah, the daughter of Uriel. First Kings 5 says she was
Maachah, which is probably a second name or variant, just as Abijam himself had different forms of his name.
Maachah is also listed in some translations as the daughter of Abishalom, but granddaughter, as in the New
King James Version, seems more likely. She can have only one father, and Abishalom is probably David‘s son
Absalom, who had been killed many decades earlier. By way of explanation, ancient Hebrew was typically
written with consonants only (no vowels), so spelling variations among names are fairly common.
While most of Abijam‘s story is recorded in Chronicles instead of Kings, the reference in 1 Kings 15:7 to the
―book of the chronicles of the kings of Judah‖ is apparently to some other book, as our book of Chronicles
appears to have been written long after the books of Kings. (In our next reading, we will see a reference in 1
Kings 14:19 to the ―book of the chronicles of the kings of Israel‖—yet another book.)
As is often the case, Chronicles relates a story that emphasizes the priesthood and the more positive aspects of
the Davidic kings. Of course, putting together all the accounts in Scripture of a particular ruler‘s life yields a
more complete picture. Abijam was not given a high rating in 1 Kings 15:3, yet Chronicles records an appeal to
Jeroboam that illustrates how the proper temple worship (compare Ezekiel 44:15; 48:11) continued under most
of the Jewish kings—often with the king‘s approval—even when the king saw no personal need to steer himself
or the nation clear of idolatry. The victory over Jeroboam is attributed to Judah‘s reliance on God (verse 18).
Asa Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 14-16)
The war between Abijam and Jeroboam set up a period of peace for Abijam‘s successor, Asa. One of the most
righteous and zealous kings of Judah during much of his reign, Asa carried out extensive reforms, which we will
see in 2 Chronicles 15. For turning to God, Asa was blessed with an entire decade of peace, during which he
was able to fortify the kingdom.
After 10 years of peace, Judah was challenged by an enormous Ethiopian army of a million men. Since Egypt
was strong at this time—in the wake of Pharaoh Shishak‘s reign, during which the Ethiopians fought for the
Egyptians (2 Chronicles 12:3)—it is likely that Zerah and his forces were mercenaries of Egypt.
This battle takes place about 25 miles southwest of Jerusalem at Mareshah. Thanks to the intervention of God
(2 Chronicles 14:12), Asa miraculously defeats the million-man army and pursues the fleeing remnants to
Gerar, another 25 miles further to the southwest. Asa‘s reliance on God and subsequent victory, his response
to the encouragement of the prophet and his revival of temple worship encourage many in the northern
kingdom to ―defect‖ to him.
The King James Version refers to Maachah, daughter (granddaughter) of Absalom, as the ―mother‖ of Asa (1
Kings 15:13)—and that is the literal Hebrew. Yet she is also listed as the mother of Asa‘s father Abijam. The
New King James Version therefore substitutes ―grandmother‖ in verse 13. Apparently something happened to
Asa‘s real mother, and the fact that his grandmother is referred to as his mother could imply that he was
actually reared by his grandmother. It is a tribute to Asa‘s character that he recognized her idolatry and
deposed her from the honored position of queen mother, which she continued to hold from Abijam‘s reign.
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The prophet Hanani is sent to reprimand Asa and remind him of his previous reliance on God, which had
resulted in an amazing victory over a million-man army instead of his shameful stooping to buy a retreat. Asa
does not like the correction, imprisons Hanani, and takes his anger out on the people.
Soon after Ahab began ruling in the north, Asa developed some sort of foot disease. He ―may have been
suffering from gout, a common disease in the ancient world‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Chronicles 16:12).
But continuing in his slide away from trusting in God, rather than seeking divine help he relies solely on the
physicians to treat his disease, which grows very severe and probably contributes to his death. It should be
noted that going to a physician for the treatment of an ailment is not inherently wrong. Indeed, that is often an
appropriate and responsible thing to do. The error is failing to put our primary trust in God as our Healer. If we
are looking to Him and His intervention above all, there is no problem in considering physical means of
treatment that He, as the Creator, has ultimately provided for.
Jehoshaphat Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 17)
Jehoshaphat begins his reign by fortifying the border cities with Israel to increase security—all the while looking
to God. And God blesses him immensely for zealously seeking and obeying Him. The king institutes major
reforms in this vein. Perhaps his most remarkable action is to send out teachers to instruct the nation in God‘s
laws!
Notice that there is an apparent contradiction between 2 Chronicles 17:6 and 20:33—the first stating that he
removed the high places and the latter saying they were not removed. Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary gives this explanation in its note on the latter verse: ―Those [high places] on which idolatry was
practiced were entirely destroyed, but those where the people, notwithstanding the erection of the temple,
continued to worship the true God, prudence required to be slowly and gradually abolished, in deference to
popular prejudice.‖ Of course, often what seems ―prudent‖ to men is in fact compromise with God‘s express
instructions. The Lord no doubt expected a stronger stand to be taken—which is why the failure to remove the
high places receives repeated mention throughout the reigns of Judah‘s righteous rulers.
And this is not Jehoshaphat‘s only weakness. As the years go by he establishes an alliance with Ahab, which
proves to be a mistake on several fronts, as we shall see. Nevertheless, he continues to maintain a right
relationship with God overall and proves to be one of Judah‘s better kings.
Micaiah‘s Warning (2 Chronicles 18)
Assyrian history records another war involving Ahab, which appears to have taken place during the three-year
truce with Syria (1 Kings 22:1). The Assyrians began to rise in power, and made an advance toward the coastal
area far north of Israel. Apparently Ahab joined an alliance of nations in repelling their advance, and, according
to the inscriptions of Shalmaneser III, he supplied about one half (2,000) of the chariots and perhaps a sixth
(10,000) of the infantry.
Jehoshaphat also forms an alliance with Ahab. As part of the alliance, their children, Jehoram and Athaliah, are
married (2 Chronicles 18:1; 21:6). Jehoshaphat pays a visit to his ally, and Ahab proposes that Jehoshaphat
join him in an attempt to recover Ramoth-Gilead from the Syrians in yet a third war with them. This was a town
on the east side of the Jordan that belonged to Gad and had originally been de
ted as a city of refuge
(Deuteronomy 4:41-43).
Jehoshaphat agrees but insists on finding out God‘s will in the matter first. For some reason, when asked about
a prophet of God, Ahab does not mention Elijah or his assistant Elisha. Perhaps they were known to be away
and not available. In any case, though many true prophets had been killed earlier in Ahab‘s reign, there were
still a few around. Here we are introduced to the prophet Micaiah, who is mentioned nowhere else in Scripture
unless, as some have speculated, he is the same Micaiah sent out by Jehoshaphat to teach in Judah (2
Chronicles 17:7). One of the saddest aspects of this encounter is that Jehoshaphat, too, is persuaded to ignore
the message from the prophet of God whom he had specifically asked to hear from.
Remarkably, we get a glimpse in our current reading of how God actually sometimes uses even demons to fulfill
His purposes. Notice that God did not command any spirit here to lie. He simply asked who would do it and told
the volunteer to go do what he was inclined to do anyway. The fact that Micaiah‘s true prophecies were always
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at odds with those of Ahab‘s prophets (compare 1 Kings 22:8) would seem to imply that a ―lying spirit‖ was
commonly behind the words of Ahab‘s prophets.
Notice this from The Bible Reader‘s Companion: ―Did God Himself lie to Ahab? Not at all. He did permit Ahab‘s
prophets to lie…. [But] God in fact clearly revealed to Ahab the source of his prophets‘ predictions, and the truth
about what would happen to him in the coming battle. Ahab‘s death resulted from refusing to believe the truth,
not from a failure to know it. Let‘s be careful not to blame God for the consequences of our own fully conscious
choices‖ (note on 1 Kings 22).
Jehoshaphat Rebuked (2 Chronicles 18–19)
Jehoshaphat is nearly killed when it turns out the Syrian strategy is to specifically target the man who has
defeated them twice already, and Jehoshaphat is the only one looking the part. Chronicles reveals that it is God
who intervenes to save him, while at the same time causing a random arrow to find its target between the joints
of Ahab‘s armor, in the middle of his back.
When Jehoshaphat returns to Jerusalem, he is met by Jehu (son of Hanani), the same prophet God had sent to
Israel‘s king Baasha more than 30 years earlier (1 Kings 16:1-7). It was Jehu‘s father, Hanani, who had been
imprisoned by Jehoshaphat‘s father Asa for correcting him about not relying on God in his dealings with Syria (2
Chronicles 16:7-10). Now Jehu reprimands Jehoshaphat for forming an alliance with, and helping, Ahab. Unlike
his father, Jehoshaphat apparently maintains a good attitude and continues to seek God, although he renews
his alliance in treaties with Ahab‘s sons (2 Chronicles 20:35; 2 Kings 3:7).
God Delivers Jehoshaphat and Judah (2 Chronicles 20)
One of Jehoshaphat‘s better moments comes when Moab, Ammon and Edomites of Mount Seir initiate a war
with Judah. Jehoshaphat calls a fast, assembles the nation together at the temple and seeks God‘s deliverance
through heartfelt prayer. Jehoshaphat prays: ―O our God, will You not judge them? For we have no power
against this great multitude that is coming against us; nor do we know what to do, but our eyes are upon You‖
(verse 12).
In response, God informs the people of Judah that in the upcoming ―battle‖ they will not have to fight at all, and
yet the victory will be theirs. Jehoshaphat believes God, and the next morning the army marches forth singing
praises to God instead of planning battle strategies. When they arrive, at an area about 10 miles south of
Jerusalem, the opposing armies have fought among themselves and killed one another—an incredible and
obvious miracle that strikes fear in the hearts of enemy nations.
Jehoshaphat Allies With Ahaziah (2 Chronicles 20)
Generally speaking, Jehoshaphat, king of Judah, walked in the way of God. But he did not do all that he should
have, as he did not remove all the high places from Judah (2 Chronicles 20:33). Yet it should be noted, as
mentioned previously in the Bible Reading Program, that this was a common oversight attributed to most of
Judah‘s righteous kings, and is perhaps equally if not more due to a lack of wholeheartedness in obeying God
on the part of the nation. A more apparent weakness of Jehoshaphat can be seen in the compromising nature
of his allying himself with evil rulers, a fault that became evident again near the end of his life when he allied
himself with Israel‘s wicked King Ahaziah, son of Ahab (1 Kings 22:51-53). But their joint ventures would not
prosper, since God does not generally bless such dealings (compare 2 Chronicles 20:35-37).
Though God will sometimes intervene for the sake of a righteous person in such circumstances (compare 2
Kings 3:14), we shouldn‘t count on it—particularly when we know better. God does not want us to enter into
binding partnerships with the wicked that could conflict with our commitment to Him and His ways. His warnings
are still the same today: How can two walk together unless they are agreed? (Amos 3:3.) In general, Christians
can‘t work effectively in close relationships with unbelievers—in godly peace and harmony—any more than
mismatched animals can make a useful plowing team for a farmer.
The way people who live righteously think is as different from those who disregard God‘s laws as day is from
night (compare 2 Corinthians 6:14-18). Ungodly partners can lead to spiritual compromise (see 1 Corinthians
15:33). Of course, there may be some business arrangements where such matters would never be at issue. But
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any that are considered must be given close scrutiny without glossing over potential difficulties. Despite
Jehoshaphat‘s errors in this regard, it appears that he later recognized that he should not have allied himself
with Ahaziah (compare 1 Kings 22:49).
Ahaziah became sick, and rather than establishing a relationship with the true God and placing his trust in Him,
he attempted to inquire of the pagan god Baal-Zebub whether he would live or die. As a consequence, God
sent the prophet Elijah to the king and informed him that he would not be healed (2 Kings 1:1-6, 15-17). Even
then, King Ahaziah did not humble himself and repent, as his father Ahab had done at least temporarily (1
Kings 21:17-29). He attempted to have Elijah arrested (2 Kings 1:9). God, however, made it very clear that He
was with Elijah, and that He would protect him from the king‘s evil devices (2:10-15).
After King Ahaziah‘s death (1:18), his brother Jehoram (called Joram in 8:25), another son of evil King Ahab,
became king over Israel since Ahaziah himself had no son (1:17; 3:1). Jehoram did evil in God‘s sight, but not
to the extent that his father Ahab had, as he did put away his father‘s sacred pillar of Baal (verses 2-3).
Jehoram Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 21)
As mentioned before, after Jehoshaphat‘s death, his firstborn son Jehoram, who reigned with him for the last
few years of Jehoshaphat‘s life, became sole king over Judah. Although Jehoshaphat had been, generally
speaking, a righteous king, his son Jehoram was extremely wicked—even slaughtering his brother and other
princes. This helps to show that the righteousness of parents is not automatically passed on to their children. Of
course, Jehoshaphat did not help matters through the terrible mistake of having Jehoram marry Athaliah, the
daughter of wicked King Ahab. In fact, this directly contributed to the corruption of Jehoram‘s character. Indeed,
we are specifically told that she influenced him to walk in the way of the kings of Israel, who lived in idolatrous
rebellion against God (2 Chronicles 21:6). Still, Jehoram bore responsibility for his own actions. The letter from
Elijah rebuked him for the terrible things he had done (verse 13).
Since Jehoram and the nation of Judah had forsaken God, God forsook them, enabling nations like Edom and
Libnah to revolt against Judah (verses 8-10; 2 Kings 8:20-22). (Edom designates the descendants of Jacob‘s
twin brother Esau, who sold his birthright for a stew of lentils, Genesis 25:31-43.)
As the apostasy of Jehoram and the people worsened (2 Chronicles 21:11), God Himself stirred up enemy
nations to attack Judah (verses 16-17). When Jehoram still refused to repent, God struck him with an incurable
disease. As we will soon see in a later reading, he dies from this disease in severe pain (verses 18-19), exactly
as Elijah had warned him (verse 15). Listen to this unflattering summary of the life and death of this evil king,
which we will read again in sequence when we soon come to this later reading: ―He reigned in Jerusalem eight
years and, to no one‘s sorrow, departed‖ (verse 20).
Since God was faithful regarding the covenant He had made with David, He would not cut off the kingship from
the house of David. Rather, He would see to it that there would always be a descendant of David sitting on
David‘s throne (verse 7; 2 Kings 8:19; see 2 Samuel 7:14-16; Jeremiah 33:20-22, 25-26). So Jehoram remains
on the throne until his death. And after Jehoram‘s death, his one remaining son, Ahaziah, will become the next
king of Judah, sitting on the throne of David (2 Chronicles 21:17; 2 Kings 8:24). It is this seat of power, the
present form of which is the throne of Great Britain, to which Jesus will return and on which He, as a
descendant of David, will sit and from which He will rule the nations (see Luke 1:31-33; ―The Throne of Britain:
Its Biblical Origin and Future,‖ www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
Ahaziah Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 22)
After Jehoram, king of Judah, died, Ahaziah, his youngest son, became his successor. He was only 22 years
old and reigned only one year. He was a wicked king, the ―son-in-law of the house of Ahab‖ (2 Kings 8:27). He
followed the bad advice of his mother Athaliah and his counselors (2 Chronicles 22:1-6). Pursuant to their
advice, he engaged in warfare together with Israel‘s King Joram, referred to earlier as Jehoram, against Hazael,
king of Syria. The Syrians, however, wounded Joram, and Ahaziah visited him in Jezreel (2 Kings 8:25-29). It is
interesting to note that this battle was fought at Ramoth Gilead (verse 28), the same place Ahab and
Jehoshaphat had fought against Ben-Hadad, which resulted in the wounding and death of Ahab (1 Kings 22).
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Jehu of Israel Kills Ahaziah (2 Chronicles 22)
While Ahaziah was visiting the injured Joram in Jezreel, where he was recuperating, Jehu and his men pressed
furiously toward the city. Joram and Ahaziah went out to meet him on the property of Naboth (whose vineyard
Ahab and Jezebel had stolen by murdering him, 1 Kings 21:1-16). Jehu killed Joram and had Ahaziah, who
tried to escape, tracked down, brought back and killed as well (2 Kings 9:24-27; 2 Chronicles 22:9). Jehu also
killed the princes of Judah (verse 8).
At first it may seem like Jehu was going overboard in killing the king of Judah and the royal princes there. But it
should be remembered that King Ahaziah of Judah was the grandson of Ahab. Athaliah, the daughter of Ahab
and Jezebel, had contaminated the royal family of David with Ahab‘s lineage and idolatrous influence, and Jehu
was being used to destroy it in Judah as well as in Israel.
Athaliah Over Judah (2 Chronicles 22)
After Ahaziah, king of Judah, had been killed by Jehu, Ahaziah‘s mother Athaliah tried to kill all the royal heirs
so that she could reign over the land. Here we see another woman of power corrupting herself with the lust for
greater influence. However, Ahaziah‘s sister, Jehosheba, saved Ahaziah‘s son Joash (or Jehoash) from death
and hid him for six years (2 Kings 11:1-3; 2 Chronicles 22:10-12). Jehosheba, also called Jehoshabeath, was
the wife of Jehoiada the priest. Her courageous character is a refreshing contrast to the evil queen.
Ironically, Athaliah‘s actions further purged the Davidic family of Ahab‘s corrupt lineage. But Joash would
survive to reign, as we will see. Yet Joash was himself of Ahab‘s lineage, being the son of Athaliah‘s son, King
Ahaziah. So why did God allow him to survive? To understand, we must consider the problem with Ahab‘s
lineage in Judah. Remember that after Jehoshaphat‘s son Jehoram married Ahab‘s daughter Athaliah, this evil
and idolatrous woman became mother and grandmother to many Davidic princes and princesses. Thus the line
of Ahab became widely diffused throughout the Jewish royal family.
Being queen, mother and grandmother to these other royals enabled her to have a great and corrupting
influence on them. This wide diffusion with its accompanying corruption was the real problem. That is why these
people needed to go. And through the purges carried out by Jehu and Athaliah herself, all of these corrupt
individuals were wiped out. No longer was Ahab‘s idolatrous lineage widely diffused throughout the family of
David. Only one line of descent from Ahab would be allowed to continue—that of Joash, who as a baby was
removed from any corrupting influence of other relatives of Ahab‘s lineage, particularly Athaliah.
Joash Protected from Queen Athaliah (2 Chronicles 23)
In the seventh year of the reign of evil Queen Athaliah, Jehoida the priest, with the support and protection of the
―captains of hundreds‖ of the army and the Levites and the ―chief fathers of Israel,‖ anointed Joash to be the
new king of Judah. This was done on the Sabbath (2 Chronicles 23:4, 8). Joash was seven years old when he
was appointed and proclaimed to be the new king (2 Kings 11:21, 12). Jehoida had Queen Athaliah killed by the
captains of the army (2 Chronicles 23:14-15). He then ―made a covenant between the LORD, the king, and the
people, that they should be the LORD‘s people, and also between the king and the people‖ (2 Kings 11:17; 2
Chronicles 23:16 adds that the priest was also a party to this covenant.)
Note that two agreements (covenants) were made: one between the Lord, the king and the people, rededicating
themselves to God; and a second between only the king and the people. This second covenant was apparently
a rededication to constitutional monarchy, in which the king is not above the law. Jehoiada was engaged in
reestablishing right government in Judah after the disastrous reigns of Ahaziah and Athaliah. A feature of that
reestablishment was settling Judah‘s government upon its original ground—that of a limited monarchy
established under Samuel‘s superintendence when he ―explained to the people the regulations of the kingship‖
(1 Samuel 10:25, NIV).
Also interesting in this reading is that when Joash was crowned he ―stood by his pillar‖ (2 Chronicles 23:13)—2
Kings 11:14 reads ―a pillar.‖ Israel‘s kings, according to the custom (2 Kings 11:14), were crowned in a
ceremony involving a ―pillar.‖ This pillar was apparently a matsebah, a standing stone. It is interesting to note
that Britain‘s sovereigns are also crowned in a ceremony involving a ―pillar‖—Jacob‘s stone. The Hebrew in
these passages is even more interesting, for it literally says the king stood ―upon his pillar.‖ Britain‘s monarchs
are also crowned ―upon‖ a pillar stone—sitting upon it (i.e., upon a throne that contains it). Thus, though slightly
modified, the custom still prevails thousands of years later. Indeed, the royal house of Britain is a continuation
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of the very same dynasty of ancient Judah—the dynasty of David (see ―The Throne of David: Its Biblical Origin
and Future,‖ www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
As a consequence of renewed commitment to God under Joash, the people destroyed the center of Baal
worship in Judah (2 Kings 11:18; 2 Chronicles 23:17), and they reinstituted the proper sacrificial worship
system, as commanded ―in the Law of Moses‖ (verse 18). But, as we will see, some idolatry remained in the
land.
Joash Rules Judah and Repairs the Temple (2 Chronicles 24)
Joash (also referred to as Jehoash) reigned 40 years in Jerusalem. As long as Jehoida lived and instructed
him, he generally did what was right in the sight of God (2 Kings 12:2; 2 Chronicles 24:2). Undoubtedly his
mother Zibiah also had a positive influence on him, as she is specifically mentioned in 2 Kings 12:1 and 2
Chronicles 24:1. Jehoida must have assumed a fatherly role for Joash—we read that the priest selected ―two
wives for him, and [Joash] had sons and daughters‖ (verse 3).
Regrettably, we are told that ―the high places were not taken away; the people still sacrificed and burned
incense on the high places‖ (2 Kings 12:3). Was this the fault of the people who did not cooperate with the
young king‘s instructions? Was it the fault of the priest for failing to instruct the king properly? Was it Joash‘s
fault? The Bible does not provide us with a clear answer. It should be noted that Scripture levels this criticism at
the reigns of most of the few righteous kings of Judah. In any event, Joash did ―set his heart‖ on repairing the
temple (verses 4-5; 2 Chronicles 24:4) and instructed the priests and Levites to collect money for the necessary
repairs. However, we are told that ―the Levites did not do it quickly‖ (2 Chronicles 24:5), which perhaps takes on
some significance in light of what we read in the book of Joel.
In Judah, the Levitical priests had not undertaken the task committed to them by Joash to repair the temple
(12:4-5). The collection commanded by Moses was of three types (verse 4): money collected in the census
(Exodus 30:14), money assessed on personal vows (Leviticus 27:1-8) and voluntary offerings. Evidently, the
priests were considering all that was given to them to be their personal income. ―Apparently the priests were
unwilling to divert ‗their‘ income to the repair project, and were incapable of doing the work themselves. So
Joash had them hand the money over directly to others who would do the work‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion,
note on 2 Kings 12:6-8).
Disappointed with the priests, Joash summoned Jehoiada the priest, and arrangements were made for the
repair of the temple to be handed over to skilled workmen. The king had Jehoiada make a special box to collect
the offerings, and he issued a proclamation through the land. The response of the people was magnificent and
more than what was required for repairing the temple. The temple repairs were placed ahead of other
requirements, yet there was still sufficient left over to provide for the various articles for the temple.
Such was the honesty of those given responsibility over the funds that they were not required to keep accounts
of the money supplied. And the workmen not only restored the temple to its original splendor, but even
reinforced it. Sadly, the spiritual commitment of the people exceeded that of those who were supposed to be
their teachers and good examples in following the ways of God.
Joash‘s Apostasy (2 Chronicles 24)
Judah‘s leaders once again depart from the truth. Jehoiada had provided a great deal of strength and
encouragement. The nation respected the results of his work. But as is so often the case, the other leaders
didn‘t appreciate the means to that end—obedience to God—and soon sank back into idolatry. Again, God took
action to show them how wrong they were. He had warned them through Moses about what would happen
(Leviticus 26:17; compare verse 8).
The really sad part of the story is that of King Joash. From the time he came to the throne as a seven-year-old
boy, Jehoiada had been almost an adoptive father to him, even having chosen his wives (2 Chronicles 24:3).
And Joash had done so well in restoring proper worship in Judah. Yet he ―comes across as a man of weak
character. As long as Jehoiada lived, he followed the Lord. But with the priest gone, the king was just as easily
led into sin. The measure of our children‘s character is not how they behave while they are at home, but the
choices they make after they leave!‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 17). Incredibly, the king, who
had been like a son to Jehoiada, ended up killing Jehoiada‘s actual son for giving advice he didn‘t like. This was
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his own cousin (22:11; 24:20). ―This once-good king had sunk to the level of his evil grandmother Athaliah (see
22:10), despite decades of past faithfulness to God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 24).
This should serve as a warning to us all. In the end, Joash was murdered. But he ―was excluded from the royal
cemetery because he fell far short of the Davidic ideal (see 21:20). Ironically, Jehoiada, who was not a king at
all, was buried among the kings because of his faithfulness to God and to God‘s chosen king (v. 16)‖ (same
note). There are other examples in Scripture of apostasy following the removal of an influential righteous figure.
The apostle Paul, for instance, knew that apostasy would follow his own death. And sadly, this pattern has
persisted.
Amaziah Rules Judah; Judah and Israel at War (2 Chronicles 25)
Like so many people, Amaziah, king of Judah, started off on the right track, but his initial acts soon faded away.
Indeed, it is specifically mentioned that he did ―everything as his father Joash had done‖ (2 Kings 14:3)—
meaning that he followed the right example that Joash set early on. But he later follows the example of Joash in
apostasy and resultant disaster.
His first action as king was to execute those who had murdered his father (2 Chronicles 24:25-26). In doing so,
he followed what God had taught Israel through Moses by not killing the sons of the perpetrators for their
fathers‘ crime (compare Deuteronomy 24:16).
Then, however, we see Amaziah starting to waver. Instead of relying on God (2 Chronicles 14:11; Jeremiah
17:5), he thought he could protect Judah by hiring mercenaries from Ephraim—but God is not limited to our
human efforts (Mark 9:23). To his credit, Amaziah listened to a man of God who came to him with sound advice
(2 Chronicles 25:7-10). God honored his obedience with victory—but his earlier lack of trust was to backfire on
him. The mercenaries he dismissed took advantage of the armies being away and pillaged Judah‘s frontier
towns.
Sadly, it all went downhill from there. At this point, Chronicles records an utterly unconscionable fact not
mentioned in Kings. Instead of thanking God for his victory, Amaziah ―brought the gods of the people of Seir
[that is, of the Edomites, whom he‘d just defeated], set them up to be his gods, and bowed down before them
and burned incense to them‖ (2 Chronicles 25:14). This was totally irrational to the point of absurdity. ―The
futility of ‗gods, which could not save their own people‘ should have been obvious, but men still worship that
which is demonstrably inadequate‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 15, emphasis added). It
seems that Amaziah couldn‘t learn the lesson.
There was no way God would allow Amaziah to get away with such outrageous behavior, and He sent a
prophet to correct the king. But Amaziah didn‘t want the advice. Rather, he became a victim of his own pride.
Overconfident following his victory over the Edomites, and angry at the Israelite mercenaries who raided
Judah‘s cities after his dismissal of them, Amaziah challenged Jehoash of Israel to a battle—a senseless
undertaking as portrayed by Jehoash‘s fable, where he likens Amaziah to a thistle fighting a cedar of Lebanon.
Yet Amaziah would not see reason—indeed, this development ―came from God,‖ we are told, as a way for Him
to impose judgment (verse 20).
Judah lost the battle. And, more humiliating still, Amaziah was taken captive and treasures from the temple and
the palace were taken as spoils of war. Biblical historian Eugene Merrill writes: ―Amaziah himself narrowly
escaped with his life. Why Jehoash spared him at all is a mystery, for he evidently took him back to Sa
as a
prisoner (2 Kings 14:13-14) [after taking him to the plunder of Jerusalem (2 Chronicles 25:23-24)]. The answer
may lie in the date of these events. Both the author of Kings and the chronicler stress that Amaziah outlived
Jehoash by fifteen years (2 Kings 14:17; 2 Chron. 25:25). This may be their oblique way of suggesting that
Amaziah‘s release from Israelite control is to be tied in with the death of his captor‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A
History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 372). Merrill‘s explanation has Amaziah being released soon
afterward—seeing the battle described here as occurring just before Jehoash‘s death. However, he also offers
the possibility that the battle occurred 10 years prior to Jehoash‘s death (see p. 372 footnote).
In comparing all the biblical data on when the kings of this period reigned, the latter appears to be the case.
This would mean that Amaziah was a captive of Israel for 10 years, during which time his son Uzziah (or
Azariah) was elevated to the throne of Judah. Upon the death of Jehoash, Amaziah is evidently permitted to
return to Judah, where he lives for 15 more years in a coregency with his son (see Edwin R. Thiele, The
Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 1983, pp. 113-116).
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Amaziah‘s acts now brought him into conflict with his own people, who conspired against him and eventually
killed him in Lachish. ―The fact that Amaziah reached the city of Lachish on the border with Philistia, some 25
miles from Jerusalem, suggests that he may have been seeking sanctuary among the Philistines‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on 2 Chronicles 25:27). That the plot ―was not a move against the dynasty of David is clear
from the fact that Amaziah was replaced by his own son Azariah (= Uzziah), who had been coreigning with him
for over twenty years. The most likely theory is that the foul deed of murder had, ironically, been motivated by
the desire to restore a pure worship of Yahweh to the kingdom (see 2 Chron. 25:27)‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of
Priests, pp. 372-373).
Uzziah Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 26)
A note about the name of the king: 2 Chronicles uses the name ―Uzziah‖ for this king of Judah, whereas 2 Kings
calls him ―Azariah.‖ In the original Hebrew, there is only one letter different (―r‖) in the two names. It is believed
that Uzziah may have been his official name as king and Azariah his given name.
The story of Uzziah again reveals the problem of human nature that we can all face. He started well (2
Chronicles 26:4) and did a great deal to build up Judah, but as we shall see in a later reading, his good attitude
didn‘t last and his reign ended in tragedy.
Putting the chronologies together, we can come up with the following picture. Uzziah‘s father Amaziah was only
15 when Uzziah was born, when Joash still reigned on the throne of Judah. On the death of Joash, Amaziah
became king when Uzziah his son was 12 years old. And when Amaziah was taken captive by Israel four years
into his reign, Uzziah was made king at age 16. Amaziah was released from captivity 10 years later, when
Uzziah was 26. The two then had a coregency until Amaziah‘s death 15 years later, when Uzziah was 41.
Uzziah then reigned 27 more years.
His mentor was a godly man called Zechariah. This was not the prophet of the book of Zechariah. Very likely, it
refers to the son of Jehoiada (24:20-21), who was still alive in Uzziah‘s childhood before his execution by
Uzziah‘s grandfather Joash. For a number of years, Uzziah followed the godly advice he was given. Judah‘s
prosperity at this time owed much to the king‘s loyalty and faithfulness to God.
Uzziah had a great interest in agriculture, building towers and wells in the desert, and promoting farming and
animal husbandry. Archaeology confirms that forts were built in the Negev desert during the 8th century B.C.
―From earliest times farming has been difficult in Palestine. Water is seldom available in ample quantities,
making necessary the construction of cisterns (cf. 2 Chron. 26:10; Neh. 9:25) or the use of streams…for
irrigation. During the five-month summer season a farmer could expect little if any rain, and even after October
the rainfall was often irregular. Added to these natural difficulties were the amazingly stony terrain, the
devastation that often followed the hot desert winds from the E. and crop losses from such eventualities as
locust plagues‖ (―Agriculture,‖ The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983).
The fact that Uzziah was able to achieve tremendous prosperity for Judah in such a difficult location is a tribute
to his foresight and obedience to God. The wealth this generated meant that he could equip and extend his
defense forces, and this led to a period of national expansion—which happened at the same time as the
national expansion of the northern kingdom under Jeroboam II. Surely no coincidence, this simultaneous
expansion prevented one nation from taking over the other one. Indeed, ―Uzziah and Jeroboam formed an
alliance for much of their reigns and together ruled for a brief time an area nearly as large as the empire of
David and Solomon‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Amos).
Sadly, in the end, as we will later see, Uzziah‘s pride in his strength was his downfall, as it so often is (compare
Leviticus 26:19; Proverbs 16:5; 29:23; Isaiah 2:12; 13:11; 2 Chronicles 32:26; Malachi 4:1; James 4:6). This
should serve as a warning for all leaders—and, given the religious context, particularly those in God‘s Church (1
Timothy 3:6). Indeed, the warning applies to all Christians. Pride and ego are great destroyers. Paul writes
about our need to resist and suppress these aspects of human nature (Philippians 2:3-4).
Finally, it should be noted that even though Uzziah did what was right during most of his reign, all was not well
in Judah. The prophets Amos and Hosea preached during this period—their warnings, which we will be reading
next, indicating the likelihood of serious problems at the time (though their messages, as we will see, were
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primarily for the future). Indeed, it is usually in times of plenty that character is corrupted the worst, and God‘s
judgment becomes imminent (compare Deuteronomy 8:10-20).
Jotham Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 27)
Jotham was a fairly good and successful king, following the positive example set by his father Uzziah and
avoiding his father‘s big mistake. But the wickedness of the people continued. Still, Jotham refortified Judah, as
the Assyrians and other possible enemies were increasingly a threat. He reasserted control over Ammon, which
had apparently broken free of its tributary status under Uzziah. And he became a ―mighty‖ ruler. Finally, it is
explicitly stated that God enabled all this because Jotham ―prepared his ways before the LORD his God‖ (2
Chronicles 27:6).
Jotham, we are told, reigned for 16 years (2 Kings 15:33), including a 12-year coregency with his father Uzziah.
Yet verse 30 mentions Jotham‘s 20th year. So it would appear that Jotham, four years before that 20th year,
turned the rule of the nation over to his son Ahaz, who would prove to be a wicked king. It was apparently
sometime during these four years—when Ahaz was sole king even though Jotham was still alive—that God
began to allow Syria under Rezin and Israel under Pekah to begin menacing Judah (2 Kings 15:37), a turn of
events we‘ll see more about in an upcoming reading.
Ahaz Rules Judah (2 Chronicles 28)
―In his private ‗museum,‘‖ says the book The Bible Is History, ―the London antiquities collector Shlomo
Moussaieff has…a clay seal impression. It is less than half an inch wide, with an inscription set on three lines
reading [in Hebrew letters]: ‗l‘hz.y/hwtm.mlk./yhdh,‘ which translates as ‗Belonging to Ahaz (son of) Yehotam
(i.e. Jotham) King of Judah.‘ From scientific analysis there is general agreement that it is genuinely derived from
the Biblical King Ahaz‘s time, and is thereby the first positively-known seal impression for a Biblical monarch. It
even bears on its left edge a fingerprint that may be Ahaz‘s own, together with impressions of the texture of the
papyrus document it sealed and the string with which this was tied‖ (Ian Wilson, 1999, p. 154).
The name of Ahaz also occurs in the surviving annals of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III, ―who specifically
boasted of having received tribute from Ahaz, whose name his scribe rendered as Ia-u-ha-zi, or Yeho-ahaz,
showing that its full form, not given in the Bible, included the divine name Yahweh, even though he followed the
Biblically-disapproved deviant Canaanitic practices‖ (p. 155). Of course, we know from the Bible that Jehoahaz
was a name of other Israelite and Jewish kings. That Ahaz (his name in Scripture and on the seal impression)
was a shortened form of Jehoahaz should not surprise us.
Tiglath-Pileser, or Pul, had campaigned westward in 743 B.C., and Israel‘s king Menahem (ca. 752-741 B.C.)
bought him off with tribute (compare 2 Kings 15:19-20). Indeed, Israel and Syria became tributary states to
Assyria. Pekahiah, Menahem‘s son, who followed his father on the throne for two years (ca. 741-740 B.C.)
probably continued in the tribute. But when Pekah, the son of Remaliah, next came to power in Israel (ca. 740732 B.C.), he apparently decided to break the chain—as did Rezin of Syria, and the two formed an alliance,
which was essentially a rebellion against Assyrian domination.
It is then probably because Ahaz (ca. 736-720 B.C.) refuses to join their alliance that they invade Judah to
topple him and replace him with their own puppet ruler (compare Isaiah 7:6), thus touching off the brief period
historically referred to as the Syro-Ephraimite wars (Ephraim being the leading tribe of Israel and the territory of
the capital, Samaria). As noted a few highlights back, 2 Kings 15:37 says the attack began in the days of
Jotham, probably during his last four years (ca. 736-732 B.C.) when it appears that Ahaz was already on the
throne. Indeed, it must have been during the first two of these years, since it had to precede Tiglath-Pileser‘s
second western campaign (ca. 734-732 B.C.).
Judah was sorely defeated. In fact, during the siege and battles that take place, 120,000 Jewish troops die in
just one day (2 Chronicles 28:6). Many are taken captive to Damascus by the Syrians (verse 5). Still others are
taken by the Israelites themselves to be slaves.
Only the intervention of a prophet of God, Oded, put a stop to the nation being stripped of people and property
(verses 8-15)—for the time being. This should have been a clue to Ahaz concerning where he ought to have
been looking for deliverance. But instead he appeals to Tiglath-Pileser. After all, Pekah and Rezin are fighting
Ahaz because he won‘t join their revolt against Assyria. The Assyrian king does come down to the area. We
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know from Assyrian records that in 734 B.C., during his second western campaign, Tiglath-Pileser and his
forces moved south along the Mediterranean coast all the way to the border with Egypt.
This did take care of much of the Philistine problem Ahaz was facing. And from Scripture we see that Ahaz took
tribute with him plundered from Judah‘s national and temple treasuries and the nobility and gave it to the
Assyrian king. But, with the fighting over and other matters pressing, Tiglath-Pileser gave no help concerning
the Edomites or Ahaz‘s main problem, Israel and Syria (compare verse 21), which sent Ahaz into a fit of
distress. He believed (and rightly so) that, despite the scattering of the Israelite troops over a warning from God,
Pekah and Rezin still aimed to depose him and would soon manage to press their forces against him again.
But instead of repenting and asking God for help, Ahaz begins worshiping the gods of the Syrians, who seem
so victorious at the moment—saying, in effect, ―Because their gods help them‖ (compare verse 23), implying, of
course, that the true God does not (even though He has just stopped Judah from being wiped out). And Ahaz
spitefully defiled the implements of God‘s worship system.
Ahaz‘s apostasy only worsened. Instead of acknowledging God for the overthrow of his enemies, Ahaz
presented himself before the Assyrian king in Damascus as a tributary subject. And while there, he sent
instructions home to Jerusalem for building a replica of an impressive pagan altar he saw in the Syrian capital
to replace the bronze altar at the temple of God. God‘s altar is then shoved aside—and the pagan altar put in its
place. Yes—even after Syria‘s defeat at the hands of Assyria. These and many other activities continued to
provoke God to anger, and eventually helped to bring about the destruction of the Jewish nation.
During all these events, Jotham, Ahaz‘s father, has apparently remained alive, as we see that Hoshea replaces
Pekah during Jotham‘s 20th year (2 Kings 15:30). However, this is four years beyond Jotham‘s 16-year reign
(verse 33). Evidently Jotham had abdicated in favor of his son four years prior. Perhaps he was infirm and
unable to govern. He may even have been isolated and unaware of the troubles of the kingdom. Or perhaps,
though weakened and powerless, he was teaching Ahaz‘s son Hezekiah, his grandson, the need to turn the
nation back to the true God. In any case, Jotham likely died soon after the events we just read about, as there
is no indication he is around three years later when Hezekiah becomes coregent and the record of his death
mentions only Ahaz reigning in his place.

Hezekiah Restores Temple Worship (2 Chronicles 29)
Hezekiah‘s grandfather, the relatively righteous Jotham, had abdicated the throne in favor of Ahaz around
seven years before Hezekiah was first crowned. Judah, in the time since Jotham‘s abdication, had been twisted
and corrupted by Ahaz‘s evil reign as sole king. Yet it appears that Jotham was still alive until two or three years
before Hezekiah came to the throne, and Jotham may have instructed the youth in the need to turn the nation
back to God. Besides the positive influence of his grandfather, Hezekiah probably also knew Isaiah, who by
tradition was of royal blood, and perhaps Micah. And Hezekiah‘s mother Abi or Abijah, given special mention in
both 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, may have been a major influence in his doing ―what was right in the sight of the
LORD.‖
Many of the kings of Israel and Judah were righteous when the father was unrighteous, or unrighteous when
the father was righteous. This may have been partly the result of neglect by fathers who were too busy with
governmental affairs to be the major influences in the lives of their children. Perhaps more significantly, the
mother‘s name is often mentioned, probably indicating that she had the greater influence in how the son turned
out. As the saying goes, ―The hand that rocks the cradle rules the world.‖ (It may also be that since ―queen
mother‖ was an official role and position of honor, her name was simply mentioned for thoroughness.) In any
case, Hezekiah saw the folly of his father‘s actions and set about to correct them as soon as he was
empowered to do so.
Hezekiah wastes no time in making needed religious reforms in the wake of his father‘s apostate reign. He
opens the doors to the temple, in contrast to Ahaz having shut them as an act of hostility toward God (see 2
Chronicles 28:24). In his instructions to the priests, Hezekiah describes how the sacrificial system has been
abandoned. He also makes mention of the captivity of the people of Judah and Jerusalem (29:9), referring not
to the deportation of the northern tribes by the Assyrians but to the Jews who had been carried captive—to
Syria, Israel and Edom—during his father‘s reign (compare 28:5-8, 17—of the 200,000 taken to Israel, though
many were clearly freed, it is possible that some were not).
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Hezekiah leads the nation in entering into a renewed covenant relationship with God, pledging himself to lead
the nation in faithfulness (29:10). He commands that atonement sacrifices be made for ―all Israel‖ (verse 24)—
showing his intention to bring all 12 tribes, including the remnant of the northern kingdom, back into alignment
with God. We will see his appeal to this remnant in the next chapter.
Once the temple is cleansed, Hezekiah encourages the people to bring sacrifices again (verse 31). The word
―sacrifices‖ in the King James and New King James Versions here apparently refers to peace offerings (Hebrew
zebach), the most common type of personal offering. Except for a token cut of meat given to the priests—and
the blood and fat burned on the altar to God—the meat of such sacrifices was eaten by the offerer and his
family and friends. These sacrifices were more a part of a celebration than something the participants had to
completely give up.
In contrast, the same verse goes on to add that ―as many as were of a willing heart brought burnt offerings.‖
Burnt offerings were entirely burned on the altar, so those who brought them were relinquishing all rights and
benefits to these animals. And because the whole animal was offered, much more work was required, as
described in the succeeding verses.
If Ahaz was indeed still alive at the time, as it appears he may have been, he was nevertheless somehow out of
the picture as these reforms were set in motion. Through the swift and powerful intervention of God (compare
verse 36), Ahaz was sidelined as events moved beyond his control. Hezekiah now reigned as king—and Judah
was turning back to God (see 30:12).
Hezekiah‘s Passover (2 Chronicles 30)
The cleansing and reconsecration of the temple and priesthood wasn‘t finished until the 16th day of the first
month of the Hebrew calendar (2 Chronicles 29:17). This was during the Days of Unleavened Bread, two days
after the date for the Passover, which was to be kept on the 14th day of the first month (see Leviticus 23:4-8).
So Hezekiah and the people had missed the Passover and the start of the Feast of Unleavened Bread.
But in Numbers 9:9-12 God had made provision for postponing the Passover to the 14th day of the second
month for those who were unable to observe the regular Passover because they were far away on a journey or
ritually unclean. Hezekiah ―and his leaders‖ applied this rule to the priests, since they were not yet all
consecrated—and by extension to the people, since they needed the priesthood (2 Chronicles 29:2-3). Thus,
the festival would be observed this year in the second month. It should be noted that among Hezekiah‘s leaders
was probably Isaiah the prophet, who was no doubt receiving instructions from God during this time.
Hezekiah even extends and invitation to those in the northern kingdom to join the people of Judah in keeping
the Passover and participating in this religious revival. As in the previous chapter, we again see the phrase ―all
Israel,‖ now with the addition of ―from Beersheba to Dan‖ (verse 5), which was a common way of denoting the
whole land of Israel prior to the divided monarchy—Beersheba being located in the far south and Dan being the
extreme north. Though most of Israel had been taken captive in 733-732 B.C., Israel‘s final deportation had not
yet taken place and there was still a sizeable remnant population left at this time as part of the kingdom ruled by
Hoshea, himself a vassal of Assyria.
Notice that the runners from Judah go only as far north as Zebulun (verse 10). This was evidently the
northernmost territory of the remnant state of Israel at this time, the inhabitants of Naphtali to the north of
Zebulun having already been deported by Tiglath-Pileser III (compare 2 Kings 15:29). Indeed, this is actually
more proof that Hezekiah‘s Passover should be dated to the time before Israel‘s final deportation in 722 B.C.
rather than after it.
Sadly, despite the invasion and captivity the Israelites have already suffered at this point, most of those who are
left in the land do not take warning and repent. The people of the northern kingdom are so far from God that
very few are interested in observing God‘s Passover. Indeed, they mock the messengers. But a few do respond
(2 Chronicles 30:10-11).
Then came the actual observance of the Passover. While Hezekiah and the priests were very careful to do all
that was required in the law of God (verse 16), some in the assembly, particularly those who did come down
from the northern tribes, were not appropriately prepared for it. While the Passover was normally slain by the
heads of household, and the priests only sprinkled the blood on the altar, in this case the Levites killed the
Passover for those who were not clean (verse 17).
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Even then, eating the Passover was technically not permitted (compare Numbers 9:6-7), but because of the
special circumstances, and the fact that this was already the second Passover, Hezekiah prayed that God
would look on the hearts of the people and forgive this transgression. And God did, ―healing‖ the people—that
is, their relationship with Him (2 Chronicles 30:18-20). The people also went on to keep the entire Feast of
Unleavened Bread in the second month—and, moved by the religious fervor and revival, went on to keep yet
another seven days of feasting and rejoicing.
Notice the emphasis on the joyous and zealous attitudes of the people: ―who prepares his heart to seek God‖
(verse 19); ―singleness of heart‖ (verse 12); ―with great gladness‖ (verse 21); ―with gladness‖ (verse 23); ―great
joy‖ (verse 26).
It is somewhat revealing to note that such major observances of the festivals at Jerusalem, while mandated by
God, were not common during the monarchy. We are told that such a celebration had not taken place since the
days of Solomon (verse 26). And a later Passover by Josiah is described as being unlike anything since the
days of Samuel (35:18).
The Assyrian King Sennacherib Invades Judah (2 Chronicles 32)
In 701 Sennacherib marched west to crush the Palestinian revolt. He came down the Mediterranean coast, ―and
after the surrender of Ashkelon and Ekron turned toward Judah. He made his headquarters at Lachish [28 miles
southwest of Jerusalem]; reliefs found at Nineveh [now at the British Museum] show the breaching of the
double walls and the fortifications of the gate [of Lachish] by siege rams. Traces of the intense destruction have
been found in the excavations on the site (stratum III) and also at Tell Beit Mirsim (Ashan) and Beer-sheba‖
(p.99).
In conjunction with the Assyrian invasion, Hezekiah took further precautions to protect Jerusalem. Rather than
just having the water of Gihon brought inside the city by his tunnel, it was necessary to keep enemies from
polluting the spring or preventing its waters from reaching Jerusalem—or from using it and other springs. So he
concealed the springs outside the city (compare 2 Chronicles 32:3-4). But this alone would not protect
Hezekiah‘s people.
Sadly, besides Hezekiah‘s own lapse in attitude and failure to completely rely on God, Judah had declined quite
a bit spiritually during the reign of Ahaz so that even Hezekiah‘s reforms were not sufficient to entirely reverse
the downward trend. Perhaps if Hezekiah had fully trusted in God, he could have successfully continued to
withstand the Assyrians, but God permitted Sennacherib to invade the land and capture many of its cities. It is,
of course, possible that God would have brought destruction against Judah in general anyway because of their
injustice and wrongdoing, as brought out in Micah and Isaiah‘s prophecies.
As for the scale of what happened, notice these words of Sennacherib himself from his famous clay prism: ―But
as for Hezekiah, the Jew, who did not bow in submission to my yoke, forty-six of his strong walled towns and
innumerable smaller villages in their neighbourhood I besieged and conquered by stamping down earth-ramps
and then by bringing up battering rams, by the assault of foot-soldiers, by breaches, tunneling and sapper
operations. I made to come out from them 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, innumerable
horses, mules, donkeys, camels, large and small cattle, and counted them as spoils of war‖ (quoted in
Eerdmans Handbook to the Bible, 1983, p.280). It is interesting to consider, then, that many people of Judah,
Benjamin and Levi thereby joined the Assyrian captivity of the northern tribes—20 years after Samaria‘s fall.
At these dire events, Hezekiah panics and surrenders to Sennacherib while he is still at Lachish (2 Kings
18:14). Hezekiah takes much of the gold and all the silver from the temple to pay the tribute imposed on him
(verses 15-16). Yet Sennacherib is not fully appeased. It was perhaps right around this time that the prophet
Micah delivered his powerful warning of chapter 3 to the leaders of Jerusalem, including Hezekiah.
Interestingly, years later this episode will be used by some as a defense of Jeremiah, when others want him put
to death for pronouncing judgment on Jerusalem. At this point, you should read Jeremiah 26:17-19. As you can
see, having read these verses, from the later testimony it does appear that Micah‘s warning corresponded to
events at the time of Sennacherib‘s invasion. Micah‘s preaching—probably along with Isaiah‘s and the terrible
events—brought about Hezekiah‘s humbling himself in repentance. Jerusalem would not fall.
Sennacherib sends a delegation to taunt the city (2 Kings 18:17). Whether coincidentally or not, they conduct
their business at the very place Isaiah had confronted Ahaz about 30 years earlier to warn him of the Assyrian
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threat (compare Isaiah 7:3). Tartan, Rabsaris and Rabshakeh are probably titles rather than names. The NIV
translates these as supreme commander, chief officer and field commander. The field commander addresses
Hezekiah‘s representatives, speaking Hebrew in the hearing of all the people, to maximize intimidation (verse
26). He first questions their reliance on Egypt for help (verse 21). This was something God Himself had rebuked
them for (compare Isaiah 30:1-5). Then he questions why they claim to rely on God, when Hezekiah has taken
away all of the high places and insisted that they worship only at the altar in Jerusalem (verse 22). This of
course reflects a total misunderstanding on his part on how God was to be worshiped, though it may have
planted some doubts and worries into the minds of the Jews.
The field commander then claims that God had told the Assyrians to destroy the land (verse 25). God probably
did not speak to the king of Assyria, although He apparently did move the Assyrians to war against the northern
kingdom of Israel and take its people captive—and now He was similarly moving Assyria against Judah. Yet in
his particular claim the Assyrian official was, no doubt, being rather presumptuous. But he really gets into
trouble when he challenges God Himself, saying that God is no different than the gods of the other nations he
has destroyed, and is incapable of delivering Jerusalem (verses 30-35). As we will see in the rest of the
account, God is not like the false gods of pagan nations.
Hezekiah takes the field commander‘s blasphemy to God. Through Isaiah, God assures him He has heard it
and will deal with the Assyrians. Then the Rabshakeh returned to his king but ―did not find Sennacherib at
Lachish. Sennacherib had gone to besiege Libnah [about five miles north of Lachish], and from there set out for
the Valley of Eltekeh to meet the Egyptian Army which had come to the aid of Judah‖ (Aharoni and Avi-Yonah,
Macmillan Bible Atlas, p.99).
But far greater forces were pitted against Assyria. Hezekiah went back to the temple, this time taking
Sennacherib‘s blasphemous letter and laying it out before God (verse 14). Once again, Isaiah is used to confirm
God‘s anger at the Assyrians‘ blasphemy and presumptuousness.
Sennacherib‘s prism records: ―He [Hezekiah] himself I shut up like a caged bird within Jerusalem, his royal city.
I put watch-posts strictly around it and turned back to his disaster any who went out of its city gate. His towns
which I had despoiled I cut off from his lands…‖
Regarding the remainder of this account, Werner Keller writes in his book, The Bible as History: ―Surely now
must come the announcement of the fall of Jerusalem and the seizing of the capital. But the text [of the prism]
continues: ‗As for Hezekiah, the splendour of my majesty overwhelmed him…30 gold talents…valuable
treasures as well as his daughters, the women of his harem, singers both men and women, he caused to be
brought after me to Nineveh. To pay his tribute and to do me homage he sent his envoys.‘
―It is simply a bragging account of the payment of tribute—nothing more…The Assyrian texts pass on
immediately from the description of the battle of Jerusalem to the payment of Hezekiah‘s tribute [which had
been paid earlier!]. Just at the moment when the whole country had been subjugated and the siege of
Jerusalem, the last point of resistance, was in full swing, the unexpected happened: Sennacherib broke off the
attack at five minutes to twelve. Only something quite extraordinary could have induced him to stop the
fighting…‖ (1980, p.260).
And the Bible tells us what happened. God miraculously intervened and slew 185,000 Assyrian soldiers in one
night (verse 35). Sennacherib returned in disgrace to Nineveh, where he of course did not report his
ignominious defeat. Rather, he did what he could to make it look like a victory.
T.C. Mitchell of the British Museum writes, ―The Assyrian annals tacitly agree with the Biblical version by
making no claim that Jerusalem was taken, only describing tribute from Hezekiah of gold, silver, precious
stones, valuable woods, furniture decorated with ivory…iron daggers, raw iron and musicians‖ (The Bible in the
British Museum, 2000, p.59).
The Bible then states that Sennacherib, while worshiping in the temple of Nisroch, was murdered by two of his
own sons. ―The name Nisroch has been identified as the god Nushku or a corrupted form of Marduk, the
traditional god of Mesopotamia. The events depicted here [i.e.,surrounding Sennacherib‘s murder] took place
20 years after God‘s deliverance of Jerusalem. When his father was assassinated, Esarhaddon took the throne
and ruled from 681 to 668 B.C.‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 19:37). This means that Sennacherib
did not actually die until five years after Hezekiah‘s death. Still, he had to live the rest of his life with the memory
of his terrible defeat in Judah.
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Hezekiah‘s Sickness (2 Chronicles 32)
Many date Hezekiah‘s sickness and the visit of Babylonian envoys, which we read about in chapter 39, as
having occurred prior to Sennacherib‘s invasion. One reason for this is the fact that Hezekiah proudly shows the
wealth of the national treasuries to the Babylonians, as we‘ll see (2 Kings 20:13)—and yet Hezekiah gave away
much of the treasuries to Sennacherib (18:15-16). Another important indicator is God‘s statement in 2 Kings
20:6 that He will defend Jerusalem and Hezekiah against the king of Assyria—seeming to indicate
Sennacherib‘s assault, which would necessitate that it had not yet occurred. Finally, destruction is seen looming
over Jerusalem following Hezekiah‘s sickness (see 2 Chronicles 32:24-25). Therefore, we will proceed on what
appears to be the likelier supposition—that Hezekiah became ill prior to Sennacherib‘s invasion.
But his sickness must have come right before—earlier in the same year as the invasion. In 2 Kings 18:13, we
are told that Sennacherib (who invaded in 701 B.C.) came in the 14th year of Hezekiah. Thus we understand
Hezekiah‘s sole reign upon the death of his father to have begun around 715 B.C.Hezekiah‘s 29-year reign is
reckoned from 715 to 686 B.C. Since Hezekiah‘s life is extended 15 years beyond his sickness, this would
place his sickness in 701. The Bible says his illness came ―in those days‖ (2 Kings 20:1; 2 Chronicles 32:24;
Isaiah 38:1)—that is, in the days of Sennacherib‘s invasion. And this must have indicated a narrow span of
time, as we‘ve seen.
Sadly, as faithful as Hezekiah had been, in preparing for war against Assyria, he and his people were not
looking to God but to their military capabilities and strategies. Isaiah had stated this very thing in Isaiah 22:8-11,
which we earlier read. God, then, allows Hezekiah to fall prey to a deathly illness involving some kind of lesion.
Hezekiah thus refocuses on his commitment to God —praying for healing. And God promises to heal him.
It is interesting to note Isaiah‘s prescription of a poultice of figs even given God‘s promise to heal. ―The practice
of applying figs to an ulcerated sore is well attested in the records of the ancient Middle East, being mentioned
as early as the Ras Shamra (Ugaritic) tablets of the second millennium B.C.‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
20:7). This shows that we are to do what we physically can to relieve ourselves of illness in addition to fully
relying on God‘s healing. In addition to purely supernatural miracles of healing, there are natural laws of health
and healing that God created and sometimes chooses to work through for healing.
All healing comes from God—and our working within His laws of health and healing does not betray trust in
Him. Even using physical methods such as Isaiah prescribed, it is still the laws of God that do the healing.
Thus, God‘s promise to heal can include using the systems of the body and is not limited to overt miracles. In
Hezekiah‘s case, perhaps God supernaturally healed part of Hezekiah‘s problem and let natural healing
methods alleviate the other part.
Hezekiah Receives the Babylonian Envoys (2 Chronicles 32)
Merodach-Baladan of Babylon was, as we‘ve seen, involved in his own ongoing struggle to gain independence
from Assyria. He ruled as king twice in Babylon—first from 721-710 B.C. and later for a short time in 703.
―Amazingly, Marduk-apla-iddina [Merodach-Baladan] rebounded…and instigated yet another rebellion in 700.
Again, and for the last time, he was put down; and Assur-nadin-sumi, a son of Sennacherib, was installed as
regent in Babylon‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 414). What
this tells us is that, though he wasn‘t then on the throne, Merodach-Baladan was still a factor in 701—when
Hezekiah was sick and Sennacherib invaded.
We can therefore see why he would be sending a delegation to Jerusalem at this time. Ostensibly it was to
congratulate Hezekiah on his recovery from illness, but there was surely more political motivation behind it.
Indeed, this was likely part of an attempt to forge an alliance with Hezekiah against their common foe, Assyria.
Hezekiah was more than willing to show off his wealth—possibly to prove that he had enough to help finance a
joint rebellion—and did so with a certain amount of pride (2 Chronicles 32:25).
Isaiah, however, warns that all of that wealth would eventually be taken by the Babylonians when they were no
longer friends—perhaps even prompted by the reports taken back by these visitors. Sadly, Hezekiah‘s
response is not one of humility or repentance—only selfish satisfaction at the fact that this won‘t transpire in his
days.
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God was greatly displeased at Hezekiah‘s attitude in the whole affair. Though the king had been miraculously
healed and been promised deliverance from the Assyrians by God, here he was again looking to his wealth and
the help of foreign powers to overcome Assyria. And he was not sorry at Isaiah‘s rebuke. ―Therefore wrath was
looming over him and over Judah and Jerusalem‖ (verse 25). Indeed, God withdrew from him as a test (verse
31). This all seems to refer to God allowing the catastrophic invasion of Sennacherib.
The Apostasy of Manasseh (2 Chronicles 32–33)
Hezekiah, one of the greatest Jewish kings ever, died—at the end of the extra 15 years God had promised him.
He was buried next to David and Solomon.
But though Hezekiah had been one of Judah‘s greatest kings, his son Manasseh was one of the worst. He was
to reign longer than any other king of either Israel or Judah. ―Manasseh…came to the throne as sole regent
[upon the death of Hezekiah] in 686 and remained in power until 642. That he ruled for fifty-five years implies
that he shared regal responsibility with Hezekiah from about 696 to 686. Why his father promoted Manasseh to
this place of authority at the tender age of twelve must remain a matter of speculation. It is possible, of course,
that Hezekiah‘s near-fatal illness (ca. 702) prompted him, as soon as his son reached a suitable age, to take
measures insuring the dynastic succession‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 433).
Manasseh‘s evil deeds (though he repented of them at the end of his life), are well documented in these
passages from Kings and Chronicles. He totally rejected his Creator, even to the point of practicing child
sacrifice and setting up an idol right in the house of God. ―Manasseh‘s shedding of ‗innocent blood‘ refers not
only to human sacrifice, but probably to the martyrdom of God‘s holy prophets. Josephus (Antiq[uities of the
Jews, Book] X, 37 {iii.1}) affirms that Manasseh not only slew all the righteous men of Judah but especially the
prophets he slew daily until Jerusalem ‗was overflowing with blood.‘ Uniform Jewish and Christian tradition
holds that Manasseh had Isaiah sawn asunder (cf. Heb 11:37)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on 2
Kings 21:16). If true, this further illustrates Manasseh‘s moral depravity, as Isaiah had been such a trusted
friend and spiritual advisor to his father.
Of particular note is the reference to Asherah (2 Kings 21:7), known in Babylon as Astarte or Ishtar (which has
come down to us as ―Easter‖ in English). We will see more about this pagan fertility goddess and her
association with modern Christianity when we read Jeremiah 7 and 10, which will be coming up soon in the
Bible Reading Program.
Besides worshiping pagan gods, Manasseh became entrenched in demonic witchcraft and all its associated
practices—which is, sadly, all too prevalent today. God was not going to let Manasseh get away with all this
evil; he would be deported to Babylon. ―Some scholars argue that the deportation site of ‗Babylon‘ is an error for
Nineveh, but that is not necessary. Esarhaddon had rebuilt Babylon after his father Sennacherib had destroyed
it and made it once again a part of the Assyrian Empire around 648 B.C. The Assyrian texts show that
Manasseh was a vassal of Ashurbanipal as early as 667 B.C. Accordingly, he must have violated his
agreements with Ashurbanipal to merit being deported to Babylon by the Assyrians in 648 B.C.‖ (Walter Kaiser
Jr., A History of Israel, 1998, p. 382).
Secular proof of Manasseh‘s vassal status comes from archaeology. ―‗Manasseh King of the Jews‘ appears in a
list of twenty-two Assyrian tributaries of Imperial Assyria on both the Prism of Esarhaddon and the Prism of
Ashurbanipal‖ (E.M. Blaiklock and R.K. on, The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983,
―Manasseh‖).
His deportation in hooks and fetters would have been a humiliating experience. The International Standard
Bible Encyclopedia (―Hook‖) mentions that the use of hooks was a common practice in handling captives. It was
usually inserted in the victim‘s nose or jaw, but the Assyrians held captives by a ring in the lip attached to a
cord.
Manasseh had wielded a lot of power in Judah and, though his father had been a righteous king, the people of
Judah were easily led astray. Even after Manasseh repented and tried to restore right religion in Judah, the
people remained essentially evil and were ultimately to suffer the same fate as Manasseh. ―Manasseh‘s
personal though belated repentance reminds us that it is never too late for the individual to return to the Lord.
Yet the O[ld] T[estament] makes it clear that Manasseh‘s years mark the point of no return for Judah. Second
Kings 23:26 says, ‗The Lord did not turn from the heat of His fierce anger, which burned against Judah because
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of all that Manasseh had done to provoke Him to anger‘ ([NIV] cf. Jer. 15:4)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note
on 2 Chronicles 33:1-20).
Amon; Josiah‘s Initial Reforms (2 Chronicles 33–34)
Manasseh was succeeded for a short period by his son Amon. While his father had attempted to put things right
in Judah, Amon followed in Manasseh‘s earlier evil ways—and he did not repent. He evidently became
unbearable to his servants, who conspired in assassinating him. But it seems obvious from the scriptural
account that this was not a popular move. We know from reading Kings and Chronicles and the prophecies of
the time that the people remained hostile to God and wanted the pagan ways to continue. Possibly they thought
they could continue their pagan practices by appointing a boy as king. But they were soon to learn that the
young Josiah was not like his father and grandfather.
Of course, God was involved in Josiah‘s ascendancy—to preserve the line of David and to fulfill a specific
prophecy. Josiah became king around 640 B.C. at the age of 8. He obviously didn‘t get off to a good start in life.
His father Amon was only around 16 when his son was born, and he was set in evildoing. It is likely that Josiah
was raised by his mother Jedidah—and possibly his grandmother Adaiah.
By the age of 16, Josiah began to seek God. And four years later, when he was 20 (around 628 B.C.), in an
enthusiastic surge of youthful vigor he showed that he wasn‘t about to be controlled by a pagan populace and
took dramatic steps to purge the nation of its evil religion.
It‘s interesting to note that his purge wasn‘t just in Judah, but extended into the northern territory of Israel (2
Chronicles 34:6). Naphtali was in Galilee and was part of the Assyrian province of Israel (see verse 9). But how
was this possible? Author Stephen Collins explains: ―In approximately 624 B.C., the Scythians [near the Black
Sea] launched a massive invasion to the south, and occupied Asia Minor, Syria, Media, Palestine and much of
Assyria. They conquered as far south as Egypt, but spared that nation when the Egyptians offered them tribute
money. In the words of Werner Keller [author of The Bible as History], the Scythians ‗inundated the Assyrian
Empire.‘… [They] held Western Asia and the Mideast under their dominion for only a short time, twenty-eight
years according to [5th-century-B.C. Greek historian] Herodotus, and just ten years according to [the
assessment of] Werner Keller‖ (The ―Lost‖ Tribes of Israel—Found!, 1992, pp. 186-187). Indeed, the Scythians
proved instrumental in bringing down the Assyrian Empire in the years soon to follow.
The Scythians were, in the main, the northern tribes of Israel, who had been taken captive by the Assyrians a
century earlier (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy for more explanation).
Collins suggests: ―The motive for the Scythian invasion was likely two-fold. The primary motive was the desire
for revenge against the Assyrians who had forced them off their land and destroyed the old kingdom of Israel….
Indeed, the desire to liberate those Israelites who were still captives of the Assyrians may have served as a
further strong motive for the Scythian invasion. A second reason for Scythia‘s invasion was apparently the
reoccupation of the old Israelite homeland of Palestine. The fact that some Scythians charged straight south
through Asia Minor and Syria into Palestine gives weight to this conclusion…. While the Scythians waged a
total war against the Assyrians in Mesopotamia, Herodotus records that on their march through Palestine and
Syria: ‗…the majority of the Scythians marched by, doing no harm to anyone.‘
―It is significant that while marching through Palestine, the Scythians took no action to attack or harm the Jewish
capital of Jerusalem. If the Scythian motive was simple conquest, why did they spare the Jewish capital? Since
the entire Assyrian army could not stand before the Scythian onslaught, Jerusalem had no might to resist them.
The obvious conclusion is that the Scythians chose to spare Jerusalem. This makes sense only if the Scythians
were the descendants of the ten tribes of Israel, who knew the Jews were one of their related tribes. This
indicates that while the Scythians were intent on destroying Assyria, their purpose was to ‗liberate‘ Palestine.
One city in Palestine (Beth-Shan) was renamed ‗Scythopolis‘ in honor of the Scythians, and the local population
retained that name even after the Scythians left the area….
―This Scythian occupation, which included Palestine, occurred during the reign of King Josiah (circa 639-608
B.C.). The Bible does not mention ‗Scythians‘ in Palestine at that time because ‗Scythian‘ was a Greek term.
However, the Bible refers to them as Israelites….‖ (pp. 187-190). Indeed, we will later see not just the Jews but
people ―of Manasseh and Ephraim, and all the remnant of Israel‖ giving to the restoration of the temple and
attending Josiah‘s famous Passover (2 Chronicles 34:9; 35:18). What were Israelites doing in the land,
considering that they had been carried away by the Assyrians a century earlier? The answer is that these were
the Scythians—Israelites who had returned, some now desirous to honor God. Of course, this represented only
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a small percentage of the Israelites who had been taken into captivity, certainly not fulfilling the many
prophecies of God gathering Israel back to the Promised Land. Indeed, they did not ultimately stay—perhaps
because Israel was no longer the land of milk and honey it had once been and they preferred their far northern
territories.
In any case, it was the presence of returned Israelites that enabled Josiah to carry out his reform even in the
territories of the former northern kingdom. Indeed, the Scythian presence explains other things too, as we will
see.
Finding the Book of the Law (2 Chronicles 34)
Around 622 B.C., six years after commencing his purge of paganism from the land, King Josiah began his
restoration of the temple, putting the final seal on his plan to restore the true worship of the true God. The writer
of Chronicles mentions two men who made up the king‘s commission who are not mentioned in Kings:
Maaseiah, the city governor, and Joah, the son of Joahaz, the recorder. ―Josiah‘s choice of Shaphan to head
the royal commission was a wise one; for his godly influence was to be felt not only in his own time but in that of
his sons Ahikam (Jer 26:24), Elasah (Jer 29:3), and Gemariah (Jer 36:10, 25), and his grandson Gedaliah (Jer
39:14)‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on 2 Kings 22:4).
The people were asked to contribute to the restoration and, as had happened under the rule of Joash (2 Kings
12:15), no audit was required. Josiah‘s appointments proved their loyalty in carrying out God‘s work.
In the process of restoring the temple, the high priest Hilkiah found the ―Book of the Law.‖ Various ideas have
been put forward about what the ―book‖ was and why it was lost. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes: ―It is
later called the ‗Book of the Covenant‘ (v. 30) which suggests Exodus 19-24 (cf. 24:7). Yet the curses that the
book contained (v. 24) suggests Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28; and the ensuing stress on the central
sanctuary (2 Kings 23:8-9) implies Deuteronomy 12, etc. ‗The Book‘ thus was at least the Book of Deuteronomy
[that is, according to this source]. It is called ‗the covenant‘ in Deut 29:1, for example. It contains the curses
(Deut 28) and it alone calls for a central sanctuary and was stored at the temple usually by the side of the ark
(Deut 31:25-26)‖ (note on 2 Chronicles 34:14). Some, however, believe the Book of the Law to refer to the
entire Law or Pentateuch—that is, the five books of Moses. Oddly enough, Joshua is said to have written about
the Israelites‘ recommitment to God late in his life ―in the Book of the Law of God‖ (Joshua 24:26), well after
Moses had written the Pentateuch. So it is not entirely certain what all is meant.
Continuing in Expositor‘s: ‗The Book,‘ however seems to have become misplaced during the apostate
administrations of the previous kings, Manasseh and Amon, under whom the ark had been moved about (2
Chronicles 35:3)‖ (same note).
In his book Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, Eugene Merrill comments: ―It is not possible
to enter into the debate about the precise contents of the scroll found by Hilkiah. It clearly consisted of at least
Deuteronomy and likely the entire Pentateuch, for some of the policies which Josiah proceeded to implement
presuppose the teachings of Moses. A more baffling question is, How could the Torah have been lost for
decades, not to be recovered until 622 and even then only by accident? Liberal scholarship argues that the
document in question was the Book of Deuteronomy and that it had never been lost at all. It was, rather, a piece
composed [recently] by a prophetic circle interested in bringing about reform. In order to give it canonical
authority it was attributed to Moses. It may, in fact, have drawn upon authentic Mosaic tradition. In any case, it
was not a product of the hand of Moses but of anonymous scribes of the seventh century. Perhaps, it is
proposed, it was drafted by an underground movement in the days of Manasseh and placed in the temple in the
hope that it might be found and might inspire Manasseh to seek after Yahweh. It was not discovered in his day,
however, and only by chance finally surfaced in 622.
―This reconstruction disregards universal Jewish tradition about the authorship of Deuteronomy and also fails to
explain how it is possible that no one in Josiah‘s time, including the priests and scribes, questioned the alleged
Mosaic authorship of a document about which there was, supposedly, not one shred of tradition. Moreover,
those aspects of Josiah‘s reformation which appear to be based uniquely on the teaching of Deuteronomy are
attested to in Israel‘s religious life long before Josiah. The critic must concede that the major prescriptions of
Deuteronomy were known long before the discovery of the scroll in the temple. This being so, is it really
incredible that Deuteronomy had long existed and had simply been suppressed until its providential discovery
by Hilkiah?
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―In the era of the printing press and the dissemination of the printed page in multiplied millions of copies it is
difficult to appreciate the scarcity of written texts in the ancient world. But even some of the most important
works composed on durable clay tablets are known only in single copies despite the recovery of some of the
great libraries of the ancient past. What, then, must be said of those Old Testament writings which were penned
on fragile and perishable materials such as papyrus, leather, and parchment? Furthermore, it is most unlikely
that the Scriptures at any time in Old Testament Israel existed in more than a few dozen copies at the very
most. Unless scrupulous care were taken to preserve them, they would be subject to the ravages of war and
natural disaster or simply disintegrate with time. There is no reason, then, why a diabolical, despotic ruler such
as Manasseh could not have seized virtually all the copies of the Torah and destroyed them in order to advance
his own apostate ends. Somehow in the providence of God a pious priest or scribe managed to safeguard a
copy in a hiding place in the temple and prayed that it might not perish until it could once more take its position
as the bedrock of Israel‘s life. This undoubtedly is what happened‖ (1987, pp. 444-445).
Realizing the newfound book was very likely of God—and that His instructions had been flouted by the nation—
Josiah was grief-stricken. The tearing of clothes was an expression of extreme grief during biblical times
(compare Genesis 37:29; 44:13; 1 Samuel 4:12; 2 Samuel 15:32; Matthew 26:65). But God requires more than
just an outward show of grief. He wants the same tender heart that Josiah had (see Joel 2:12-14).
Josiah set up a delegation to seek God‘s will. The delegation, headed by Hilkiah, went to Huldah the
prophetess, a common practice in the Old Testament (see 1 Kings 22:5-12; 1 Samuel 23:2). There have been a
number of prophetesses in the Bible, including Miriam (Exodus 15:20), Isaiah‘s wife (Isaiah 8:1-4, 18), Deborah
(Judges 4–5) and Anna (Luke 2:36-38). ―There were also false women prophets, such as Noadiah in Nehemiah
6:14 and those prophetesses in Ezekiel 13:17, but they were rebuked not because they were women or
because they prophesied; instead, they were rebuked because what they said was false and not a revelation
from God. Women were not chattel to be ordered about and used as men pleased in the Old Testament,
ranking slightly above a man‘s ox or donkey! They were fellow heirs of the image of God, charged with tasks
that exhibited the originality, independence, and management ability of the ‗woman of valor‘ in Proverbs 31 and
were called to enter holistically into sharing all of the joys and labours of life‖ (Walter Kaiser Jr., Toward Old
Testament Ethics, 1983, p. 207). It should, though, be pointed out that the New Testament makes it clear that
women are not to be ordained as elders or preach during worship services.
The Second Quarter of Jerusalem (2 Kings 22:14) most likely refers to one of two districts referred to in
Nehemiah 3:9-12 and Zephaniah 1:10. Although the location isn‘t certain, it was most likely in the commercial
area and indicates that Huldah and her husband lived in poor circumstances.
A puzzling question to some is why Josiah‘s delegation went to a prophetess rather than the more well-known
prophets of the time, such as Jeremiah and Zephaniah. It could simply be that they weren‘t so well known at the
time—or perhaps they were then preaching in another part of Judah. In any event, they were not needed for the
task. Huldah was truly a prophetess of God. She sent two messages back, one to the man who sent them to
her and the other to Josiah—a message of condemnation for Judah but of peace for the king.
Some have wondered why Josiah soon died in battle when God had promised him peace. We will take up this
question when we read later of the king‘s death.
Purging the Land (2 Chronicles 34)
―Josiah‘s humble, obedient response to the book was and remains a model of how all people should respond to
God‘s revealed Word. Josiah listened to Scripture, allowed its words of truth to judge him, and humbly
confessed that he had neglected God‘s commands (34:18, 19). After learning more about its truths (34:21), he
shared the Scripture with others and led them in following it. He had the book read before the entire nation and
led the Israelites in recommitting their lives to the Lord (34:29-31)‖ (―INDepth: The Book of the Law of the Lord,‖
Nelson Study Bible, sidebar on 2 Chronicles 34).
In 2 Kings 23:3 Josiah makes his covenant standing by a pillar—or on a pillar, as it could also be translated.
This is referred to as his place in 2 Chronicles 34:31. It appears to be the coronation pillar stone mentioned in
the crowning of Joash (see 2 Kings 11:14).
Josiah then essentially imposed God‘s law on the people. Imposition may seem harsh, but we read in these
passages that 18 years after Josiah came to the throne, there were still plenty of pagan traditions and idolatrous
practices throughout Judah (2 Kings 23:4-20). This chapter highlights again how far the nation had sunk.
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According to The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, although the Hebrew word translated ―perverted persons‖ in
verse 7 ―denotes the ‗male shrine prostitutes,‘ probably the term is used generically for prostitutes of both sexes
who were employed in the heinous Canaanite fertility rites‖ (footnote on verse 7). Even though God forbade the
practice (Deuteronomy 23:17) and reforming kings abolished it, it always came back.
The references in 2 Kings 23:8 to Geba (northern Judah) and Beersheba (southern Judah) show that high
places (a generic term for worship places, not necessarily elevated) had to be rooted out everywhere. Josiah
then takes steps to root out the most heinous remains of pagan worship, defiling Tophet, the place of child
sacrifice in the Valley of Hinnom, and removing the idolatrous objects from God‘s temple: ―Apparently, the
references in [2 Kings 23:11-12] are to various ceremonies involved in the worship of the sun, moon, and stars.
Chariots and horses played a big part in the worship of the sun, probably because of the idea that the sun god
drives across the sky in his chariot. In the literature of other nations, the sun god is pictured riding a winged
chariot. Here, the horses and chariots mentioned were probably large statues, though they may have been
miniature figurines used in astral worship. Rooftop shrines like those described in verse 12 were also related to
this same pagan cult, which was introduced by King Ahaz‖ (Russell Dilday, Mastering the Old Testament, 1987,
Vol. 9, p. 484). Indeed, in excavations ―small horses with solar disks on their foreheads have been found both at
Jerusalem and Hazor‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 11).
Josiah started his reforms by defiling the cult places of worship and filling them with human bones (verses 1415). Then he carried out what he had been prophesied to do by name long before in burning human bones on
the pagan altar at Bethel, defiling it forever (verses 16-18; see 1 Kings 13:1-3). And he did likewise with the
pagan altars throughout the land. It should be noted that this was done throughout even Samaria (2 Kings
23:19), the territory of the northern kingdom, which was recently occupied—starting about two years before the
current major purge—by a major contingent of Scythians, that is, Israelites.
Josiah‘s Passover (2 Chronicles 35)
Josiah wasn‘t just content to remove all the paganism. He purged spiritual ―leaven‖ from the land in preparation
of the Passover and Days of Unleavened Bread. For his next reform was to reintroduce God‘s sacred festivals.
These begin with the Passover on the 14th day of the first month of the Hebrew calendar (March–April on the
modern Western calendar).
Josiah showed his love for his people by his generosity, providing animals for the sacrifices and offerings from
his own herds and flocks. This was a magnificent celebration. Some commentators have called the numbers a
gross exaggeration, yet when we consider the scope of the celebration, that there had never been a Passover
like it in Israel or Judah, the number is realistic. Even so, it was still far short of the number of animals used by
Solomon at the dedication of the temple (see 1 Kings 8:63). The sheep and goats were used for the Passover
lambs. The cattle would have been used for peace offerings and most likely for general use through the Feast
of Unleavened Bread that followed the Passover for a further seven days.
Again it is made clear that the Passover was kept by ―all Judah and Israel who were present.‖ The northern
kingdom had been taken captive a century prior. But this makes sense when we realize that a sizable group of
Israelites reoccupied the northern territories at this time, known to history as the Scythians. Perhaps many of
them responded to the preaching of Jeremiah in Jeremiah 3—wherein God instructed them to return—and to
the tremendous leadership and example of King Josiah.
The Stunning Death of Judah‘s Most Righteous King (2 Chronicles 35–36)
Despite the incredible reforms under Josiah, the changes for the people were only superficial and God knew it
would not be long before they were openly rebelling against Him again. They had shown their true colors under
the wicked reigns of Manasseh and Amon—and inside they were really no different. So God pronounces
calamity on Judah. But remember that He had promised before that this calamity would not come until after
Josiah‘s death (2 Kings 22:16-20). And eventually, his death came—13 years after his great Passover, and
three years after the fall of Nineveh.
―Pharaoh Necho [II] (609-594 B.C.) was the recently crowned king of Egypt‘s twenty-sixth dynasty. During the
long years of Josiah‘s reign (640-609 B.C.), Assyrian power had steadily crumbled until, as Nahum had
predicted, Nineveh itself had fallen (612 B.C.) to a coalition of Chaldeans, Medes, and others. The surviving
Assyrian forces had regrouped at Haran. Because Egypt was a long-standing ally of Assyria [since its
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integration into the empire several decades earlier], Necho journeyed northward to help the beleaguered
Assyrians‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 23:29-30). The King James Version incorrectly has Necho
marching against the Assyrians.
―Pharaoh Necho turned up in Judah at the head of a more impressive-looking Egyptian army than had been
fielded in centuries. Taking advantage of Assyrian decline, Necho‘s father Psammetichus I [who had been
appointed pharaoh by Assyrian emperor Ashurbanipal] had greatly revived his country‘s clout as a superpower‖
(Ian Wilson, The Bible Is History, 1999, p. 174). ―Emboldened by his success… Psammetichus refused to
continue payment of tribute to Assyria…though Egypt remained more or less an ally of Assyria until his death
and even beyond‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 439). Perhaps Necho at this later time was not so much
interested in restoring Assyria as he was in keeping a balance among the Mesopotamian powers. If Assyria
were utterly eliminated, Babylon would fill the void as an unchecked power, creating major problems for Egypt.
In any event, Necho advanced up the coastal plain, through Philistine territory. But this area was now under the
control of Judah‘s king, Josiah.
―A Hebrew letter written in his time has been found at ‗Mesad Hashavyahu,‘ a fortress built on the coast
between Jabneh and Ashdod. According to the letter, an Israelite governor resided at the fort; thus, Josiah ruled
also over this area, expanding his kingdom at the expense of the Philistine cities‖ (Yohanan Aharoni and
Michael Avi-Yonah, The Macmillan Bible Atlas, 1977, p. 102). Indeed, remember that, apparently with earlier
help from the Scythians, Josiah‘s ―purification of worship was carried out not only in Jerusalem and Judah, but
also ‗in the cities of Manasseh and Ephraim and Simeon, even unto Naphtali…throughout the land of Israel‘ (2
Chron. 34:6-7). Thus, we may assume that Josiah again ruled in all these areas and annexed the Assyrian
provinces which had been founded in the territory of the kingdom of Israel: Samaria, Megiddo, and possibly also
Gilead. This is confirmed by the fact that he fought at Megiddo‖ (p. 102).
―When Pharaoh Neco passed through Judah on his way to fight the Babylonians at Carchemish, Josiah
marched out to meet him in battle. It is far from clear why he did so. Most likely is the suggestion that he wanted
to assure Judah‘s independence among the nations. Had he permitted the Egyptians to pass through, he could
have been considered to be a collaborator against Babylon‖ (―Josiah,‖ Paul Gardner, editor, The Complete
Who‘s Who in the Bible, 1995, p. 384). There is no doubt that Josiah would not have wanted anyone helping
Assyria back into power. And it is possible that Judah still maintained a residual alliance with Babylon since the
days of Hezekiah. Then again, perhaps Josiah simply did what any ruler would do when an uninvited foreign
army comes marching through your land—put a stop to it to make sure your borders are respected.
―Neco was disturbed at Josiah‘s refusal [to back off]. He sent a message with a religious overtone. He argued
that God had told him to move quickly, that Josiah‘s hostile acts were a threat to the accomplishment of God‘s
will, and that God would punish him for it‖ (p. 384). Now God, it is true, did at times speak to pagan rulers about
a course of action He wanted them to take (see Genesis 20:6; 41:25; Daniel 2:28). Yet ancient monarchs often
made such claims falsely. And Josiah really had no reason to believe God had actually spoken to the Egyptian
pharaoh. He assumed it was a lie—as most of us probably would were we in his shoes.
So what did Josiah do wrong? He is often accused of ―meddling in someone else‘s affairs.‖ But it‘s not really
someone else‘s affair when a foreign army is marching through your country and you‘re the king. Perhaps, then,
the only obvious thing Josiah can be faulted for is a failure to ask God what to do. It would seem that he could
have asked the priests to consult the Urim and Thummim. Or he could have sought out a prophet. However, it
may be that this would have taken time Josiah did not think he could afford in the situation—though this would
be improper reasoning since God‘s will is paramount. Perhaps Josiah assumed that it was always God‘s will for
the king to defend the nation‘s borders. We just don‘t know. In any case, God had communicated a message to
Necho or in some way impressed on his mind the need to act as he did (see 2 Chronicles 35:22). And Josiah
was mortally wounded.
But Josiah did not die on the battlefield. He died in Jerusalem and was buried there with full honors. Perhaps
this was because God had promised, ―Surely…I will gather you to your fathers, and you shall be gathered to
your grave in peace…‖ (2 Kings 22:20). And indeed, he died in peace though he had been wounded in battle.
With Josiah‘s resistance, Pharaoh Necho was sufficiently delayed so that Haran was lost to the Assyrians. This
is rather interesting to contemplate. God had directed Necho to make haste. And if he had made it to Haran in
time, the Assyrians would presumably have held out against the Babylonians. Yet was this truly God‘s will?
More poignantly, did Josiah actually cause God‘s will to be thwarted? Certainly not! It makes far more sense to
realize that it was actually God‘s intent that Necho not make it on time. Why then did He tell Necho to make
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haste? Perhaps it was to create the very situation that brought about the death of Josiah—and consequently
placed Judah under Egyptian rule (for Necho now ruled all the territory up to the Euphrates).
Consider what a righteous ruler Josiah was. And yet God allowed Him to be killed at the age of 39. In Isaiah
57:1, God said: ―The righteous perishes, and no man takes it to heart; merciful men are taken away, while no
one considers that the righteous is taken away from evil. He shall enter into peace; they shall rest in their beds,
each one walking in his uprightness.‖ Perhaps this, more than anything, is why Josiah died when he did. It was
time for Judah to be punished—and Josiah had to be taken out of the way first. Rather than our being overly
critical of a final mistake on his part, especially lacking information to properly judge exactly what happened, we
would do better to focus on the tremendous, positive example of this great ruler, as Jeremiah did (Jeremiah
22:15-16). Indeed, Jeremiah led the nation in a lament—the words of which have not been preserved—over
losing the most righteous king Judah ever had (2 Chronicles 35:25; see 2 Kings 23:25).
―The Wind Shall Eat Up All Your Rulers‖ (2 Chronicles 35–36)
In the wake of Josiah‘s death, Josiah‘s son Jehoahaz was made king by ―the people of the land‖ (2 Chronicles
36:1). This ―was a technical term that referred to a body of leaders such as a council of elders or a kind of
informal parliament (see 33:25). This group acted in a time of crisis, such as the death of Josiah in battle
[actually, from battle]. His loss was made worse by the fact that he had at least four sons who could succeed
him. Josiah [probably not expecting to die for many years] may not have made his choice of successor clear‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 36:1).
―Jehoahaz (called Shallum in Jer. 22:11) was Josiah‘s third son (see [2 Kings] 24:18; 1 Chr. 3:15). The name
Jehoahaz means ‗The Lord Has Grasped.‘ This is the same name as the king of Israel, the son of Jehu (10:35).
Johanan, Josiah‘s first son, apparently had died and Eliakim (or Jehoiakim), the second son, was bypassed. A
fourth son, Mattaniah (or Zedekiah), would eventually ascend to the throne and rule as Judah‘s last king (598586 B.C.)‖ (note on 2 Kings 23:31). Sadly, the reforms of Josiah‘s magnificent reign didn‘t last. Jehoahaz turned
out to be evil like Josiah‘s predecessors. But he only reigned three months.
―Jehoahaz‘s reign of three months came to an end with the return of Pharaoh Necho from Haran. Jehoahaz
was summoned to Riblah, Necho‘s headquarters in Syria. Then he was led away to die in Egypt. His brother
Eliakim was installed on the throne with his name changed to Jehoiakim. Judah thus became no more than a
vassal of Egypt. The curse for Judah‘s disobedience was about to fall (see Deut. 28:64-68)‖ (note on 2 Kings
23:31). Necho, it appears, did not accept Judah‘s appointment of its own king. He wanted it made clear that no
one would now reign in Judah except by his appointment. The change of Eliakim‘s name to Jehoiakim also
demonstrated the pharaoh‘s overlordship. Regrettably, Jehoiakim, like his brother, did not follow in Josiah‘s
ways but continued in the evil ways of most of Judah‘s rulers.
Jeremiah addresses these events and prophesies the outcome in most of Jeremiah 22. In 2 Chronicles 35:25,
the prophet leads the nation in a lament. Jewish custom, which derives from biblical times, is a week of intense
grief as the first part of a month of official mourning (for close family members a lesser form of mourning might
continue for a year). Jeremiah 22:10 shows that more than three months have passed since Josiah‘s death.
Jeremiah says to no longer weep for him—but to instead weep for his successor Shallum (Jehoahaz), who has
been taken away to Egypt, never to return (verses 10-12).
Jeremiah then launches into a scathing prophecy against Jehoiakim, addressing him first in the third person
(verses 13-14), then as ―you‖ (verses 15-17) and finally by name (verse 18). Jeremiah‘s description speaks for
itself. Like so many people in power, Jehoiakim looked after his own interests at the expense of his subjects,
building a great palace while extorting from his subjects to pay tribute to Egypt. This was in direct violation of
God‘s law (Leviticus 19:13).
Jeremiah uses Jehoiakim‘s father Josiah as an example of true godly leadership—doing what is right and just,
defending the cause of the poor and needy. He explains that this is what it means to really ―know God‖ (see
verse 16). Indeed, Josiah did this and lived well—without having to oppress people (verse 15). Having a huge
mansion might look impressive, but it doesn‘t equate with godliness and true leadership. Jehoiakim suffered
from a malady experienced by many people in power—covetousness (verse 17). And, as Jethro advised Moses
more than 800 years earlier, covetous people make for poor leaders (Exodus 18:21). Indeed, this led to still
worse sins.
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The first part of Jeremiah 22 appears to also relate to the reign of Jehoiakim, as there is no break between
verses 9 and 10. It further illustrates the decline in justice and righteousness that followed Josiah‘s reign. God
says to the king, ―You are Gilead to Me, the head of Lebanon…‖ (verse 6). These places ―were sources for
timber for the royal palaces. These luxurious residences would be reduced to deserted wilderness and set
ablaze if the kings disobeyed the covenant‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 6-7). And sadly Jehoiakim and
the other kings following Josiah did just that. Verses 8-9 foretell the right conclusion other nations will eventually
reach about Jerusalem‘s destruction, just as Moses had warned in Deuteronomy 29:24-28.
Jeremiah also pronounces judgment on Jehoiakim personally. Some of this may have been added later,
following Jehoiakim‘s attempt to destroy Jeremiah‘s recorded prophecies (see Jeremiah 36:27-32, especially
verse 32). There will be no national lament or proper burial for Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 22:18-19; compare 36:30).
The people of Judah will instead lament their worsening circumstances. God tells them to go cry in Lebanon to
the north, in Bashan to the northeast and in Abarim in the southeast (Jeremiah 22:20)—perhaps indicating the
length over which Josiah had extended his rule. The nation‘s ―lovers‖ or allies will themselves be carried away
when destruction comes and will thus provide no help (verses 20-22). That destruction, unstated here, will
come from Babylon. (Babylon is mentioned in verse 25, but that part of chapter 22 is beyond our current
reading, as it was evidently given later, during the reign of Jehoiakim‘s son Jeconiah.)
In verse 23, the ―inhabitants of Lebanon, making your nest in the cedars,‖ apparently refers not to Lebanon of
the north but, as verses 6-7 indicate, to Jerusalem, ―(Isa. 37:24; Jer. 22:23; Ezek. 17:3, 12; for Lebanon‘s
cedars were used in building the temple and houses of Jerusalem; and its beauty made it a fit type of the
metropolis)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on Habakkuk 2:17). The national armory from
Solomon‘s time was actually called ―the House of the Forest of Lebanon‖ (see 1 Kings 7:2; 10:16-17; Isaiah
22:8). And the wealthy of Judah built cedar mansions aloof from the common people to ensure protection
(compare Habakkuk 2:9). Yet no reliance on the temple, palace, armory or rich neighborhoods would save the
people of Judah from what was coming. The winds of adversity and invasion would eat up their rulers and bring
them to shame for their wickedness (Jeremiah 22:22).
Historian Walter Kaiser Jr. sums up this period of Judah‘s history: ―The drama of the final years of Judah and
the Davidic line of kings involved the three major international powers of the day: Assyria, Babylon, and Egypt.
Of course, there were minor roles given to the Cimmerians, the Scythians, Medes, and other people groups
who longed to fill the vacuum as Assyria began to show signs of weakening. Three of the final four decades of
the seventh century (640-609 B.C.) provided a glimmer of hope and the prospect of revival of a restored and
even a reunited nation as a result of Josiah‘s reform in 621 B.C. Alas, however, the maelstrom of international
unrest proved too much for the last five Davidic kings of Judah in the last decade of the seventh century and the
first decade and a half of the sixth century (600-587 B.C.). Two of the last five Davidic kings met their deaths as
a direct result of involvement in these international struggles, while the other three died in exile‖ (A History of
Israel, 1998, p. 386).
Jehoiakim‘s Rebellion (2 Chronicles 36)
A historical context for this section is helpful. Biblical historian Eugene Merrill writes: ―As the author of Kings
indicates, Jehoiakim remained a loyal subject to the Babylonians for…three years (605-602 [B.C.]). He then
rebelled for some unexpressed reason…. Nebuchadnezzar had undertaken several western campaigns against
Judah‘s neighbors. It may have been his preoccupation with these states…that gave Jehoiakim the courage to
break his alliance with Nebuchadnezzar‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 451).
One source ―associates Jehoiakim‘s rebellion with the Babylonian conflict with Egypt in the winter of 601/600
B.C., which is attested to by a letter written in Aramaic from the town of Saqqarah‖ (p. 451, footnote). Another
source ―points out that the campaign against Jehoiakim is not mentioned in the Babylonian records…because
Nebuchadnezzar‘s main objective was Egypt and not Judah‖ (p. 451, footnote). The reference here is to
Nebuchadnezzar‘s fourth year, when ―he engaged Neco II in a great battle near the border of Egypt, a contest
which evidently ended in a draw. Perhaps the Babylonian was not altogether unsuccessful, however, for he
may have brought Judah back under his control in the course of this campaign‖ (p. 451).
This seems likely, especially given what Scripture says right after describing the Babylonian response to
Jehoiakim‘s rebellion: ―And the king of Egypt did not come out of his land anymore…‖ (2 Kings 24:7). This
makes it appear that the king of Egypt coming out of his land had something to do with Jehoiakim‘s rebellion.
Jeremiah 47, in the current reading, mentions an Egyptian pharaoh of Jeremiah‘s time attacking Gaza, the
southernmost of the major Philistine cities, right near the border with Egypt. We have no parallel record of this
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event in secular history, which makes the dating of it difficult. But it would seem to tie into these events, and
certainly occurred before 2 Kings 24:7.
Perhaps Necho attacked Gaza sometime in 602 B.C., which would have been an incursion into Babylonian
territory—Nebuchadnezzar having subdued the Philistines in 604. This may well have prompted Jehoiakim to
rebel against Babylon, declaring Judah‘s reaffiliation with Egypt. ―Retribution was swift and sure (2 Kings 24:12). Nebuchadnezzar sent troops from Babylonia and from some of his western vassal states such as Aram,
Moab, and Ammon, and forced Jehoiakim to submit. The chronicler says that Nebuchadnezzar went as far as
to bind Jehoiakim with shackles in order to take him as a prisoner of war to Babylon (2 Chronicles 36:6).
Apparently he relented [as Jehoiakim remained as king for a few more years] but as punishment stripped the
temple of many of its sacred articles [as he had before] and took them to his own pagan temples in Babylon.
Thereafter until his death in 598 Jehoiakim remained in subservience to the Babylonian overlord‖ (p. 451). After
dealing with Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar apparently continued on to his engagement with Necho, in which the
pharaoh was pushed back into Egypt.
While Jehoiakim‘s death is recorded, none of the details regarding it are given. We do know from Jeremiah‘s
prophecies that this wicked ruler was to die without lamentation from the people, being cast out and buried as a
donkey (see Jeremiah 22:18-19; 36:30). His lineage would not continue to rule, as his son‘s reign would last but
a few months.
Message Regarding the New King (2 Chronicles 36)
When Josiah‘s son Jehoiakim died in 598 B.C. after an evil reign of 11 years (2 Kings 23:36-37; 2 Chronicles
36:5), Jehoiakim‘s son Jehoiachin—also known as Jeconiah (1 Chronicles 3:16-17; Jeremiah 28:4; 29:2;
Matthew 1:11-12) or simply Coniah (Jeremiah 22:24, 28)—was crowned king of Judah.
But here we encounter what appears to be a contradiction. The Chronicles version of the story says that
Jeconiah was eight years old when he began to reign, whereas the 2 Kings version says eighteen. Which was
it? The archaeological and biblical evidence proves that he had to be much older than eight at the time he took
over the rule of Judah and reigned for three months (from December 598 through March 597 B.C.). For he had
at least five children while a captive in Babylon only five years later, as mentioned on a Babylonian ration
receipt (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, notes on 2 Chronicles 36:7, 9). And ―the scriptural descriptions of
Jehoiachin seem to represent him as a mature young man (Jer. 22:24-30; Ezek. 19:6)‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on 2 Kings 24:8).
The answer is probably fairly simple. Jeconiah was no doubt 18 when he succeeded his father in 598 B.C. Ten
years earlier, at the age of 8 in 608 B.C., his father must have installed him as coregent—probably just in name
rather than critical function, so as to perpetuate the dynasty in the event the whirlwind of events removed
Jehoiakim from the throne (as Jehoiakim‘s brother Jehoahaz had been removed the previous year, 609 B.C.). A
coregency of Jehoiakim and Jeconiah could explain why Jeremiah addresses the ―kings‖ of Judah in Jeremiah
17:19-20. But as Jeconiah likely assumed no actual power until his father died, he is credited with a reign of
only the three months rather than 10 years.
As king, Jeconiah follows in the footsteps of his father—continuing in evil rather than turning to God (even
though Nebuchadnezzar is in the process of mobilizing his forces against Jerusalem during Jeconiah‘s entire
three-month reign, as we will later see). Since Jeconiah‘s mother Nehushta, the daughter of Elnathan of
Jerusalem, is mentioned prominently, including the fact that she would and later did suffer deportation with her
son (2 Kings 24:8, 12; Jeremiah 22:26-27; 29:2; 13:18), it seems likely that she wields considerable influence
over the young ruler. As earlier noted, Nehushta‘s father is probably the same Elnathan mentioned elsewhere
as the son of Achbor, the official in the administration of Jehoiakim who apprehended Urijah the prophet but
later tried to talk Jehoiakim out of burning the scroll of Jeremiah (see Jeremiah 26:21-23; 36:12, 25).
In Jeremiah 22, God‘s message regarding Jeconiah quickly moves from third person (verse 24a) to second
person—addressing the king directly (verses 24b-26). God tells Jeconiah that even if he were the signet ring on
God‘s right hand, ―the most important private possession bearing the owner‘s mark and authority‖ (New Bible
Commentary, note on verses 24-30), God would still pluck him off and hand him over to others. Continued
rebellion against God by Judah‘s rulers would be tolerated no longer. Jeconiah and his mother would soon be
carried captive to Babylon (verses 25-26). Switching back to third person in verse 27, we are told that ―they‖—
Jeconiah and his mother—will not return to the land of Judah.
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In verse 28, Jeconiah is described as a ―broken idol.‖ The Jews idolized their Davidic ruler, likely expecting him
to save them from the Babylonians. Yet Jeconiah himself would be taken captive to Babylon. In verse 30, God
declares him ―childless‖—which is qualified by what follows, as Jeconiah actually had seven sons (1 Chronicles
3:17-18; compare Matthew 1:12). Indeed, in the same verse God says Jeconiah would have ―descendants‖
(Jeremiah 22:30). But they, like him, would not ―prosper‖ as a king. They were, in effect, banned from the throne
of David. Thus, it was only in regard to the throne that Jeconiah was to be regarded as childless.
It should be mentioned that though Jesus Christ, the ultimate heir of David‘s throne, ―was lineally descended
from Jeconiah [see Matthew 1], it was only through Joseph, who, though His legal, was not His real father.
Matthew gives the legal pedigree through Solomon down to Joseph; Luke the real pedigree, from Mary, the real
parent, through Nathan, brother of Solomon, upwards (Luke 3:31)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary,
note on Jeremiah 22:29-30). We will look more closely at these genealogies later in the Bible Reading Program.
The Second Babylonian Deportation and the Reign of Zedekiah (2 Chronicles 36)
Nebuchadnezzar returns to Jerusalem ―at the turn of the year‖ (2 Chronicles 36:10), near the spring equinox, ―in
the eighth year of his reign‖ (2 Kings 24:12)—that is, in March of 597 B.C. (his first year according to Jewish
reckoning being September 605–September 604 B.C.). Jeconiah‘s time as king of Judah is up.
―After replacing his father on the throne of David, Jehoiachin [Jeconiah] evidently maintained an anti-Babylonian
posture that immediately brought Nebuchadnezzar‘s stern reaction. After only three months in power
Jehoiachin found his city surrounded by the Babylonian hosts and he quickly capitulated. This time the royal
family was deported along with other leading citizens including Ezekiel the prophet. The cream of Judah‘s
military force and her most skillful craftsmen also had to abandon their land and homes to go into exile. Finally,
Nebuchadnezzar helped himself once more to the temple treasures and carried them back to Babylon as a sign
of his complete success‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 452).
The Babylonians were prolific recorders of their accomplishments. Among some 300 cuneiform tablets
unearthed near modern Baghdad, one Babylonian chronicle was found paralleling the biblical account of
Nebuchadnezzar‘s sacking of Jerusalem and capture of its monarch in 2 Kings 24:10-17.
―Here is the Babylonian version: ‗Year 7 {of Nebuchadnezzar [according to Babylonian reckoning]}. In the
month of Kislev {December 598}, the king of Babylonia mobilized his troops and marched to the west [showing
that he began his assault as soon as Jeconiah assumed the throne]. He encamped against the city of Judah
{Jerusalem}, and on the second of Adar {March 16, 597}, he captured the city and seized {its} king. A king of his
choice he appointed there; he to{ok} its heavy tribute and carried it off to Babylon.
―The corroboration of the biblical text by the records of Israel‘s ancient foe is unmistakable, and a bit ironic,‖
writes U.S. News & World Report religion writer Jeffery Sheler. ―Until a century ago, it was commonly claimed
by skeptics in the biblical academy that Nebuchadnezzar had never existed—that he was yet another of the
Bible‘s legendary figures invented for propaganda purposes. But then the German archaeologist Robert
Koldewey, excavating in Iraq beginning in 1899, came upon the ruins of Nebuchadnezzar‘s magnificent palace
complex, the famed temple of Marduk, and the remains of the Ishtar gate [now in the Pergamon Museum in
Berlin]—as well as numerous inscriptions, statues, and stelae from the ancient Babylonian empire. At once,
Nebuchadnezzar ceased to be a fictional foil in a supposed Hebrew mythology; archaeology had affirmed him
as a true historical figure. And now the royal records of this ancient enemy of the Israelites are adding testimony
to the accuracy of the Bible as it relates this important chapter of Israel‘s history. This reversal once again
shows the capacity of archaeology to turn the skeptical suppositions of biblical scholarship upside down‖ (Is the
Bible True?, 1999, p. 137).
Returning to the scriptural account, it is clear that Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion is a devastating blow to the
nation. While the first deportation of Jews to Babylon, which included Daniel and his friends, was quite small,
this one is major—involving a substantial portion of Jerusalem. The Babylonian emperor, we are told, takes all
but the poor captive (2 Kings 24:14; compare Jeremiah 27:20; 29:2). ―This method of eliminating leaders and
leaving the peasant population to pay taxes to the kingdom was learned from the Assyrians and was designed
to reduce the likelihood of rebellion‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 2). The beginning of 2 Kings 24:20
sums up this episode and all that would soon transpire: ―It was because of the LORD‘s anger that all this
happened to Jerusalem and Judah, and in the end he thrust them from his presence‖ (NIV).
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Nebuchadnezzar removes Jeconiah and his mother from power and places Josiah‘s remaining son Mattaniah—
Jeconiah‘s uncle—on the throne, renaming him Zedekiah as a demonstration of the emperor‘s supremacy. As
with Necho‘s replacement of Jehoahaz with Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar keeps the Jewish kingship within the
royal family of David rather than introducing a new dynasty. This was a smart move on both occasions, as the
people would not have accepted a non-Davidic ruler and it maintained the façade of Jewish self-rule, which
helped to prevent uprising. More importantly, of course, God‘s overseeing direction in keeping His promise to
David was certainly a factor.
Mattaniah‘s new name Zedekiah meant ―Yahweh Is Righteousness.‖ Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary says, ―This being a purely Hebrew name, it seems that [Nebuchadnezzar] allowed the puppet king
to choose his own name, which was confirmed‖ (note on 2 Kings 24:17). If that‘s so, it‘s interesting to recall that
Jeremiah had prophesied that, after Jeconiah (Jeremiah 22:24-30), a ―Branch of righteousness‖ would come
from David‘s house to save Judah (23:5-6) called ―Yahweh Our Righteousness‖ (see verse 6). Could it be that
Mattaniah, probably with the help of advisers, intentionally chose a name meaning something very close to
that? In other words, might Mattaniah have co-opted Jeremiah‘s prophecy to set himself up as a messianic
figure to inspire popular support? It is certainly a possibility.
But the people had difficulty accepting him as the true king, much less anything beyond that. ―Though ‗he
reigned in Jerusalem,‘ the fact that seals have been discovered with the inscription ‗Eliakim steward of Yaukin
[Jehoiachin or Jeconiah]‘ indicates that, at the least, his nephew Jehoiakin continued to wield influence as a
recognized possessor, even if an absentee one, of royal property and, at the most, that Zedekiah may have
ruled to some extent as a regent for his exiled predecessor‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on 2
Chronicles 36:11).
―Though Zedekiah, Jehoiachin‘s uncle and Josiah‘s son, was left as puppet ruler of Judah, it is clear that the
Jewish people regarded Jehoiachin as the true scion of David until the day of his death. He never returned to
Jerusalem, it is true, but after long years as a political prisoner in Babylon he was placed on a government
pension and apparently was treated more as an honored guest of Babylon than as her prisoner (2 Kings 25:2730). It must have seemed to the exilic Jewish community that the time would surely come when Jehoiachin
would lead them back triumphantly to Jerusalem and restore the former glory of the house of David‖ (Merrill, p.
452). Yet this was utterly foolish, considering that God had banned Jeconiah and his descendants from
inheriting David‘s throne (Jeremiah 22:24-30).
In any event Zedekiah was ―king de facto of whatever was left of Judah in 597‖ (Merrill, p. 452). Indeed, he was
more than that, for God‘s decree against Jeconiah made Zedekiah the legitimate successor of David despite
what the people thought or desired. Yet the stubborn and faithless Zedekiah does not heed God, propagating
11 more years of wicked rule. ―Evil like his brothers, he paid no attention to the admonishings of Jeremiah the
prophet to accept Babylonian suzerainty as the will of God [as we will see in upcoming readings]. Rather, he
rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar, thus inviting sure and swift disaster. The date of this rebellion cannot be
determined‖ (Merrill, p. 452)—but it was sometime between 593 and 588 B.C., as we will see. The Jewish
king‘s rebellion is utter defiance, not merely against the Babylonian king, but also against God and His prophet
(2 Chronicles 36:12)—doubly so since Zedekiah took an oath in God‘s name that he would not rebel against
Babylon (verse 13). This all spells disaster for the king—and for the Jewish nation. The end would come soon.
Zedekiah Rebels Against Babylon (2 Chronicles 36)
As God had foretold in Ezekiel 17, King Zedekiah of Judah finally rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar (2
Chronicles 36:13; Jeremiah 52:3b). As the rebellion is what provoked Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion of Judah and
siege of Jerusalem (see verse 4), which began in January 588 B.C. (compare Ezekiel 24:1-2), the rebellion
must have happened immediately beforehand. This makes sense in light of international affairs, for at this time
a new pharaoh came to the throne of Egypt. ―The king of Judah foolishly relied on the Egyptians under Pharaoh
Apries (or Hophra, Jer. 44:30) for help (see Ezek. 17:15-18). Apries had recently succeeded Psamtik II (594588 B.C.) on the throne. He had great plans for Egypt‘s renewed glory‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 2
Kings 24:20). But it was not to be, as we will later see.
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The Two Baskets of Figs (2 Chronicles 36)
God had a plan in allowing some of the Jews to go into exile while allowing others to remain in Jerusalem. To
make clear to Jeremiah and others what He was doing, God gave the prophet a vision of two baskets of figs
(Jeremiah 24), one filled with good, ripe figs and the other with foul, rotten ones.
Through the image of the good figs, God explained to Jeremiah that He was providing a place of refuge for
those who would later be able to return to Him with a right heart. As we‘ll later read, the exiles were given the
opportunity to prosper in Babylon (Jeremiah 29:4-7). At the time of the second deportation, Daniel had already
been in Babylonian exile for eight years and was by now entrusted with enormous responsibility in the empire.
No doubt he was able to wield considerable influence with regard to the Jewish exiles—including their
treatment, settlement, employment, education, etc. An important lesson for us here is that God doesn‘t just act
impulsively, but plans for the future—in this case placing Daniel in Babylon first and promoting him to a position
of high authority ahead of the arrival of the remaining exiles.
The bad figs represented those such as Zedekiah and the other leaders of Judah who were rebellious and
stubborn. Left behind in Jerusalem (or in Egypt), they would ultimately be destroyed. Concerning those who
―dwell in the land of Egypt‖ (24:8) there is some debate. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary contends: ―To
understand them as those involved in the events of chapters 43 and 44 [when a sizable remnant of Judah later
flees to Egypt following Nebuchadnezzar‘s destruction of Judah in 586 B.C.] is to leap too far ahead in the
narrative of the book‖ (note on 24:8). Yet the statement could certainly mean this, as it was a prophecy.
However, there are other possibilities.
Expositor‘s continues: ―A number of scholars suggest that those living in Egypt were Jews who were deported
with Jehoahaz to Egypt by Pharaoh Neco (cf. 2 Kings 23:31-34). Others suggest that they were emigrants who
were opposed to the Babylonian domination of Judah or fled to Egypt at the first approach of Nebuchadnezzar.
Another proposal is that they were fugitives from Judah who went to Egypt during various wars. Since details
are lacking, it is impossible to rule out those probabilities. Archaeological research does, however, reveal that
those who remained in Egypt set up a rival temple later on‖ (same note). Perhaps God intended all of these
groups.
Jeremiah 24 concludes with a warning of the ominous cycle of sword, famine and pestilence also mentioned
elsewhere (verse 10; see Jeremiah 14:12; 27:8, 13; 29:17-18; 1 Kings 8:33-39; Ezekiel 14:21; compare
Revelation 6:3-8). Indeed, tying in directly with this chapter, Jeremiah 29:18 says, ―Behold, I will send on them
the sword, the famine, and the pestilence, and will make them like rotten figs that cannot be eaten, they are so
bad.‖

314

EZRA
Introduction to Ezra (Ezra 1)
We come now to the conclusion of Chronicles and the beginning of the book of Ezra, named after the priest and
scribe who, as described in the book, led the second return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon. Just as the Jews
had been taken into Babylonian exile in three stages, those who later returned to Judah under the Persians did
so in three stages. The first group, under the governor Zerubbabel, returned when Cyrus issued his decree in
538 B.C. The second group returned with Ezra in 457 B.C. And the third group later returned in 444 B.C. under
the leadership of Nehemiah, a Jewish official in the court of the Persian emperor Artaxerxes I. Nehemiah is the
principal character in the biblical book bearing his name.
―The Book of Ezra does not name its author, but Jewish tradition ascribes the book to Ezra along with the books
of Chronicles and Nehemiah. Modern scholars generally agree with this tradition. Despite some dissimilarities,
Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah form a connected work. The themes of the temple and the Levites, and the
focus on lists, appear in all three books. In the Hebrew Bible, Ezra and Nehemiah are together as one book.
Thus it seems that one author compiled all three books‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Ezra). ―With
such priestly interests, the one who masterminded this long document [with God‘s inspiration] may well have
been a priest—like Ezra‖ (introductory notes on Nehemiah).
Ezra is the main character of major sections of the book of Ezra, yet he does not appear until the latter part of
the book (chapters 7–10). He also appears in chapters 8-10 of Nehemiah. ―Both passages are written in the first
person and provide detailed descriptions. Such vivid descriptions point to an eyewitness as the author. It is
generally agreed that these chapters at least were drawn directly from Ezra‘s memoirs‖ (introductory notes on
Ezra).
The rest of the material is evidently a compilation from other sources—as Chronicles is. ―The first half of Ezra
records events that occurred nearly sixty years before Ezra returned to Judah. If Ezra compiled the book, he
had to consult other sources for those passages. In fact, much of the Book of Ezra consists of information
obtained from other official sources: (1) the decree of Cyrus (1:2-4), (2) the list of the articles of the temple (1:911), (3) the list of those who returned to Jerusalem (2:2-58), (4) the letter to Artaxerxes (4:11-16), (5) the reply
of Artaxerxes (4:17-22), (6) the report of Tattenai (5:7-17), (7) the decree of Cyrus (6:2-5), (8) the reply of
Darius (6:6-8), (9) the genealogy of Ezra (7:1-5), (10) the authorization of Artaxerxes (7:12-26), (11) the list of
the heads of the clans (8:1-14), and (12) the list of those involved in mixed marriages. Over half the book of
Ezra consists of official documents and lists. Moreover, the book is written in two languages. Most of the royal
correspondence in the book is written in Aramaic, the international language of the Persian world, while the
narrative sections are in Hebrew‖ (same notes). The Hebrew sections of Ezra are: 1:1–4:7; 6:19–7:11; 7:27–
10:44. The Aramaic sections are: 4:8–6:18 and 7:12-26.
The compilation of various documentary sources helps to demonstrate that this is the recording of genuine
history rather than folkloric storytelling.
Concerning Nehemiah, ―many readers naturally conclude that the book was written by Nehemiah because of
the words of the first verse, ‗The words of Nehemiah the son of Hachaliah.‘ It is widely believed that Nehemiah
originated the following passages: 1:1–7:5; 12:27-43; 13:4-31‖ (introductory notes on Nehemiah). Ezra probably
compiled Nehemiah‘s memoirs along with his own and other sources into his historical account.
Yet Ezra-Nehemiah ―is not simply a string of historical facts about the returning exiles. Instead, the narrative
shows how God fulfilled His promises announced by the prophets. He brought His people back from Babylon,
rebuilt the temple at Jerusalem, restored the patterns of true worship, and even preserved the reassembled
community from fresh relapses into heathen customs and idolatrous worship. Through the prophets and leaders
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He had called, the Lord had preserved and cultivated a small group of returning exiles, the remnant of Israel‖
(introductory notes on Ezra).
The Bible Reader‘s Companion puts it this way: ―The Book of Ezra, and then of Nehemiah, tells what happens
when a small contingent of Jews returns to resettle the Promised Land. Despite opposition from neighboring
peoples, discouragement, and even lapses into sin, a Jewish presence is restored in the Holy Land and another
temple erected on the site of Solomon‘s earlier edifice. There, in a tiny district of what was once its own land,
the little Jewish community struggles to survive and awaits God‘s promise of a coming Messiah, God‘s agent,
who will see that all the ancient promises made to Abraham are fulfilled‖ (Lawrence Richards, 1991,
introductory notes on Ezra). Indeed, the Jewish nation had to be restored to set the stage for the first coming of
the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Yet the restoration described in Ezra and Nehemiah was but a small foretaste of the
great return and restoration of all Israel that will take place under Jesus Christ at His second coming.
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah also provide inspiring lessons and parallels with the end-time work of building
the New Testament spiritual ―temple‖ of God, the Church, in preparation for Christ‘s return.
Cyrus‘ Decree (Ezra 1)
The book of Chronicles closes with the same wording that opens the book of Ezra—describing a remarkable
proclamation by Cyrus that allows the Jewish captives to return to their homeland from Babylon, grants them
religious freedom, encourages them to rebuild the Jerusalem temple and provides for funding of the move and
reconstruction. Cyrus issued this decree in his first year (2 Chronicles 36:22; Ezra 1:1; 6:3). ―As Cyrus entered
Babylon on 29 October 539 B.C., this was counted as his accession year. Babylonian and Persian scribes hold
that his first regnal year over the Babylonians began on New Year‘s Day, 1 Nisan (24 Mar.) 538‖ (The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introductory notes on Ezra).
We are told that God stirred Cyrus to issue this decree ―that the word of the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah
might be fulfilled‖ (1:1; 2 Chronicles 36:22). This has caused some confusion. God had foretold through
Jeremiah that the Babylonian captivity and desolation of Jerusalem would last 70 years (Jeremiah 25:11;
29:10). Based on that, many assume that this decree must exactly mark the end of the 70-year period. Yet as
explained in the Bible Reading Program comments on Jeremiah 25, the 70-year desolation of Jerusalem
extended from the fall of Jerusalem and destruction of the temple in 586 B.C. to the rebuilding of the temple in
516 B.C.
There was also a 70-year subservience of nations to Babylon prophesied there—the length of the Babylonian
Empire, from 609 B.C. to its fall to Cyrus in 539 B.C. Jeremiah 29:10 states that ―after seventy years are
completed at Babylon‖ God would cause the people to return. This seventy could be the length of the
Babylonian Empire—after which God would cause people to return. Yet notice that the prophecy did not specify
immediately after. Given all this, to fulfill Jeremiah‘s prophecies, a way for the Jews to return had to come
sometime after the fall of Babylon in 539 B.C. and yet soon enough after to give ample time for the rebuilding of
the temple by 516. Cyrus‘ decree in 538 is what began the process.
Moreover, Jeremiah‘s was not the only prophecy that Cyrus‘ decree fulfilled. For God specifically prophesied
through Isaiah: ―I am the LORD…who says of Cyrus, ‗He is My shepherd, and he shall perform all My pleasure,
saying to Jerusalem, ‗You shall be built,‘ and to the temple, ‗Your foundation shall be laid‘‖ (Isaiah 44:24, 28).
God had also foretold Cyrus‘ overthrow of Babylon (45:1-5).
This particular decree of Cyrus is not attested to in any contemporary Persian or Greek documents.
Archaeology has not as yet uncovered inscription evidence of it. That, however, should not surprise us, as hard
evidence regarding vast numbers of ancient decrees—the overwhelming majority, in fact—has never been
found. Most of the documents of antiquity were destroyed or lost over the centuries. Interestingly, this very
decree had been forgotten within decades of its being issued. It was sought out and rediscovered around 520
B.C., as related in Ezra 6.
Nevertheless, historical factors attest to its genuineness. As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on Ezra
1:2, ―The formulation ‗Jerusalem that is in Judah‘ is characteristic of Persian bureaucratic style.‖ Moreover, the
decree is consistent with what we do know of Cyrus and his policies as attested to in ancient sources. For on
one level, Cyrus‘ decree reflected his patronage of religion and cultural pluralism in general. Biblical historian
Eugene Merrill explains: ―In the nineteenth century a barrel-shaped inscription which records Cyrus the Great‘s
decree authorizing captive peoples in Babylonia to return to their places of origin was discovered. This
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inscription [known as the Cyrus Cylinder, currently housed in the British Museum] was primarily a propaganda
piece designed to demonstrate that Cyrus had been called by Marduk, god of Babylon, and that his rule there
and over all the earth was at the behest of the gods‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel,
1987, p. 491).
Indeed, as Merrill also relates, ―one reason for the ready capitulation of Babylon to Cyrus was the bitter
antagonism that the Babylonians felt toward Nabonidus and his son [Belshazzar] for their anti-Marduk religious
posture. Cyrus had already gained a reputation as an enlightened ruler who was extremely lenient and eclectic
in his viewpoint. He maintained the status quo in lands which fell to his control, at least as much as he could
without jeopardizing his sovereignty. One feature of his policy was to recognize the claims of native gods over
their followers and to make no effort to supplant them with gods of his own. In fact, he [supposedly] came to
Babylon at the express wishes of Marduk himself, since Marduk had become angry at Nabonidus‘s irreverence
and wished to replace him with another king, a shepherd who would more faithfully tend Marduk‘s human flock.
That shepherd, of course, was Cyrus‖ (p. 480). ―One cannot deny the political and psychological genius of the
man; indeed, his policy of permitting aliens to return to their homelands and to establish self-rule within the
larger structure of the empire was nothing short of brilliant‖ (p. 491).
―Cyrus‘s enlightened policy also had direct bearing on the plight of the exilic Jewish community in Babylonia, for
Cyrus accorded to Yahweh, their God, the same deference he paid to Marduk and all other deities. A logical
outgrowth of this policy was his decree that the Jews be allowed to return to their homeland. Only in a restored
temple in Jerusalem could Yahweh function effectively as the God of Judah. And so, in eager solicitation of the
favor of Yahweh, Cyrus repatriated the Jewish people and provided them with the authorization and
wherewithal to rebuild their city and temple as a fitting place for their God‖ (p. 480).
The Nelson Study Bible further suggests that ―Cyrus‘s decrees might have been part of a clever military
strategy. At this point, he had not yet conquered Egypt. A strong settlement of loyal people between him and
the Egyptians would have been wise. This was a novel political policy; for the first time in hundreds of years, a
king permitted a subjected people to return to their homeland‖ (―INDepth: Cyrus, the King of Persia,‖ comments
on Ezra 1).
Of course, there was more to it than all that. The same source goes on to say, ―But the point of [the] Scriptures
is to assert that God was at work through this powerful ruler of the ancient world.‖ The Bible, in fact, explicitly
states that God stirred Cyrus‘ spirit to issue the proclamation (2 Chronicles 36:22; Ezra 1:1). While this could
mean that God simply gave Cyrus a nudge to do what he was already likely to do anyway, it may well
indicate—especially given the specific prophecies of Cyrus—that God had been working behind the scenes in
Cyrus‘ life and in Medo-Persian politics in such a way that caused the king to adopt the outlook he had.
Moreover, it appears that Cyrus‘ proclamation regarding the Jews was specially inspired. The first-century
Jewish historian Josephus says that God‘s command regarding Cyrus‘ rebuilding of the temple ―was known to
Cyrus by his reading the book which Isaiah left behind him of his prophecies…. Accordingly, when Cyrus read
this, and admired the Divine power, an earnest desire and ambition seized upon him to fulfill what was so
written‖ (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 11, chap. 1, sec. 2). Indeed, it seems that Cyrus would have to have
seen these prophecies in order to fulfill God‘s words in Isaiah. Speaking directly to Cyrus (45:1), God says He
will give the king victory and treasures ―that you may know that I, the LORD, who call you by your name [long
before your birth], am the God of Israel‖ (verse 3). For this to make sense—for Cyrus to know from these words
in the book of Isaiah that he was personally named in advance and for this to serve as a proof to him of God‘s
divinity—the king must have personally read these words or listened to someone reading them to him.
―What role Daniel may have played in all this is unclear, but one cannot help feeling that it was major‖ (Merrill,
p. 492). Daniel was now the prime minister of Babylonia serving under Cyrus‘ deputy king and governor Darius.
There is no question that Daniel would have had contact with Cyrus. Indeed, it is almost certain that Cyrus had
heard all about the recent episode with the lions‘ den. Would not Cyrus have inquired of Daniel regarding his
religion? It seems rather likely that Daniel would then have shown the king that he was directly foretold in
Scripture. Indeed, Daniel may have gone further and pointed out the prophecies of Jeremiah regarding the
Jewish return and the return of the temple vessels and utensils.
―We know that the Persian kings paid close heed to prophecies: Cambyses to Egyptian oracles, Darius and
Xerxes to Greek oracles (Herodotus 8.133; 9.42, 151)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Ezra 1:1). How much more closely
would Cyrus have paid heed after staring at his own name in a prophecy written down about 150 years earlier—
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part of which had already been fulfilled? He would have been utterly astounded. And it seems most likely that
he would have been motivated to act accordingly—―stirred‖ in his spirit by the Word of God.
Still, ―no one should read into the accounts that Cyrus had become a worshiper of Yahweh; he was no more a
worshiper of Yahweh than Nebuchadnezzar had been when he extolled Yahweh before Daniel. Both were
syncretists who were willing for reasons of politics [and lack of full biblical and spiritual understanding] to
welcome any new god into their respective pantheons. One cannot deny, however, that both were under the
control of the sovereign God of heaven and earth who used them, witting or not, to achieve his holy purposes‖
(Merrill, p. 492).
First Return Under Sheshbazzar (Ezra 1)
God stirred the spirits of others too—causing a number of the Jews to enlist in the return to Judah (verse 5).
Notice that the returning captives are described as being ―of Judah and Benjamin, and the priests and the
Levites‖ (same verse). The return from captivity was not a return of all 12 tribes of Israel, as many today
maintain. Rather, it was simply of those of the nation of Judah who had been taken captive by the Babylonians.
In fact, we see in Ezra and Nehemiah that only a small portion of the Jewish people returned—those specially
stirred by God. This parallels the experience of Christians, who must be specially drawn by God (see John
6:44).
Why would the vast majority of Jews choose to remain in Babylon? Josephus remarks: ―Yet did many of them
stay at Babylon, as not willing to leave their possessions‖ (sec. 3). Expositor‘s comments: ―A fascinating light on
the Jews in Mesopotamia is shed by the Murashu tablets. In 1893, 730 inscribed clay tablets were found at
Nippur…. The archive dates from the reigns of Artaxerxes I (464-424) and Darius II (423-404). Murashu and
sons were wealthy bankers and brokers who loaned out almost any thing for a price. Among their customers
are listed about sixty Jewish names from the time of Artaxerxes I and forty from the time of Darius II. These
appear as contracting parties, agents, witnesses, collectors of taxes, and royal officials. There seems to have
been no social or commercial barriers between the Jews and the Babylonians. Their prosperous situation may
explain why some chose to remain in Mesopotamia. With the birth of a second and a third generation, many
Jews established roots in Mesopotamia‖ (introductory notes on Ezra).
However, we should not be quick to fault everyone who remained. God did not stir them up as He did the
others. It was evidently in His ultimate purpose that most not return to the Promised Land at that time. The
Jewish Diaspora (Dispersion) through other countries caused by the exile provided the basis for a widespread
Judaism—which would later provide a foundation for a widespread Christianity. We should also note that many
of those who did not return at that time nevertheless supported those returning with gifts (1:4).
In Ezra 1:8, Cyrus commits the Jerusalem temple articles to ―Sheshbazzar the prince of Judah.‖ And in verse
11 we see that this Sheshbazzar takes them with the captives in the return to Jerusalem. In an official letter to a
later Persian emperor, Sheshbazzar is named as the governor of Judah and the one who lays the foundation of
the Jerusalem temple (5:14, 16). Yet earlier in the same chapter, the one who, along with the priest Jeshua or
Joshua, ―began to build the house of God‖ is Zerubbabel (verse 2; see 3:8-11). Zerubbabel and Jeshua had
earlier been the ones to build the altar to God upon first arriving in the Promised Land (3:2). Zerubbabel is
shown to be the leader of the first return in Ezra 2:2. As the grandson of the former Jewish king Jeconiah (see 1
Chronicles 3:17-19), Zerubbabel could properly be referred to as the prince of Judah.
Given all this, Sheshbazzar seems to be one and the same with Zerubbabel. While other possibilities are
offered, this one seems to make the most sense: ―The name Sheshbazzar occurs only in two passages…both
related to official Persian actions. On the other hand, the name Zerubbabel is used in passages related to
Jewish activity…. It is possible that Sheshbazzar was a name by which Zerubbabel was known in Persian
circles‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 8).
Regarding the returned temple articles, ―the separate items listed in vv. 9, 10 total 2,499. However, the total for
all the articles given in v. 11 is 5,400. Probably vv. 9, 10 list only the larger and more important items that were
transported back to Jerusalem‖ (note on verses 9-11).
Note the detailed cataloging and careful preservation of these items. As suggested previously in the Bible
Reading Program, it seems likely that Daniel had a hand in this—as a high official of both Babylon and Persia.
Yet of course the one mainly responsible was God. He was bringing to pass what He had foretold in Jeremiah
27:22—that the temple articles would be returned after Babylon‘s fall.
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In the next chapter we will see a listing of the nearly 50,000 people who returned to Judea at this time. The
journey probably took about three and a half to four months, as this is how long Ezra‘s group would later take
(compare Ezra 7:9; 8:31). Historian Werner Keller writes in his book The Bible as History (1981, p. 302): ―We
can vividly imagine their journey into the land west of the Jordan. Almost 800 miles have to be covered between
Babylon and distant Jerusalem, with the clouds of dust churned up by the caravan as a faithful companion
throughout the whole journey. One day they would pass the site of old Mari. They would reach the spot where,
on the opposite side of the river, the Balikh, on whose lower reaches Haran was situated, enters the Euphrates.
From then on the returning exiles were following the same track which had been taken by Abraham 1,400 years
earlier, when he left the land of his fathers to go to Canaan, via Damascus and along the foot of Hermon to the
Lake of Galilee. Then came the day when from among the brown peaks of the mountains of Judah the desolate
ruins of the city of Zion rose before their eyes—it was Jerusalem. What fateful significance this journey had for
the generations that were still to come!‖
Resolving the Differences in the Return Lists (Ezra 2)
Ezra 2 lists those Jews enrolled in the return to the Promised Land under the Davidic prince Zerubbabel
(apparently the Persian-appointed governor referred to in Ezra 1 as Sheshbazzar) and Jeshua or Joshua, the
high priest (see Haggai 1:1; Zechariah 3:1). Nearly a century later, Nehemiah finds a register of those in the first
return. While the lists are nearly the same, they are not exactly the same. How do we account for the
discrepancies?
The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―The people of the province [Ezra 2:1] refers to the Jewish people of Judah
(see 5:8; Neh. 1:2, 3; 11:3). The use of this phrase probably indicates that the register of ch[apter] 2 was
compiled in Babylon. Nehemiah‘s list in Neh. 7:4-73 would have been compiled after he arrived in Jerusalem,
which could account for some of the differences between the two registers.‖
Ezra‘s list gives the number of the family of Arah as 775 (2:5). The list in Nehemiah says the number was 652.
Jamiesson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary states in its note on Ezra 2:5: ―It is probable that all mentioned as
belonging to this family repaired to the general place of rendezvous, or had enrolled their names at first as
intending to go; but in the interval of preparation, some died, others were prevented by some sickness or
insurmountable obstacles, so that ultimately no more than 652 came to Jerusalem.‖
The same commentary later notes on the variations in general: ―The discrepancy is sufficiently accounted for
from the different circumstances in which the two registers were taken: that of Ezra having been made up at
Babylon, while that of Nehemiah was drawn out in Judea, after the walls of Jerusalem had been rebuilt. The
lapse of so many years might well be expected to make a difference appear in the catalogue, through death or
other causes‖ (note on Nehemiah 7:5).
―To be sure,‖ says Gleason Archer in his New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties, ―regardless of the
date when Nehemiah recorded this list (ca. 445 B.C.), his express purpose was to give the exact number of
those who actually arrived at Jerusalem under the leadership of Zerubbabel and Jeshua back in 537 or 536
(Neh. 7:7). So also Ezra (in the 450s, apparently) recorded their numbers (2:1-2). But it may well be that Ezra
used the earlier list of those who originally announced their intention to join the caravan of returning colonists
back in Babylonia, whereas Nehemiah‘s list reproduces the tally of those who actually arrived in Judea at the
end of the long trek from Mesopotamia.
―In some cases there may well have been some individual families who at first determined to go with the rest
and actually left their marshaling field (at Tel Abib, or wherever it may have been in Babylonia) under
Zerubbabel and proceeded to the outskirts of that province before new factors arose to change their mind. They
may have fallen into disagreement as to the advisability of all of them going at once with the initial group; others
may have discovered business reasons to delay their departure until later. In some cases there may have been
illness or death….
―In other cases there may have been some last-minute recruits from those who at first decided to remain in
Babylonia. Perhaps they were caught up in the excitement of the return movement and joined the company of
emigrants after the official tally had been taken at the marshaling grounds. Nevertheless, they made it safely
back to Jerusalem, or wherever their ancestral town in Judea was, and were counted in the final list made up at
the completion of the journey.
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―Only four clans or city-groups came in with shrunken numbers (Arah, Zattu, the men of Bethel and Ai, and the
men of Lod, Hadid, and Ono). All the rest picked up last minute recruits, varying from 1 (in the case of Azgad). It
would be fascinating to know what special, emotional, or economic factors led to these last-minute decisions. At
any rate, the differences in totals that do appear in these two tallies should occasion no surprise whatever. The
same sort of augmentation and attrition has featured in every large migration in human history‖ (1982, pp. 229230).
Archer also offers the possibility of copyist errors, but that consideration is unnecessary—and in fact unlikely
given the number of variations. Indeed, one would think that scribes would have been scrupulous to check
these figures given that there are two separate listings. It is more likely that there were legitimate differences in
the original documents. Consider that Ezra is probably the one who compiled the books of Ezra and Nehemiah
as one book. Why would he not have corrected any obvious errors? Ironically, the fact that there are differences
in the lists is actually a proof of authenticity. No one fabricating the lists would have introduced such apparent
discrepancies. These, then, obviously represent genuine historical documentation.
Details of the Returning Captives (Ezra 2)
Looking at some of the details of the lists, it should be noted that the Nehemiah of Ezra 2:2 and Nehemiah 7:7
is not the same as the Nehemiah after whom the book of Nehemiah is named. Mordecai in the same verses
was not the later Mordecai of the book of Esther. Nehemiah 7:7 lists an extra leader named Nahamani. Some
maintain that the description ―people of Israel‖ in these verses means all 12 tribes are indicated. Yet we have
already seen that those returning were of the tribes of Judah, Benjamin and Levi (Ezra 1:5). Among the small
remnant that returned to Judea from Babylon in this and subsequent returns, there were a few people whose
ancestors had migrated to Judah from the northern 10 tribes. Yet the vast majority of the people of the northern
tribes remained scattered throughout this period—and they have not returned to the Promised Land to this day.
The Jews, as the remnant of Israel, were appropriately designated as people of Israel. All Jews are Israelites.
Yet, as has been amply demonstrated in past readings and comments, all Israelites are not Jews.
The total number of returning priests was 4,289 (see 2:36-39; Nehemiah 7:39-42). This was around 10 percent
of the total of those returning (see Ezra 2:64; Nehemiah 7:66). ―The relatively high proportion of priests amongst
those who returned was doubtless due to the prospect of a new Temple, with its opportunities of service‖ (New
Bible Commentary: Revised, 1970, note on Ezra 2:36-39). On the other hand, the total number of returning
Levites is surprisingly listed as just 341 or 380 (see Ezra 2:40-42; Nehemiah 7:43-45)—much less than the
24,000 Levites involved in the worship of God in David‘s time (see 1 Chronicles 23:4). Why did so few come,
particularly as compared with the priests? We don‘t know, but perhaps it is significant that priests had
leadership positions with a certain glory, whereas the temple duties of the other Levites may have been viewed
with comparatively little excitement or prestige.
We then see a listing of the Nethinim and the sons of Solomon‘s servants (Ezra 2:43-58; Nehemiah 7:46-60).
―Nethinim means ‗Given Ones‘ or ‗Dedicated Ones.‘ In 1 Chr. 9:2, the Nethinim are distinguished from the
priests and the Levites. Jewish tradition identifies the Nethinim with the Gibeonites who had been assigned by
Joshua to assist the Levites in more menial tasks (see Josh. 9:27)…. The sons of Solomon‘s servants are
linked with the Nethinim ([Ezra 2] v. 43). The numbers of the two groups are totaled together (see v. 58; Neh.
7:60)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, notes on Ezra 2:43-50, 55). The latter, according to The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary‘s note on Ezra 2:55, ―may be the descendants of the Canaanites whom Solomon enslaved (1
Kings 9:20-21). But [another commentator]… argues that they were instead the descendants of the royal
officers who were merchants in the service of Solomon (1 Kings 9:22, 27).‖
It is interesting to observe the care with which the priesthood was guarded. People had to prove their genealogy
to serve in it. Even those reckoned as priests yet without the documentary evidence were excluded from priestly
service and entitlement until the Urim and Thummim could be consulted (see Ezra 2:59-63; Nehemiah 7:61-65).
However, ―the rabbis held that ‗since the destruction of the first temple the Urim and the Thummim ceased‘
(Tosefta Sota 13.1). They held that Ezra 2:63 expressed, not a historical possibility, but an eschatological [endtime] hope (b. Sotah 48a-b). Elsewhere in the Talmud (b. Shebuoth 16a), we read that Ezra had to
reconsecrate the temple without benefit of the Urim and Thummim‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 63).
The word translated ―governor‖ in verse 63 is transliterated as Tirshatha in the King James Version. This is ―a
Persian title, ‗the One to Be Feared,‘ which approximates to ‗His Excellency‘‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on
verse 63).
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The whole assembly totaled 42,360 (Ezra 2:64; Nehemiah 7:66). Yet the individual numbers listed in Ezra 2 add
up to just 29,818. In Nehemiah 7 they add up to 31,089. ―It is possible that the larger total [42,360] includes
women, who are not named in the lists‖ (Nelson, note on verse 64). ―Some believe the [unaccounted-for]
12,000 were women and/or children. If so, this may account for the many marriages to pagan women which
[later] took place (cf. Ezra 8-10)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Ezra 2:64).
Accompanying the 42,360 Jews were 7,337 slaves (verse 64; Nehemiah 7:67). ―The ratio of slaves—one to
six—is relatively high; that so many would return with their masters speaks highly of the relatively benevolent
treatment of slaves by the Jews‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 65). ―The singers listed here were not the temple
choir of [Ezra 2] v. 41. These were professional singers employed for banquets, feasts, and funerals (see 2 Chr.
35:25; Eccl. 2:7, 8). Their presence could be an indication of luxury (see 2 Sam. 19:35). It appears that many of
the Jewish people had achieved some prosperity while living in Babylon…. The large number of horses listed
here also suggests affluence among those who returned to Jerusalem. Prior to this time, horses in Israel had
been used only for war and ceremonies. Only the very rich and well-armed owned horses. The rich also rode
mules, for they were scarce in Israel…. The beasts of burden were camels and donkeys. Camels were
expensive; the poorer classes rode donkeys‖ (Nelson, notes on Ezra 2:65, 66, 67).
On arriving in Judea, the people contribute gold, silver and garments for the rebuilding of the temple (Ezra 2:6869; Nehemiah 7:70-72). Yet the figures given in Ezra and Nehemiah don‘t match. ―Apparently Ezra‘s list rounds
off the figures, while Nehemiah‘s list presents them in more precise detail. It is also possible that the two lists
give totals from different times of collection—perhaps in Babylon and then later in Jerusalem‖ (Nelson, note on
Ezra 2:69). Or perhaps Ezra‘s list, having larger numbers, presents the total from both times. As before, an
apparent discrepancy is a mark not of made-up storytelling by a forger of later centuries who would make sure
to iron out such problems. Rather, this again is a mark of genuineness.
Finally, we should notice the money described here. As Expositor‘s explains in its note on Ezra 2:69:
―‗Drachmas‘ translates the Hebrew darkemonim (cf. Neh 7:70-72). Another Hebrew word— adarkonim—is used
for coins in Ezra 8:27 and 1 Chronicles 29:7. The ‗drachma‘ was the Greek silver coin worth a day‘s wage in the
late fifth century B.C. More probably the coin intended here was the Persian daric, which was a gold coin,
named either after Darius I, who began minting it, or after the Old Persian word for gold, dari. The coin was
famed for its purity, which was guaranteed by the king. It was 98 percent gold with a 2 percent alloy for
hardness. It was 3/4 of an inch in diameter and weighed 8.42 grams, or a little less than 1/3 of an ounce. Its
value equaled the price of an ox or a month‘s wages for a soldier. Since the coin was not in use until the time of
Darius I (522-486 B.C.), its occurrence here in 537 B.C. has been labeled anachronistic. Its use is better viewed
as a modernization by terms current at the time of the book‘s composition of earlier values, perhaps the Median
shekel. The total of 61,000 darics equals some 1,133 pounds of gold (about the same if the term represented
the Greek drachma).‖
Archaeology has recently lent support to the Jewish return from Babylon in the 6th centuries B.C. On February
20, 2004, an Associated Press article titled ―Archaeologists find 2,500-year-old jewelry collection, makeup kit,‖
reported: ―Israeli archaeologists excavating caves near the Dead Sea have discovered a rare find—a woman‘s
2,500-year-old fashion accessories. The hoard of jewelry, a makeup kit and a small mirror apparently belonged
to Jews who had returned from exile in Babylon in the 6th century B.C., said Tsvika Tsuk, chief archaeologist
for the Israel Nature and Parks Authority. ‗This find is very rare. Both for the richness of the find and for that
period, it is almost unheard of,‘ Tsuk said on Friday. Hidden under a stone-like accumulation of sediment
thrown up by a nearby spring, archaeologists using metal detectors found a necklace made of 130 beads of
semiprecious stones and gold, a scarab, an agate medallion of Babylonian origin and a silver pendant with an
engraved crescent moon and pomegranates. They also found what appears to be a makeup kit containing an
alabaster bowl for powders, a stick to apply the makeup and a bronze mirror. Tsuk said they also discovered a
pagan stamp showing a Babylonian priest bowing to the moon. ‗These finds confirm the (biblical) accounts of
Jews returning from exile in Babylon,‘ Tsuk said…. Tsuk said the find shows that there was a wealthy and
flourishing community of returnees living in the area at the time. ‗These are not the belongings of a simple
person,‘ he said.‖
The Restoration Begins (Ezra 3–4)
Ezra 3 begins with the seventh month of the Hebrew calendar, Tishri, corresponding to September-October.
Cyrus‘ decree had been delivered in 538 B.C., sometime after March-April. It probably took several months to
prepare and mobilize for the return. If it then took three and a half to four months to actually travel to Judea—as
it later took Ezra‘s group (see Ezra 7:9; 8:31)—there is no way the Jews of the first return could have been
settled in the Promised Land by Tishri of 538 B.C. More than likely it was 537. Many have even suggested 536.
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Probably the Jews had arrived in the land some months before—enough time for them to be resettled in the
cities as noted in Ezra 3:1.
Tishri is an important month on the sacred calendar, containing four of God‘s seven annual festivals. Mentioned
first in this chapter, because of his religious duties relevant to the festivals, is Jeshua, or Joshua, the high priest
(Haggai 1:1; Zechariah 3:1). He is referred to as the son of Jozadak (Ezra 3:2, 8) or Jehozadak (Haggai 1:1).
The high priest prior to the exile was named Seriah, who was captured by the Babylonians: ―And the captain of
the guard took Seraiah the chief priest‖ (2 Kings 25:18). He was executed along with others (verses 19-21). But
his son survived. For in giving the high priestly genealogy, 1 Chronicles 6:14 says: ―…Seraiah begot
Jehozadak. Jehozadak went into captivity when the LORD carried Judah and Jerusalem into captivity by the
hand of Nebuchadnezzar.‖ And now we see that Jeshua or Joshua was the son of Jehozadak. Once more, it is
worth noting how historically consistent the various books of the Bible are.
Zerubbabel, the governor, is referred to as the son of Shealtiel (Ezra 3:2, 8). In 1 Chronicles 3:17-19, Shealtiel
is listed as a son of the former Jewish king Jehoiachin or Jeconiah. Yet the same passage in 1 Chronicles lists
Zerubbabel as the son of Pedaiah—another son of Jeconiah. ―It may be that Shealtiel died childless and his
brother Pedaiah married his widow, following the custom of Levirate marriage (see Deut. 25:5-10; 1 Chr. 3:18)‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on Ezra 1:8). That would make Zerubbabel the son of Pedaiah through biology and
identification with him as the one who raised him—but the son of Shealtiel by name and inheritance. Note also
that Zerubbabel, a Davidic prince, was appointed governor and not a vassal king under Cyrus. Recall God‘s
stern dictate that no descendant of Jeconiah would sit on the throne of David and reign as king over Judah (see
Jeremiah 22:24-30). The throne of David had been transferred elsewhere (see our online publication, The
Throne of David: Its Biblical Origin and Future). In that light, it is interesting to see that there is no hint of the
people trying to promote Zerubbabel as king—despite the desire for the restoration of Jeconiah‘s line at the
beginning of the exile. It seems they had come to accept the prophecies of Jeremiah as divinely authoritative.
Indeed, we see a restored religious zeal in Ezra 3—a genuine desire to please God. The returned Jews rebuilt
the destroyed altar at the site of the Jerusalem temple. ―They set the altar on its bases‖ (verse 3)—that is, on
the foundations where it had originally stood—and reinstituted the sacrifices they had been unable to offer in
Babylon (as Jerusalem was the only place God designated acceptable for such sacrifices). Jamieson, Fausset
& Brown‘s Commentary says: ―This was of urgent and immediate necessity, in order, first, to make atonement
for their sins; secondly, to obtain the divine blessing on their preparations for the temple, as well as animate
their feelings of piety and patriotism for the prosecution of that national work‖ (note on verse 2). And this
reinstitution of the sacrificial system was despite their fear of adversarial national neighbors (same verse). ―We
can measure our faith by what we do when we‘re afraid, despite our fears!‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note
on verse 3).
The sacrifices recommenced on the first day of Tishri (verse 6), which is the Feast of Trumpets (see Leviticus
23:23-25; Numbers 29:1-6). The tenth day of the same month is the Day of Atonement (Leviticus 23:26-32;
Numbers 29:7-11). And from the 15th through the 21st is the Feast of Tabernacles, the 22nd then constituting
another festival (Leviticus 23:33-44). The people kept the Feast of Tabernacles, which God always intended to
be a major highlight of the year for His people, with the appropriate number of sacrifices (verse 4; see Numbers
29:13-38). The Feast of Tabernacles symbolizes the coming rule of Jesus Christ over all nations (see our free
booklet God‘s Holy Day Plan—The Promise of Hope for All Mankind). Indeed, on one level, this observance of
the Feast of Tabernacles by the returned exiles prefigures the wonderful observance of this same festival by a
regathered Israel following Christ‘s return (Zechariah 14:16).
The foundation of the temple was not yet laid, but the obtaining of materials for the building‘s construction was
underway. In building the first temple, King Solomon had purchased materials from Tyre and Sidon (in modern
Lebanon) and had them shipped to Joppa (just south of modern Tel Aviv), paying for them with grain, oil and
wine (see 2 Chronicles 2:10-16; 1 Kings 5:1-11). We see almost the exact same details under Zerubbabel and
Joshua, who had permission from Cyrus for such business (see Ezra 3:7).
Construction on the second temple began in the second month of the second year since returning to Judea
(verse 8). The second month, Iyyar, corresponding to April-May, was also the month in which the building of
Solomon‘s temple had begun (see 1 Kings 6:1). ―As the Jews probably returned to [Judea] in the spring of 537,
the second year would be the spring of 536‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Ezra 3:8). Yet some date
the return to 536, which would make the second year 535. Interestingly, this is 70 years from the first captivity of
Jews at the hands of the Babylonians in 605 B.C.
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The Levites were appointed as overseers over the laborers (verses 8-9). The Jeshua of verse 9 is not the high
priest but a Levite (see 2:40).
―The returnees to Jerusalem celebrated laying the temple‘s foundation in almost the same way that the previous
generation had celebrated the first temple (see 2 Chr. 5:13). Two choruses were sung responsively. One group
sang For He is good; the other group responded with For His mercy endures forever (see Neh. 12:31)‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on Ezra 3:10-11). The New Bible Commentary says regarding this: ―The singing was
antiphonal, with either two choirs, or a choir and a priest-soloist. This is a feature of many psalms. The words
preserved in our text would be the chorus (cf. 1 Ch. 16:34; 2 Ch. 5:13; 7:3; Ps. 136)‖ (note on Ezra 3:11).
―Laying the foundation was a cause of celebration. The descriptive ‗great shout of praise‘ (v. 11) reflects the
typically loud expression of both grief and joy in the Middle East. The old remembered the glory of Solomon‘s
temple [destroyed 50 years before] and were heartbroken that this temple was less than half as large. The
young were excited at the prospect of what lay ahead‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 10-13). A
lesser temple was better than no temple. God had brought judgment, but He had led a remnant here to begin
again.
―It Is Not for You and For Us‖ (Ezra 3–4)
In chapter 4, the Jewish people encounter a serious problem. Note that the people are referred to as Judah and
Benjamin (verse 1)—once again showing this was not a return of all the tribes of Israel but just those who,
along with many of the Levites, had made up the southern kingdom of Judah.
Certain ―adversaries‖ come to offer help on the temple‘s construction. These were evidently the people now
inhabiting the territory of the former Israelite northern kingdom of Samaria, though that is not explicitly stated
here. The first-century Jewish historian Josephus does explicitly refer to these people as Cuthaeans or
Samaritans (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 11, chap. 2, sec. 1; chap. 4, sec. 3), people of Babylonia and Syria
relocated by the Assyrians to the land of Israel after the deportation of the Israelites. Those in the delegation
here mention their forefathers of nearly a century and a half earlier having been brought over by the Assyrian
emperor Esarhaddon, who reigned from 681 to 669 B.C. (verse 2).
The governor, high priest and elders reject the Samaritan offer of help: ―You may do nothing with us is not a
rude rebuff; it is a righteous [and wise] refusal. The people offering help were not friends, but adversaries (v. 1).
They may have sacrificed to the Lord, but they were idolatrous at the same time (see 2 Kin. 17:29-35)‖ (Nelson,
note on Ezra 4:3). Indeed, 2 Kings 17:33 says of them, ―They feared the LORD, yet served their own gods—
according to the rituals of the nations from among whom they were carried away.‖ Their offer of assistance may
even have been a hypocritical ruse to infiltrate the Jews, gain more influence and sabotage their project. ―A
man who flatters his neighbor spreads a net for his feet‖ (Proverbs 29:5).
Expositor‘s comments: ―Even after the destruction of the temple, worshipers from Shiloh and Shechem in the
north came to offer cereals and incense at the site of the ruined temple (Jer 41:5). Moreover the northerners did
not abandon faith in Yahweh, as we see from the Yahwistic names given [in the book of Nehemiah] to
Sanballat‘s sons, Delaiah and Shelemaiah…. But they retained Yahweh, not as the sole God, but as one god
among many gods; Sanballat‘s name honors the moon god Sin. Though Ezra-Nehemiah does not explicitly
mention the syncretistic character of the northerners, evidence suggests that the inhabitants of Samaria were
syncretists…. In 1962 the Ta‘amireh Bedouins who had found the DSS [Dead Sea Scrolls] discovered a cave in
Wadi Daliyeh with fourth-century B.C. papyri. Paul Lapp in 1963 found there a great mass of skeletons,
numbering between two hundred to three hundred men, women, and children: the remains of the leading
families of Samaria who had fled in 331 from Alexander. A good proportion of their personal names included the
names of such deities as Qos (Edomite), SHR (Aramaic), Chemosh (Moabite), Ba‘al (Canaanite), and Nebo
(Babylonian)‖ (note on Ezra 4:1-2).
Syncretism (blending of beliefs or ecumenism—compromising truth for the sake of cooperation and unity) was
the sin that had led to the deportations of both Israel and Judah. It would have been foolish for the returned
Jews to blend with those who were still practicing it. Yet interestingly, as was mentioned, this is not given as the
reason for the refusal. According to Expositor‘s, the wording of verse 3 ―is literally ‗it is not for you and for us‘….
The Jews tried tactfully to reject the aid proffered by the northerners by referring to the provisions of the king‘s
decree‖ (note on verse 3). In fact, Josephus says that the Jews replied ―that it was impossible for them to permit
them to be their partners, whilst they {only} had been appointed to build that temple at first by Cyrus…although
it was indeed lawful for them to come and worship there if they pleased‖ (sec. 3).
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Despite the non-condemnatory and even hospitable approach, the refusal nevertheless provoked hostility and
opposition from the Samaritans. These adversaries ―tried to discourage the people of Judah. They troubled
them in building‖ (verse 4). ―‗To discourage‘ is literally ‗to weaken the hands,‘ a Hebrew idiom…. The opposite
idiom is ‗to strengthen the hands‘…. ‗Make them afraid‘ [NIV, or ‗trouble‘]—the verb balah means ‗to terrify‘ and
often describes the fear aroused in a battle situation‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 4). So it appears the
Samaritans may have resorted to forms of sabotage or terrorism.
They also ―hired counselors against them‖ (verse 5)—―or lawyers, probably to represent them against the
Jewish community at the Persian court. The Samaritans persisted in these attacks until the reign of Darius as
much as fourteen years later‖ (Nelson, note on verse 5). Before looking ahead to that time, however, the setting
of our next few readings is still the reign of Cyrus.
The Samaritan Antagonism Continues (Ezra 4)
The chronology of this passage is debated based on differing opinions regarding the identity of the Persian
kings mentioned within it. Recall from verses 4-5 that the Samaritans were constantly attempting to thwart the
Jews who had returned to Judea (the tiny Persian district of Yehud), efforts that often included accusing them
before the Persian court. This continued throughout the reign of Cyrus the Great.
Yet Cyrus, whom God had foretold would give the word to restore Jerusalem and its temple, was not swayed by
the Samaritan arguments. But he eventually passed from the scene. As historian Werner Keller writes: ―Cyrus,
the liberator, died on an expedition to the east in 530 B.C., and was buried in the royal palace of Pasargadae
near Persepolis [30 miles northeast of Shiraz in southern Iran]. His palace was built in the form of individual
pavilions: each one lay in the centre of a magnificent garden: the whole area was enclosed by a high wall. On
the southern slopes of a long range of hills there still stands among the rough grass of the highlands a small
unpretentious stone building dating from the time of Cyrus. Six square blocks form the steps which lead up to a
small chamber, above the entrance to which there could at one time be read the following plea: ‗O man,
whoever you are and whenever you come, for I know that you will come—I am Cyrus, who gave the Persians
their empire. Do not grudge me this patch of earth that covers my body.‘ Alas, the small stone chamber in which
a golden sarcophagus enclosed the mortal remains of the great Persian is now as empty as the place above
the entrance which bore the inscription. Occasionally shepherds with their flocks pass unconcernedly by this
forgotten spot, as they did in olden times, across the wide plateau where the lion is still lord of the chase.
―Cyrus was followed by his son Cambyses II. With the conquest of Egypt [in 525 B.C.] Persia became under
him the greatest empire that the world had ever seen: it stretched from India to the Nile‖ (The Bible As History,
1980, p. 303).
According to verse 5, the Samaritans would continue to present their grievances against the Jews ―until the
reign of Darius king of Persia.‖ This is generally recognized as referring to Darius Hystaspes (Darius I)—not to
be confused with the earlier Darius the Mede mentioned in Scripture.
Royal Identity Dispute (Ezra 4)
The identity controversy mentioned above starts in the very first verse of our present reading, verse 6, with the
identity of the Ahasuerus mentioned there and continues through the rest of the chapter over the identity of
Artaxerxes. The Darius of verse 24 is the same as the one in verse 5 (as the temple was rebuilt during the reign
of Darius I).
Notice the succession of Persian emperors (dates are B.C.):
Anglicized Greek Form
Cyrus II (the Great)
Cambyses II
Pseudo-Smerdis (Comates)
Darius I (the Great) Hystaspes
Xerxes I (the Great)

Persian Form
Koorush
Kambujiya
Bardiya (Gaumata)
Darayavahush/Darryoosh
Khashayarsha
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Dates of Reign
559-530
530-522
522
522-486
486-465

Artaxerxes I (Longimanus)
Xerxes II
Secydianus/Sogdianus
Darius II (Ochus/Nothus)
Artaxerxes II (Mnemon)
Artaxerxes III (Ochus)
Artaxerxes IV (Arses)
Darius III (Codomannus)

Artakhshathra or Ardashir
Khashayarsha
(Known only in Greek)
Darayavahush/Darryoosh
Artakhshathra
Artakhshathra
Artakhshathra
Darayavahush/Darryoosh

465-425
424
424
423-404
404-359/8
359/8-338/7
338/7-336
336-330

So who is the Ahasuerus of Ezra 4:6? This name is now generally understood as a parallel to the Greek name
Xerxes. Notice that the Persian form is Khashayarsha. Where the name Ahasuerus occurs in Scripture, the
actual Hebrew form is Akhshurosh, much closer to the Persian form of Khashayarsha. Of Xerxes the Jewish
Encyclopedia states, ―The Babylonian tablets spell his name Khisiarshu, Akhshiyarshu, etc.‖ (―Ahasuerus,‖
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=967&letter=A).
And what of the name Artaxerxes? Where this name appears in Scripture, the actual Hebrew form is
Artakhshasta. The Jewish Encyclopedia explains: ―In the Persian name Artakhshathra…the ‗thr‘…is
pronounced with a hissing sound, and is therefore represented in other languages by [an s or sh]. Thus in
Babylonian, Artakshatsu, Artakhshassu, and numerous variations; in…Hebrew… Artakhshasta…in Greek,
[Artaxesses]…and by assimilation with the name Xerxes [it becomes Artaxerxes]‖ (―Artaxerxes I,‖
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=1827&letter=A).
It would seem, then, that Ahasuerus in Ezra 4:6 is King Xerxes I, the husband of Esther. And Artaxerxes in
verses 7-23 would appear to be Artaxerxes I, the king under whom Nehemiah later served. If that is the case,
as most scholars now maintain, then chapters 4-6 are out of sequence. Here‘s how The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary explains Ezra 4: ―This chapter summarizes various attempts to thwart the efforts of the Jews. In
vv. 1-5 the author describes events under Cyrus (539-530), in v. 6 under Xerxes (485-465), in vv. 7-23 under
Artaxerxes I (464-424). He then reverts in v. 24 to the time of Darius I (522-486), when the temple was
completed (cf. Hag 1-2). The author drew on Aramaic documents from [Ezra 4] v. 8 to 6:18, with a further
Aramaic section in 7:12-26‖ (note on 4:1-5). Chapters 5-6 concern events during the reign of Darius I. Chapter 7
advances the story to the time of Artaxerxes I.
Following the above interpretation, Eerdman‘s Handbook to the Bible has this to say in its note on Ezra 4:
―Verses 1-5, 24: the opposition succeeds in bringing the work [on the temple] to a standstill for 15 years, until
Darius is king. Verses 6-23 interrupt the chronological sequence to carry the account of the opposition through
to the time of Ezra and Nehemiah. Here the bone of contention is the rebuilding of the city walls ([verse] 12).‖
This would mean Ezra interrupted the sequence of the book to drop in an overview of the antagonism even
beyond the time of Darius, which seems a likely conclusion, especially given the mention of the city and its
walls in the correspondence rather than the temple.
However, there is another school of thought that sees Ezra 4 as presented in chronological order—wherein the
Ahasuerus or Xerxes of verse 6 is another name for Cyrus‘ son Cambyses (530-522) and the Artaxerxes of
verses 7-23 is a reference to the imposter king Gaumata (522), who posed as Cambyses‘ slain brother Bardiya
(Smerdis). Expositor‘s notes: ―Some scholars claim that the parallel account in Josephus (Antiq[uities of the
Jews, Book 11, chapters] 21-25…), which substitutes Cambyses for Artaxerxes I, gives the correct order‖ (note
on verse 7). Yet what of the fact that the names Xerxes and Artaxerxes are specifically applied to other kings?
―Some historians believe that the names Akhshurosh [Ahasuerus/Xerxes] and Artahshasta [Artaxerxes] were
general titles for kings, such as ‗Pharaoh‘ and ‗Shah‘ or ‗His Majesty‘ and that they were not specific names‖
(Allyn Huntzinger, Persians in the Bible, chap. 6, http://www.farsinet.com/persiansinbible/images/ chapter6.pdf).
Yet it seems more likely that the majority opinion is correct—that these names refer to Xerxes I and Artaxerxes
I. This would seem to be more consistent with other passages and avoids the problem of assigning these
appellations to whomever ―seems‖ to fit. Indeed, one might wonder why these names are used in Scripture if
they provide no identification of particular kings. Regarding Josephus‘ identification, Expositor‘s notes: ―[H.G.M.]
Williamson (Israel [in the Books of Chronicles, 1977], p. 50) points out that ‗at Ezra [4]…it seems likely that the
author has grouped by theme rather than by chronology. Josephus‘ corrections, therefore, which rest from one
point of view on accurate historical knowledge, result in the end in unhistorical confusion‘ (cf. also [C.G.]
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Tuland, [―Ezra-Nehemiah or Nehemiah-Ezra?‖ Andrews University Seminary Studies, 12] ‗Josephus,‘ [1974]‖
(note on verse 7).
The truth is that we can‘t know the answer to this matter for sure either way. It should be noted that if the
majority opinion is correct, as seems likely, then we are reading the current passage out of chronological
sequence. However, that is really no dilemma since, in any case, we are reading the verses in order of
scriptural arrangement—which, if not in chronological sequence, is nevertheless thematically consistent here.
We will note these verses again where they more likely occur chronologically.
Letter Writing Campaign Against Jewish Rebuilding (Ezra 4)
Whoever the Ahasuerus of verse 6 is, whether Cambyses or the great Persian emperor known as Xerxes I (see
previous comments), he apparently paid no heed to the Samaritan complaints. In verse 7 Artaxerxes, whether
pseudo-Smerdis or Artaxerxes I (again see previous comments), at first pays no heed either. But another letter
in verses 8-16 gets his attention.
Verses 9-10 identifies the plaintiffs as descendants of those the Assyrians had transplanted from the east into
the land of Samaria after the northern tribes of Israel had been deported. Osnapper is evidently another name
for the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal (668-626 B.C.). His resettlement of people into Samaria was in addition to
that of Esarhaddon (681-668 B.C.) mentioned in verse 2. Where the NKJV has ―the Dinaites, the
Apharsathchites, the Tarpelites, the people of Persia and Erech and Babylon and Shushan, the Dehavites, the
Elamites‖ (verse 9), the NIV has instead, ―the judges and officials over the men from Tripolis, Persia, Erech and
Babylon, the Elamites of Susa‖ (see The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary for a technical explanation of the
differences here). In identifying their nationalities, the Samaritans emphasize the kinship many of them share
with the Persian authorities.
Furthermore, the Samaritans refer to themselves in the letter as ―your servants‖ (verse 12)—implying a faithful
vassal relationship. By contrast, they refer to Jerusalem as ―the rebellious and evil city‖ (verse 12) and warn that
the Jews will again revolt if they manage to rebuild and fortify it (verses 13-14). ―A search of the king‘s official
records confirmed the Samaritans‘ allegation of rebellion and sedition on the part of the people of Jerusalem, no
doubt referring to the revolts under Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin, and Zedekiah (see 2 Kin. 24:1-20). The fact that
these revolts were against the Babylonians and not against the Persians was not important. The Persians had
become the heirs of the Babylonian Empire, and they would take such a report seriously‖ (The Nelson Study
Bible, note on Ezra 4:19). Evidently Cyrus‘ decree regarding the Jews and Jerusalem had been forgotten by
this point, as the Persians had an important precedent of unchangeable law (see Daniel 6:8, 12, 15).
It is also interesting to note in the king‘s response that he discovered that past kings of Jerusalem had ruled
over all the region west of the Euphrates River (Ezra 4:20)—evidently referring to David and Solomon and
perhaps a few later kings who had experienced periods of dominance over nearby nations.
The Persian ruler commands that the restoration of Jerusalem be brought to a halt but he leaves open the
possibility of a change in policy, saying that ―this city may not be rebuilt until the command is given by me‖
(verse 21). If the Artaxerxes here is pseudo-Smerdis, it would appear that the directive is later overturned when
the next king, Darius I, finds the earlier decree of Cyrus (see Ezra 6). If the Artaxerxes in chapter 4 is the one
known to history as Artaxerxes I, as most scholars believe, then the king ends up reviewing his own decision
and issuing commands regarding rebuilding to Ezra and Nehemiah.
One important factor to note is that if the chapter is in chronological sequence, then the Jews were evidently
forced to stop work on the temple (Ezra 4:24) when imperial decree and force of arms brought the rebuilding of
Jerusalem to a halt (verses 17-23). But if the chapter is, according to the majority view, out of sequence, then
the Jews simply gave up in the face of ongoing resistance (Ezra 4:4-5, 24). Once again, the latter seems more
likely given that there is no reference to the work having been forced to cease when the rebuilding is questioned
in chapter 5. The latter also seems more in line with Haggai‘s criticism of the Jewish neglect of temple
reconstruction in the second year of Darius (see Haggai 1:1-11).
In any case, Ezra 4 ends with the fact of temple reconstruction ceasing until Darius‘ second year (verses 24).
The recommencement and completion of the temple during the reign of Darius is the subject of the next two
chapters in Ezra.
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It may be of interest to note significant events transpiring elsewhere in the world at this time. It was during this
period that Gautama Siddharta (Buddha) lived and taught in India (ca. 563-483 B.C.) and K‘ung Fu-tzu
(Confucius) lived and taught in China (ca. 551-479 B.C.). This was nearly a thousand years after the time of
Moses (and nearly half a millennium from Solomon‘s building of the first temple).

Opposition to Jewish Rebuilding in Jerusalem (Ezra 4)
We read this passage earlier in following the arrangement order of the book of Ezra because of a widespread
belief that the book is written entirely in chronological order—making the Artaxerxes mentioned in this passage
the same as the ruler known to history as the imposter king Gaumata (also known as pseudo-Smerdis), who
preceded Darius the Great. However, as explained in the prior Bible Reading Program comments on this
passage, the majority view sees the Artaxerxes in this passage as the Persian emperor known to history as
Artaxerxes I Longimanus—the king who issued the decree allowing Ezra to lead a group of Jewish exiles to
Jerusalem. This seems more likely (see earlier comments from June 16–18), which is why we are reviewing this
section here and considering some other reasons for this conclusion.
The Samaritans resisting the Jews of Judea write to Artaxerxes (verses 7-16), complaining about the building
up of the city walls and foundations of Jerusalem (verse 12). There is no corroborating reason to believe the city
fortifications were built up under those of the first Jewish return from Babylon under Zerubbabel. Cyrus‘ decree
had permitted them to rebuild the temple, not the city. Again, it seems more likely that the rebuilding referred to
in the letter was done by those who returned with Ezra in the days of Artaxerxes I.
Artaxerxes‘ decree to Ezra had said nothing specific about rebuilding the wall or city (see 7:12-26). However,
beyond the provision for religious offerings and temple refurbishment, the emperor did say, ―And whatever
seems good to you and your brethren to do with the rest of the silver and the gold, do it according to the will of
your God‖ (verse 18). Not long after arriving in Judea, Ezra says of God, ―He extended mercy to us in the sight
of the kings of Persia, to revive us, to repair the house of our God, to rebuild its ruins, and to give us a wall in
Judah and Jerusalem‖ (9:9). Most people see this last phrase as a figurative expression of God‘s protection, as
no literal wall had yet been built. But neither was the temple refurbishment complete in so short a time. This
must all speak of what God had allowed the Jewish exiles to come to do—not of what they had already
accomplished.
Consider also that Artaxerxes‘ decree of 457 B.C. appears to be the starting point of the 70-weeks prophecy of
Daniel 9, the fulfillment of which was to commence with the command to rebuild not merely the temple but
Jerusalem itself (verse 25; see the Bible Reading Program comments on Daniel 9).
Moreover, as we will soon read, Nehemiah is not long afterward grieved over Jerusalem‘s wall being broken
down and the city gates burned (Nehemiah 1:3)—these developments seeming to concern recent events rather
than the Babylonian destruction more than 140 years before. Given all this, it appears that Ezra must have
interpreted Artaxerxes‘ decree as allowing for the refortification of the city—as indeed it implicitly had. And so at
some point it seems likely that Ezra and the returned exiles began on that project.
Yet perhaps the fact that Artaxerxes‘ decree had not explicitly mentioned the rebuilding of the city defenses
gave the Samaritan resistance what they saw as a window of opportunity to bring an accusation against the
Jews. Reminiscent of a modern legal challenge, the Samaritans saw and exploited a loophole in the initial
decree. The result was a legal injunction that stopped the reconstruction project. And there were other factors at
work that could explain why Artaxerxes, who had himself decreed the Jewish return and entrusted great
authority to Ezra, would now heed such accusations and order the rebuilding stopped (see Ezra 4:17-22).
Recall from the Bible Reading Program comments on Ezra 7 that Egypt had rebelled against Persian authority
by allying with the Greeks. Artaxerxes had sent his brother-in-law Megabyzus, governor of Syria and Palestine,
to wage war against Egypt to bring it back into submission to Persia—which was accomplished in 456 B.C. It
seems likely that the sending of Ezra and his company to Judea the year before this was intended to strengthen
loyalty to Persia in that region prior to the attack on Egypt.
But a few years later things changed dramatically in the region. ―After Megabyzus, the Syrian governor, had
subdued Egypt, he took the Greek and Egyptian commanders with him to Susa [the Persian capital called
Shushan in Scripture] under promise of protection there. For several years the promise was kept, but in 449
Amestris, the widow of Xerxes and queen mother [who was possibly the Vashti of the book of Esther],
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demanded their execution. The fulfillment of her demands so infuriated Megabyzus thathe fled Susa, returned
to Syria, and from there declared the independence of the trans-Euphratean satrapy [of which Judea was part].
He had sufficient following to repel at least two campaigns against him‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p.
508).
This could well explain why Artaxerxes would now be suspicious of Judean loyalty to Persia. It was now part of
a rebellious satrapy, and the refortification of Jerusalem could have played into the emperor‘s fears. He orders
the Samaritans, who have professed loyalty to him by their letter, to see to it that the refortification is halted.
And this they do—by military force (verse 23). Yet the king leaves open the possibility of future rebuilding
(4:21), helping to set the stage for the book of Nehemiah.
Turmoil at the Beginning of Darius‘ Reign (Ezra 5)
The Samaritan resistance to the Jews of Judea had taken its toll. The Jews quit the rebuilding of the temple and
went about their own affairs. This resulted in a period of national punishment, as the prophet Haggai explains.
Yet rather than seeing events in this way, the people looked on their ―misfortunes‖ as simply more reasons to
not resume the construction. As time went on, the orientation of the people changed until the rebuilding of the
temple perhaps seemed like something that would never happen.
―The reconstruction project may have faltered also because of the unstable political situation that followed the
death of Cyrus in [530] B.C. [His son] Cambyses came to the throne and reigned for seven years. His major
accomplishment was his bringing Egypt under Persian control. The passage of his armies through the land of
Israel may have worked a hardship on the native population. Demands for food, water, clothing, and shelter
may have greatly diminished the meager resources of a people engaged on a building project well beyond their
means‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introduction to Haggai).
Ezra 4:24 gives the time frame for the first two verses of Ezra 5: the second year of the Persian king Darius (ca.
520 B.C.). His accession was a time of major change in the empire. An overview of this period provides us with
a context for events in Judea described in our current and subsequent readings.
John Bright‘s A History of Israel states: ―Beginning in 522, the Persian Empire was racked by a series of
upheavals that bade fair to rend it asunder. In that year, as Cambyses was en route through Palestine on his
return from Egypt, news reached him that one Gaumata had usurped the throne and been accepted as king in
most of the eastern provinces of the empire. This Gaumata gave himself as Cambyses‘ own brother Bardiya
[Smerdis], whom Cambyses had had secretly assassinated some years previously. Cambyses thereupon,
under circumstances that are obscure, took his own life. An officer in his entourage, Darius, son of the satrap
Hystaspes, and a member of the royal family by a collateral line, immediately claimed the throne. Accepted by
the army, he marched eastward into Media, brought Gaumata to heel, and executed him‖ (2000, p. 369).
The Encyclopaedia Britannica notes, ―Some modern scholars consider that [Darius] invented the story of
Gaumata in order to justify his actions and that the murdered king was indeed the son of Cyrus‖ (―Darius I,‖
Micropaedia, Vol. 3, 1985, p. 887). Yet this is mere conjecture, as there is no way at present to really know.
Bright goes on to say: ―But Darius‘ victory, far from establishing him in his position, set off a veritable orgy of
revolt all over the empire. Though Darius in his great trilingual inscription on the cliff of Behistun sought to
belittle the extent of the opposition to him, it is clear that unrest exploded from one end of the realm to the other.
Rebellions broke out in Media, Elam and Parsa, in Armenia, all across Iran to the farthest eastern frontier, while
in the west both Egypt and Asia Minor were affected‖ (p. 369).
The Encyclopaedia Britannica further explains, ―In Susiana, Babylonia, Media, Sagartia, and Margiana,
independent governments were set up, most of them by men who claimed to belong to the former ruling
families‖ (p. 887).
Continuing in Bright‘s account: ―In Babylon, one Nidintu-bel, who claimed to be—and possibly was—a son of
[the last Babylonian king] Nabonidus, set himself up as king under the name of Nebuchadnezzar III and
managed to maintain himself for some months before Darius seized him and executed him. The following year
saw another rebellion in Babylon, the leader of which likewise called himself Nebuchadnezzar [IV] and claimed
to be a son of Nabonidus. He, too, made trouble for some months until captured and impaled by the Persians,
together with his chief supporters. Throughout his first two regnal years Darius had to fight without cessation on
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one front after another in order to win through. It was probably not until late in 520 that his position was actually
secure.
―Meanwhile, it must have seemed that the Persian Empire was literally flying to pieces. As nationalistic feeling
exploded everywhere a tense excitement was created from which the little community in Judah was by no
means immune. Dormant hopes were awakened. Perhaps the awaited hour, the hour of the overturn of the
nations and the triumphant establishment of Yahweh‘s rule, had come at last!‖ (2000, p. 369).
For those focused on the world scene at the time, certain statements in the prophecies of Haggai and
Zechariah, who then preached to the people of Judea, could easily have been interpreted in that way. This
might well have played a part in the positive response of the people to their exhortations. Moreover, it was less
than four years until the end of the 70 years since the destruction of Jerusalem and the first temple (586-516
B.C). It was time to get busy and get the job done. Through world events, the inspired preaching of His
prophets and directly stirring the hearts of Judah‘s leaders and people, God provided the needed motivation to
ensure the fulfillment of His promises.
The Decree of Darius (Ezra 5–6)
The Jewish rebuilding project elicits an inquiry by Persian officials. The account here is not precisely dated. The
phrase ―at the same time‖ (5:3) tells us that it was close to the commencement of the project in the second year
of Darius (4:24–5:2)—that is, 520-519 B.C. The foundation was newly laid in December of 520 B.C., as we saw
in Haggai 2:18, and the visit of the Persian officials had to come after that because of the report of timber now
being laid in the walls (Ezra 5:8). Zechariah‘s night visions, the subject of our previous readings (Zechariah 1:8–
6:15), came in February of 519 B.C., two months after the new foundation was completed (see 1:8). The
Persian visit might have come shortly before Zechariah‘s visions but it seems more likely to have come after
them. Either way, the time required for the matter to reach the emperor, be researched and then responded to
would place the conclusion of the matter several months later—definitely beyond Zechariah‘s night of visions
(thus explaining the placement of our current reading).
The two leading figures in the official visit are ―Tattenai the governor of the region beyond the River and
Shethar-Boznai‖ (Ezra 1:3). The italicized words here, ―the region,‖ have actually been added to the text. The
designation ―Beyond the River‖ (Hebrew Abar nahar, equivalent to Aramaic Ebir-nari) was actually the proper
name of the Persian province containing Syria and Judea. The name denoted the region west of the Euphrates
from a Mesopotamian and Persian perspective. Confirming the accuracy of the biblical record, archaeologists
have found ―a document that can be dated to 5 June 502 B.C., which cites Ta-at-tanni as the pahat (‗governor‘)
who was subordinate to the satrap over Ebir-nari [‗Beyond the River‘]. Shethar-Bozenai may have functioned as
a Persian official known as the patifrasa (‗inquisitor‘) or frasaka (‗investigator‖)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
note on verses 3-5).
Just what brought the Persian sub-governor and his retinue is not stated. He may have simply been conducting
a general inspection of his territory. However, it seems likely that the Persians had informants all over the place
and that the activities in Judea would have caused regional authorities some concern. Moreover, given that
there was a history of Samaritan antagonism and reporting to the imperial authorities, this may well have been
another instance of it.
The Persian inquiry was conducted among the Jewish elders—probably a governing council (verse 9). It
perhaps seems odd that Zerubbabel does not appear more prominently here. He is mentioned in the official
Jewish response, evidently being referred to as Sheshbazzar (verses 14-16), which was probably his Persian
name (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Ezra 1). And Darius specifically refers to him, though not
by name (6:6). Why then does it appear in the passage that the Persian governor did not deal directly or
particularly with him? And why did not Zerubbabel himself, rather than the Jewish elders, give the official
response to Tattenai recorded in the letter to Darius? It is conceivable that the Jewish elders purposely
downplayed the role of Zerubbabel.
As explained in the Bible Reading Program comments on Zechariah 4, Darius had recently put down a number
of rebellions instigated by claimants to the royal thrones in various areas of the empire. As Zerubbabel was of
the line of David, grandson of a former Jewish king, this may have been recognized as a potential Persian
concern. In fact, as pointed out in the same comments, some of Haggai and Zechariah‘s prophecies might well
have sparked rumors that Zerubbabel was the promised Messiah—further fueling the Persians‘ concerns if they
learned of this. It would not be out of character for the Samaritans to have made an issue of this. Given the
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circumstances, perhaps Zerubbabel himself and the other Jewish leaders decided to downplay his role as a
precaution. Whatever the reason, there is no hint that the position of Zerubbabel was even an issue at this time
as far as Tattenai was concerned.
Verse 5 says that the Persian entourage ―could not make [the Jews] cease till a report could go to Darius.‖
Perhaps Tattenai‘s initial response called for a temporary halt to construction but the Jewish elders, now
emboldened by the national spiritual renewal, did not just throw up their hands and comply. It is likely that they
pressed the legality of their actions based on Cyrus‘ decree (we know this information came out at some point,
as it appears in Tattenai‘s letter to Darius)—and Tattenai may have been satisfied with that until word came
back from the emperor.
The decree of Cyrus would have been an enormously powerful factor in support of the Jewish rebuilding
because of the Medo-Persian precedent of unchangeable law (see Daniel 6:8, 12, 15).
Historian Werner Keller writes: ―The official exchange of letters with the Persian court on this matter can be
found in the Book of Ezra (5:6–6:12). Many experts are convinced of the historicity of these documents
although others are doubtful. If they are not genuine, however, they are very clever imitations both as to form
and content. The Bible here even uses the Aramaic of the empire, the commercial language of the
Achaemenide Empire‖—that is, the Persian Empire ruled by the Achaemenid Dynasty (The Bible As History,
1981, pp. 303-304).
The reference to finding a copy of Cyrus‘ decree in Achmetha, the capital of Media more commonly referred to
today as Ecbatana, is rather interesting. French archaeologist Roland de Vaux says: ―Now we know that it was
the custom of the Persian sovereigns to winter in Babylon and depart in the summer to Susa or Ecbatana…and
we also know that Cyrus left Babylon in the spring of 538 B.C.... A forger operating in Palestine without the
information which we possess could hardly have been so accurate‖ (―The Decrees of Cyrus and Darius on the
Rebuilding of the Temple,‖ The Bible and the Ancient Near East, 1971, p. 89, quoted by Expositor‘s, note on
Ezra 6:2).
As verses 3-11 show, Darius endorses Cyrus‘ decree and even adds to it in his new decree, ordering that the
Jews be left alone in their work, that the project be funded out of the taxes on the ―Beyond the River‖ province,
that the Persian state provide a steady stream of animals and other products necessary to the continued
offerings of the Jewish national worship in Jerusalem, and that violation was punishable by death. The word
―hanged‖ in verse 11 ―does not mean hanged by the neck from a rope. It refers to impaling the dead body of the
condemned on a pole as a public display and a grim warning to others‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 1112).
Werner Keller states: ―Numerous other contemporary texts confirm…the extent to which Darius fostered the
indigenous [religions] of the peoples incorporated in his empire, not only in Palestine but also in Asia Minor and
Egypt. For example the inscription of Usahor, an Egyptian doctor, runs as follows: ‗King Darius—may he live for
ever—commanded me to go to Egypt…and make up once more the number of the holy scribes of the temple
and bring new life into what had fallen into decay….‘‖ (p. 304). This happened about the same time as Darius‘
decree regarding Jerusalem, around 519 B.C. (see Expositor‘s, note on 6:12).
Illustrating his concern for local religious matters even above palace concerns, Darius wrote to Gadata, the
steward of his estates, taking him to task over his attitude toward the sacredness of the temple of Apollo in
Magnesia: ―I hear that you are not carrying out my instructions properly. Admittedly you are taking trouble over
my estates, in that you are transferring trees and plants from beyond the Euphrates to Asia Minor. I commend
this project and the Court will show its gratitude. But in disregarding my attitude to the gods you have provoked
my displeasure and unless you change your tactics you will feel its weight. For you have taken away the
gardeners who are sacred to Apollo and used them for other gardening jobs of a secular character, thereby
showing a lack of appreciation of the sentiments of my ancestors towards the god who has spoken to the
Persians…‖ (quoted by Keller, p. 304).
Clearly, Darius‘ statements regarding the true God in his decree are no indication of any real belief regarding
Him. This was more of a public policy issue. Yet how interesting it is that this was the Persian policy. And how
remarkable it is that this turn of events came to pass at this particular point—just in time to enable the temple to
be completed within the 70-year time frame God had foretold long before. And how wonderful an
encouragement this was for the Jewish nation. They had returned to God. And now, as He promised, He
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returned to them (Zechariah 1:3)—looking out for their national welfare and blessing and ensuring it by the
mouth of the most powerful man and greatest political power on earth.
The Temple Completed; Passover Celebrated (Ezra 6)
With the ongoing preaching and encouragement of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah, the elders of the Jews
built and at last finished the second temple (Ezra 6:14). Whether or not these elders included the governor
Zerubbabel is not made clear (though they are differentiated in verse 7). That Zerubbabel‘s name is not
mentioned in conjunction with the temple‘s completion could be an indication that he was no longer in office
(see the Bible Reading Program comments on Zechariah 4). Yet again, the matter remains unresolved.
The timing is of course significant. Solomon‘s temple had been destroyed in 586 B.C. Seventy years later, as
foretold in Jeremiah 25, brings us to the sixth year of the Persian emperor Darius the Great (516-515 B.C.). The
particular date, the third day of the 12th month Adar (Ezra 6:15), corresponds to March 12, 515 B.C.
Verse 14 says the temple was built in obedience to God and ―according to the command of Cyrus, Darius and
Artaxerxes king of Persia.‖ Artaxerxes (who reigned 465-425 B.C.) seems out of place here. He ―did assist the
rebuilding of the temple, although it was completed years before Artaxerxes came to power. Artaxerxes
contributed to the welfare of the temple by issuing a decree regarding its maintenance (7:15, 21)‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on 6:14). The king‘s purpose was ―to beautify the house of the LORD‖ according to 7:27. Note that
this was part of an Aramaic section of the book, which ends in verse 18 of chapter 6. So it may be that this was
intended to be part of the Persian state records and that chronological consistency with the rest of Ezra‘s book
was not the main consideration here. Since Ezra‘s mission came during the reign of Artaxerxes, it could be that
Ezra placed the king‘s contribution in this spot to give him honorary mention in this particular state document.
At the dedication of the temple there is a great sacrifice, albeit not remotely approaching Solomon‘s dedicatory
sacrifice. Yet, ―although there were more than 200 times as many sheep and oxen offered in Solomon‘s
dedication (see 1 King. 8:63), it should be noted that there were more people—and more wealthy people—
participating in Solomon‘s dedication‖ (note on Ezra 6:17). Still it was an occasion of great joy (verse 6). By this
time there is no mention of any sorrow over the smaller size and inferior quality of the second temple as
compared to Solomon‘s, such as that described in 3:12, Haggai 2:3, and Zechariah 4:10.
Though the returned exiles are referred to the ―children of Israel‖ in verse 16, we understand from other
passages that the returned exiles were predominantly of the tribes of Judah, Benjamin and Levi (see Ezra
1:5)—with only a very few from the other tribes whose ancestors had become part of the kingdom of Judah.
Nearly the whole of the other tribes remained scattered. Note that in verse 16, ―children of Israel‖ is meant to
designate the common people as opposed to the Levites and priests mentioned in the same verse. And all the
Jews of Judea, as the remnant of Israel, were children of Israel. That being said, it is interesting to note that 12
male goats were offered as a sin offering for all 12 tribes of Israel (verse 17)—showing that God still viewed His
people in terms of the 12 tribes.
In a matter of weeks after the temple dedication came the observance of the Passover and Days of Unleavened
Bread. Verse 21 again refers to the children of Israel—but of course only those ―who had returned from the
captivity,‖ who were almost all Jews. (For more on what happened to the other tribes of Israel, request,
download or read online our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy.)
Those who had ―separated themselves from the filth of the nations of the land [that is, from the corrupt religious
practices of the Samaritans]‖ (verse 21) were the few poor of the land whom the Babylonians had left in Judah
as vinedressers and farmers (see 2 Kings 25:12).
―King of Assyria‖ (Ezra 6:22) is a somewhat surprising title for Darius. Yet it is a legitimate distinction as he was
ruler of the former realm of Assyria. Persian rulers took the title ―king of Babylon‖ for the same reason (see
5:13; Nehemiah 13:6).
It remains a time of great joy (6:22), as at long last, once again, the Jews celebrate before their own temple in
their own land. And let us realize that this was only a tiny precursor to the awesome restoration of Israel and
Judah that will come at the return of Jesus Christ.
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―The Lord Has Done Great Things for Us‖ (Ezra 6)
Psalm 126 is the seventh of a group of psalms known as ―the Songs of Ascent (Ps. 120–134). This group of
hymns was likely used by pilgrims making their way to Jerusalem to worship the Lord during the three annual
national feasts—Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles (Lev. 23)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 120).
The 126th Psalm is distinctive in that it was composed following the return of the Jewish exiles from Babylon.
And given the great joy expressed within the song, it certainly fits with all that we‘ve recently read regarding the
restoration of God‘s worship in Jerusalem and the newly rebuilt temple.
The return from captivity in Babylon had been anticipated for so long that when it came, it seemed like a dream
(verse 1). Was this really happening? It was! And when the reality set in, joy was overflowing in laughter and
song. The events that Judah experienced through the decrees of Cyrus and Darius and the temple
reconstruction all stood as a great testimony among other nations (verse 2). And it was a great witness to
themselves of the reality and power of their God. ―The LORD has done great things for us,‖ they cried, ―and we
are filled with joy‖ (verse 3, NIV).
Still, all was not yet accomplished. God had ―brought back the captivity of Zion‖ (verse 1). And yet the people
pray in verse 4, ―Bring back our captivity, O LORD…‖ Only a small percentage of the Jews who had been exiled
to Babylon had returned. And the rest of the tribes of Israel remained scattered. Ultimately, this prayer was for
the end-time work of Jesus Christ in bringing Israel and Judah back from around the globe. ―…As the streams
in the South [the Negev]‖ (same verse) is a request that this happen quickly and with great force. ―The wadis in
the steppe south of Hebron, around Beersheba, were generally dry; but on the rare occasions when during the
winter months it rained even as little as one inch, the water ran down its ‗streams‘ with great rapidity and often
with destructive force…. Roads and bridges [have been] destroyed by the force of these torrential streams. The
‗streams in the Negev‘ are not ordinary phenomena, as much as they represent proverbially the sudden
unleash of God‘s blessing‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 4).
Finally, The Nelson Study Bible notes on verses 5-6: ―The people of Judah had gone to Babylon in tears. Yet
their sorrow reaped tremendous rewards; the Lord came to the rescue of His humbled people (34:18; Is. 66:2;
Matt. 5:4). Upon their return to Jerusalem and Judah, they were reaping a harvest of rejoicing.‖
As we assemble annually to observe God‘s feasts, let us all go with such a mindset—as if leaving the captivity
of this world to rejoice before the Almighty King who has done great things for us, knowing that all our toil and
sorrow in this age will ultimately reap a reward in His presence for all eternity.
The Decree of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7)
The events of Ezra 6 occurred during the reign of Darius the Great. Chapter 7 jumps forward to the reign of his
grandson Artaxerxes I, also known as Longimanus (464-424 B.C.). It was between these two chapters that the
events of the book of Esther took place—during the reign of Xerxes, the son of Darius and father of Artaxerxes.
With the death of Xerxes in 465 B.C., ―the reins of government should have been handed over to [another]
Darius, the eldest son of Xerxes, but instead Artaxerxes his brother murdered him, with the encouragement of
Artabanus, captain of the guard, and took his place as king‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of
Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 499).
Artaxerxes‘ reign was beset by ―widespread unrest and even revolt, particularly in the more remote provinces.
By 460 Egypt refused to pay further tribute and solicited and received support from the [Greek] Delian League
in this bold act of defiance. Persia undercut this arrangement by bribing [the western Asia Minor city of] Sardis
to go to war with Athens, a move that neutralized the league and jeopardized not only Egypt but Athens…. The
orator-statesman Pericles had begun to lead Athens to a position of dominance amongst all the Greek states by
458, a situation that the latter feared and resented.
The [Greek] civil wars which then broke out freed Artaxerxes of further concern for his western Asia provinces,
allowing him to attend to matters closer to home‖ (p. 499). It was in this time frame, specifically in 457 B.C., the
seventh year of Artaxerxes (see verses 7-8) that the king gave permission to Ezra to lead a band of exiles back
to Jerusalem. ―Most scholars assume that the seventh year of Artaxerxes I should be reckoned according to the
Persian custom of dating regnal years from spring to spring (Nisan to Nisan, which was also the Jewish
religious calendar). Thus Ezra would have begun his journey on the first day of Nisan (8 Apr. 458) and arrived
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on the first day of Ab (4 Aug. 458…. [Yet] during the monarchy the Israelites had adopted a civil fall-to-fall
calendar (Tishri to Tishri) as well…. [And some] have argued that the Jews resumed such a calendar after the
Exile partly on the basis of an Elephantine papyrus [of the Jewish community in Egypt at the time]. The seventh
year of Artaxerxes I would have run from Tishri 458 to Tishri 457. Ezra would have left on 27 March 457 and
arrived on 23 July 457‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 7-9). These latter dates appear to be
the correct ones. For the fall-to-fall reckoning is confirmed by comparing Nehemiah 1:1 and 2:1—as the Hebrew
month Kislev (corresponding to November-December) there precedes Nisan (corresponding to March-April) in
the same 20th year of Artaxerxes (whereas Nisan would mark a new regnal year if a Nisan-to-Nisan reckoning
were used).
Ezra 7 gives us our first introduction to Ezra himself. Introduced with a long genealogy showing his priestly
descent from Aaron (verses 1-5), he is called the ―son of Seraiah‖ (verse 1)—which actually refers not to his
immediate father but to his line of descent, as Seraiah was the high priest at the time of Jerusalem‘s fall (see 2
Kings 25:18) and his son Jehozadak went into Babylonian captivity (see 1 Chronicles 6:15). The name Ezra
(meaning ―Help‖) is apparently a shortened form of Azariah (―YHWH Has Helped‖), a name that occurs twice in
the list of his ancestors.
Besides being a priest, Ezra was also a ―skilled scribe‖ (verse 6)—―one who copied and studied the Law. After
the Exile, the office of scribe came into prominence, in some ways replacing the prophet in importance, and
eventually eclipsing even the role of the priest‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 6).
Verse 11 shows Ezra‘s deep spiritual commitment to studying God‘s law, living by it and teaching it to others.
He is here called ―Ezra the priest, the scribe, expert in the words of the commandments of the Lord, and of His
statutes to Israel.‖ Ezra became known in Jewish tradition ―as ‗the scribe‘s scribe‘ or the teacher of scribes‖
(note on verse 11)—considered founder of the scribal movement, which had a formative impact on the Jewish
religion of Christ‘s day.
The king commits a remarkable degree of authority and wealth into Ezra‘s hand. There is no question but that
God was involved in the giving of this decree, as that is explicitly stated in verses 27-28. Indeed it is from this
decree that we are to date the commencement of the 483 years of the 70-weeks prophecy of Daniel 9 leading
to the appearance of the Messiah (for more on this, see the Bible Reading Program comments on Daniel 9).
Nevertheless, God often works through typical human motivations of national leaders to bring about his
intended results. Biblical historian Eugene Merrill comments: ―It will be helpful to see if there were any political
factors that motivated Artaxerxes [who had murdered his own brother to become king] to this beneficent policy
[of helping the Jews], for, try as we might, it is difficult to believe that the king was operating out of purely
charitable motives.
―We have already suggested that the neutralization of the [Greek] Delian League after 460 left Artaxerxes free
to deal with matters closer to home. He instructed Megabyzus [his brother-in-law], an official who had bribed
Sparta to attack Athens and had then been made governor of the satrapy of Syria, to lead Persian troops south
from Cilicia [in what is now southern Turkey] to wage war on Egypt, the ally of Athens. After defeating Athenian
troops at Prosopitus (an island in the Nile Delta), Megabyzus brought Egypt itself to submission in 456. Very
possibly, then, in 458 [or 457] Artaxerxes viewed a loyal Judean province as an important asset for his
anticipated disciplinary action against Egypt. And what better way to ensure Judean loyalty than to allow Ezra,
no doubt a highly popular and powerful Jewish leader, to reestablish Jewish life and culture in that little land that
was so crucial to Persian success?‖ (pp. 506-507). God was no doubt involved in the geopolitical circumstances
that made such a decision appealing to Artaxerxes at this crucial time.
Ezra 7:7-9 briefly mentions the journey of Ezra and his company to the Promised Land—a journey that took four
months, including an 11-day wait at the beginning as we will see in the next chapter, which gives more details
about this second Jewish return from captivity (compare 8:31). The decree itself, in 7:12-26, is written in
Aramaic. In the decree, the Jews are referred to as ―the people of Israel‖ (verse 13). While those represented
were almost all from the tribes of Judah, Benjamin and Levi, they were nevertheless looked upon as the
remnant of Israel, especially since Israel was the name of the nation in covenant with God—the God of Israel, a
term also used in the decree. It might seem odd that Artaxerxes would himself use such terminology. More
peculiar still is the phrase ―priests and Levites‖ (same verse), as this seems a particularly Jewish distinction and
not one the Persians would make. This wording has in fact aroused suspicion among scholars about the
authenticity of the document. Yet it is likely that the king used Jewish officials—perhaps Ezra himself—to help
draft the decree.
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The ―seven counselors‖ of verse 14 are parallel to those of Xerxes in Esther 1:14. The support for local religions
by the Persians is attested to in historical documents. ―There are close parallels to the directive of vv. 15-16
[about specifics regarding offerings] in the Elephantine letters, i.e., in the so-called Passover Papyrus, in which
[a later Persian emperor] Darius II ordered the Jews [of Elephantine Island in what is now the city of Aswan in
southern Egypt] to keep the Feast of Unleavened Bread…and also in the temple reconstruction authorization
[for the Jews of Elephantine to build their own temple]: ‗Let meal-offering, incense and burnt-offering be offered
upon the altar of the God Yahu in your name‘‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 15-16).
There might have been some superstition on the part of the Persian rulers in their policy of promoting local
religions. Perhaps they genuinely wanted to win the favor and avoid the wrath of the gods worshiped throughout
their realm. Yet at the same time, it just may have seemed rather practical to them—to win the favor of subject
peoples and keep order among them. With the conclusion of the decree in verse 26, the text of verses 27-28
returns to Hebrew. These two verses, written by Ezra in the first person, begin a section that continues to the
end of chapter 9 known as the Ezra Memoirs. Ezra is greatly encouraged by the evident intervention of God to
once again bless His people.
Returning to the Promised Land (Ezra 8)
Chapter 8 gives more details about the journey of Ezra and the band of exiles who went with him to Jerusalem.
―Verses 1-14 list those who accompanied Ezra from Mesopotamia, including the descendants of 15 individuals.
The figures of the men listed total 1,496, in addition to the individuals named. There were also a considerable
number of women and children (v. 21). An additional group of about 40 Levites (vv. 18-19) and of 220 ‗temple
servants‘ (v. 20) are also listed‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 1). The distinction ―last sons
of Adonikam‖ in verse 13 may indicate that these were following other family members who had returned to
Jerusalem with Zerubbabel 80 years earlier (see 2:13).
The river of Ahava, the departure point, was probably a canal a short distance outside Babylon. ―‗The canal that
flows toward Ahava‘ probably flowed into either the Euphrates or the Tigris (cf. the ‗River‘ Kebar in Ezek 1:1,
which was also a canal). [One scholar] suggests the modern Meem, classical Maschana or Scenae, on the right
bank of the Tigris River, which was near the beginning of two caravan routes‖ (note on verse 15).
After camping there for three days, awaiting more arrivals, it was soon realized that there were no Levites
(verse 15). A similar problem came up at the time of the first return. While more than 4,000 priests returned with
Zerubbabel, only 341 Levites did, including singers and gatekeepers (2:36-42).
Perhaps they reckoned the Levitical role as lacking in prestige as compared with the priestly office. And maybe,
with settled lives in Babylon, they did not want to go embark on a life of service and hard work in a faraway,
undeveloped land. Yet, as noted above, about 40 Levites did answer the recruiting efforts initiated by Ezra
(verses 16-19).
In Ezra 8:21, Ezra proclaims a fast. There are some important principles here. The purpose of a fast is to
―humble ourselves before our God‖—not so that we can cajole Him into taking pity on us and answering our
every wish, but so that we can realize our total dependence on Him and therefore be in a more appropriate
frame of mind for receiving His blessings. As part of this mind frame, we will be more receptive to God‘s will.
That will help us ―to seek from Him the right way for us.‖ When we face hard decisions about where to go or
what to do or how to do what needs to be done, fasting is a way to help us see God‘s direction. He can answer
in a variety of ways—through circumstances, advice from others, direct inspiration or revelation through His
Word, the Holy Bible, or even by direct intervention.
Ezra and those with him were in a serious predicament. Being waylaid by bandits and robbers was rather
common in the ancient world. And yet Ezra had not asked the king for a military escort, as he felt it would have
made his pious testimony to the king about the power and wrath of God seem phony (verse 22). Having fasted,
however, Ezra says that God answered their prayers (verse 23). Whether this means that they received some
confirmation of His protection is not clear. Perhaps they came across scriptural promises of protection during
the fast. Perhaps God helped them to pick out a safer route. Then again, it may just refer to the fact that they
made it to Judea without incident. Ezra does, however, specifically say that God delivered them ―from the hand
of the enemy and from ambush along the road‖ (verse 31). But whether actual ambushes were attempted and
thwarted is not clear. Perhaps God kept any potential robbers from even thinking to ambush the returning
exiles. This is quite remarkable when one considers all the treasure the company was transporting. ―The 650
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talents of silver weighed nearly 25 tons. The one hundred talents of gold weighed over three tons. These
figures do not include the numerous other valuable objects of exquisite artistry‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
verses 24-30). These sums equate to millions of dollars in today‘s money.
The exiles departed from Babylon and gathered outside the city at the Ahava Canal on the first day of the first
month of the Hebrew calendar (7:9). They remained there for 11 days, striking out on their long journey on the
12th day of the month (8:31). From that point it took them about three and a half months to reach Jerusalem, as
they arrived on the first day of the fifth month (7:9). After resting for three days, the returned exiles deposited
their treasure in the temple and then offered sacrifices (verses 32-35).
Then, ―the delivery of the royal orders to the regional governors (8:36) may have taken weeks or even months.
Ezra did not just deliver the decree, he secured the support of the king‘s satraps and governors‖ (note on 9:1).
We should realize that with this miniscule return of exiles, even added to those who had come in Zerubbabel‘s
day, the vast majority of the Jewish people remained in Babylonia or were scattered throughout the empire.
More would come later with Nehemiah, but the vast majority of the Jews would still remain scattered. In
historical fact, many more Jews have returned to the Holy Land over the past century than ever returned in
ancient times. Yet even the modern return constitutes a minority of the world‘s Jewish population. These small
returns, while necessary to fulfill God‘s scriptural prophecies, have not constituted the great return to the
Promised Land prophesied in Scripture—in which all Judah and all Israel as well are to return with miraculous
signs and wonders. This great event is yet future—to occur after Christ‘s return. Nevertheless, we should view
the small returns of ancient times as a tiny foretaste of what is to come—in the sense of a joyful reunion with
God and true worship in His land after so long a time being gone.
The Problem of Intermarriage (Ezra 9)
After settling in and completing the business of securing the support of the regional governors (see 8:36–9:1), a
shocking report is brought to Ezra. This was apparently about four and a half months after his and his
company‘s initial arrival on the first day of the fifth month (see 7:9), as the measures to deal with this issue are
rather speedily announced on the 17th day of the ninth month (compare 10:8, 9).
Ezra is informed that the people, priests and Levites included, had entered into mixed marriages with the
neighboring pagan peoples (9:1-2)—a direct violation of the law that God had given through Moses (see
Exodus 34:16; Deuteronomy 7:3). The law in this regard was intended to keep the covenant people distinct as a
nation and to protect them and their children from being influenced into false religious concepts and practices.
While it is possible that some of the new arrivals could have been guilty, it seems unlikely that any of them
would have entered into marriages with foreigners in just a few months‘ time. More likely, the guilty were only of
those Jews who already lived in the land when Ezra arrived. In stating that the transgressors were ―of those
who had been carried away captive,‖ Ezra must have meant they were the descendants of those who returned
with Zerubbabel. Certainly those who already had children by these illegal marriages had to have been in these
marriages prior to Ezra‘s arrival.
It is pointed out to Ezra that the leaders and rulers of the people led the way in this transgression (Ezra 9:2).
Leaders always have an opportunity to serve as examples for others to emulate—whether for good or ill. When
those in such responsible positions are corrupted, they often lead others astray.
Specific motivations behind what happened are not given. ―Humanly speaking there may have been reasons for
such intermarriages, such as a disparity between the number of returning men and available Jewish women‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-2). Yet it would have been far better to remain single, even if
it meant living alone with no perpetuation of one‘s family lineage, than to so flagrantly disobey God. The One
who created marriage desires for people to experience its benefits, but only within the boundaries He has set.
This is important for all of us to remember. Christians in the New Testament are instructed to not marry
unbelievers (2 Corinthians 6:14; compare 1 Corinthians 7:39). This is for our own sake and that of any children
we might produce—and that of the rest of the Church. Of course, many when they are first converted and
become part of God‘s Church are already married to a spouse who is not yet called of God—and in this case
the apostle Paul instructs that the marriage be maintained if the unbeliever is willing to continue the marriage in
fidelity and peace (see verses 12-16).
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Ezra is utterly distraught at the news that has been brought to him, rending his garment in grief and even
tearing out some of his own hair (Ezra 9:3)—a unique occurrence in Scripture, as shaving one‘s hair is
otherwise given as a symbol of shame. As others gather about him in dire concern, Ezra collapses into a fast of
mourning, rising from it at the time of the evening sacrifice to pour out a confession of guilt to God. The next
chapter reveals that he did this before the temple (see 10:1).
Verses 10-12 of chapter 9, while stated as if a single quotation from the law regarding the present sin, actually
draw from many passages (see Deuteronomy 7:3-4; 11:8-9; 23:6; Proverbs 10:27; 13:22; 20:7; Isaiah 1:19).
Ezra ends his prayer with a declaration that God is righteous—and that the remnant of Israel is deserving of
being wiped out (Ezra 9:13-15). Perhaps he was going to now ask that the people be led to repentance and for
forgiveness but, as we will see in the next chapter, his prayer is cut short—for a good reason.
Covenant to Put Away Pagan Wives (Ezra 10)
As Ezra prayed and wept before the temple, a large assembly of the people gathered to join in his mourning
and prayer to God. Just as corrupt leadership had led the people astray, so righteous leadership can lead
others in the proper direction.
In verse 2 a certain Shechaniah remarkably observes that even though the people had grievously sinned, ―yet
now there is hope in Israel in spite of this.‖ That is a true and wonderful message. It characterized the whole
history of the nation. And it remains true for all who will today or in the future be part of the Israel of God, His
chosen people. Despite our past sins, God will still work with us and ultimately deliver us. Yet that is contingent
on our making a change in our lives. People must repent. And in verse 3, Shechaniah suggests a covenant with
God to do just that—in this case, ending their illegal marriages.
Shechaniah is referred to as the son of Jehiel of the sons of Elam. ―Possibly his father is the same Jehiel
mentioned in vv. 21 and 26 as he also was of the family of Elam…. Perhaps Shecaniah was grieved that his
father had married a non-Jewish mother. Six members of the clan of Elam were involved in intermarriages (v.
26)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 2). Specifically, Shechaniah‘s call is to put away their pagan
wives and the children born to them.
Shechaniah says, ―Let it be done according to the law‖ (verse 3), evidently referring to the law of divorce in
Deuteronomy 24:1-2, where a man could divorce a wife if he found fault in her. In this case, the fault was
evidently that the women were still pagans. Moreover, these marriages were illegal to start with. The sending
away of the children with their mothers had a precedent in God telling Abraham to heed Sarah in sending
Ishmael away with Hagar so that Ishmael and his lineage would not cause problems for the son of promise,
Isaac, and his lineage (see Genesis 21:8-21).
Encouraged, Ezra has the leaders take an oath about putting away the foreign wives (Ezra 10:4-5). Yet he
continues his fast (verse 6). In verses 7-8, a proclamation is issued demanding that all the Jews of Judea
gather at Jerusalem within three days. ―As the territory of Judah had been much reduced, the most distant
inhabitants would not be more than fifty miles from Jerusalem. The borders were Bethel in the north, Beersheba
in the south, Jericho in the east, and Ono in the west…. All could travel to Jerusalem ‗within three days‘‖ (note
on verse 8). Those who would not come would have their property confiscated and be expelled from the Jewish
community. Emperor Artaxerxes had given Ezra the powers of confiscation and banishment along with other
state powers—even capital punishment—in the decree he issued regarding the return (see 7:26).
Incidentally, some see ―all Israel‖ in 10:5 and other such references to Israel as an indication that all 12 tribes of
Israel had returned to the Promised Land. But verse 9 makes it clear that this referred only to ―all the men of
Judah and Benjamin‖ along with the Levites also mentioned in verse 5. These constituted the remnant of
Israel—Israel, as mentioned earlier, being the name of the nation in covenant with God.
While a small smattering of people descended from the northern tribes did live among the southern tribes,
having been absorbed into Judah, the northern tribes, as tribes, remained scattered. They will not return to the
Promised Land until the time of Christ‘s return.
The 20th day of the ninth month (verse 9) would have been in December. So besides being rainy, it was also
probably very cold—leaving the people shivering (on top of their trembling over the current situation). This
created a problem in dealing with the matter at hand. The people, while in agreement with Ezra‘s directive,
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recognized that it would take much more than a day or two to search out all the guilty and make sure all were
sworn to putting away their pagan wives and children—and during this time the people who had traveled to
Jerusalem couldn‘t reasonably be expected to live and sleep outside in the cold and rain. So they requested
that the investigation be organized by their officials and carried out in rotations (verses 12-14).
The opposition of the four men in verse 15 lends credibility to the account. That is, rather than a general
statement that ―everyone agreed,‖ we are specifically told of four who did not without any indication given as to
why. It‘s like the reading of a vote tally. As to the objections of these four, it should be noted that it is not clear
exactly what they were objecting to—whether to the rotational investigation proposed by the people or the
putting away of wives and children. Whatever it was, their objections apparently had no effect. The
investigations by Ezra and the leaders proceeded (verse 16).
Interestingly, we are told that it took a few months to ―question‖ the men who had married pagan women (verse
17). It seems that for a mere blanket decree of putting away foreign wives, a simple identification of each
woman‘s nationality would have sufficed and that this would not have taken so long. Perhaps there was a
complicating factor. Some of these women may have converted to the Israelite religion, as with Ruth and
Rahab. If so, the examination may have included determining if these women were indeed still pagan, and only
those who still were would have to have been put away, along with their children who would have been
adversely affected by their mothers.
Verses 18-44 list 113 men who had married pagan women. The Encyclopaedia Judaica comments that this is
―an exceptionally small number in a community of some 30,000 persons. It is probably a truncated list, including
representative names and pointing to the involvement of all classes, as the schematic arrangement may
indicate. For the most part members of the upper classes are named, which also seems to reflect the
genuineness of the list since they alone were in a position to contract such marriages and stood to benefit most
from them‖ (quoted in Expositor‘s, note on verse 44). On the other hand, it could have been a complete list—as
the sins of a few could bring guilt on the whole nation (compare the sin of Achan in Joshua 7). Either way, it is
worth noting that of the 113 listed, 17 are priests, 10 are Levites and 86 represent the rest of the nation. Thus,
nearly 25 percent of those listed are religious leaders. What a sad state of affairs this was.
Presumably, all who were married to pagan wives gave their promise to put them away, though that is explicitly
stated only about those listed first (see verses 18-19; compare verses 20-44). Yet whether or not all of them
followed through on their promise is not even hinted at. It seems hard to believe that Ezra would have allowed
this to continue on any kind of wide scale. But his hand may have been weakened over time. Indeed, around 25
years later Nehemiah would have to redress this problem once again.
We should not look at Ezra 10 as the conclusion of the book. For as mentioned in the Bible Reading Program‘s
introductory comments on this book, in the Hebrew canon Ezra and Nehemiah are reckoned together as one
book.
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NEHEMIAH
Introduction to Nehemiah (Nehemiah 1)
Concerning Nehemiah, ―many readers naturally conclude that the book was written by Nehemiah because of
the words of the first verse, ‗The words of Nehemiah the son of Hachaliah.‘ It is widely believed that Nehemiah
originated the following passages: 1:1–7:5; 12:27-43; 13:4-31‖ (introductory notes on Nehemiah). Ezra probably
compiled Nehemiah‘s memoirs along with his own and other sources into his historical account.
Yet Ezra-Nehemiah ―is not simply a string of historical facts about the returning exiles. Instead, the narrative
shows how God fulfilled His promises announced by the prophets. He brought His people back from Babylon,
rebuilt the temple at Jerusalem, restored the patterns of true worship, and even preserved the reassembled
community from fresh relapses into heathen customs and idolatrous worship. Through the prophets and leaders
He had called, the Lord had preserved and cultivated a small group of returning exiles, the remnant of Israel‖
(introductory notes on Ezra).
The Bible Reader‘s Companion puts it this way: ―The Book of Ezra, and then of Nehemiah, tells what happens
when a small contingent of Jews returns to resettle the Promised Land. Despite opposition from neighboring
peoples, discouragement, and even lapses into sin, a Jewish presence is restored in the Holy Land and another
temple erected on the site of Solomon‘s earlier edifice. There, in a tiny district of what was once its own land,
the little Jewish community struggles to survive and awaits God‘s promise of a coming Messiah, God‘s agent,
who will see that all the ancient promises made to Abraham are fulfilled‖ (Lawrence Richards, 1991,
introductory notes on Ezra). Indeed, the Jewish nation had to be restored to set the stage for the first coming of
the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Yet the restoration described in Ezra and Nehemiah was but a small foretaste of the
great return and restoration of all Israel that will take place under Jesus Christ at His second coming.
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah also provide inspiring lessons and parallels with the end-time work of building
the New Testament spiritual ―temple‖ of God, the Church, in preparation for Christ‘s return.
Nehemiah Learns of Jerusalem‘s Plight (Nehemiah 1)
As explained in the Bible Reading Program‘s introductory comments on Ezra and Nehemiah, the book of
Nehemiah is evidently a continuation of the book of Ezra. While Ezra is traditionally reckoned as the compiler of
both sections, several parts of the section now referred to as Nehemiah were evidently written by Nehemiah
himself. This is the case with Nehemiah 1:1–7:5.
As chapter 1 opens we are immediately introduced to Nehemiah (verse 1), whose name means ―Comfort of
YHWH [the Eternal],‖ ―YHWH Comforts‖ or ―YHWH Is Consolation.‖ The time is the month Kislev
(corresponding to November-December) in ―the twentieth year,‖ referring to the 20th year of Persian Emperor
Artaxerxes (see 2:1)—apparently Artaxerxes I Longinus, the same king who had earlier sent Ezra (see Ezra
7:1) but later ordered the reconstruction of Jerusalem‘s walls halted (see 4:21-23).
This would date Nehemiah 1:1 to the end of 445 B.C.—more than 12 years after the return of Ezra to Judea in
457. The place, according to Nehemiah 1:1, is Shushan, also known as Susa, one of the capitals of the Persian
Empire—the one in which the book of Esther was set. This city was around 150 miles north of the Persian Gulf
in what is today Iran.
Nehemiah is an important person. Like Joseph, Daniel and Esther before him, Nehemiah appears to have been
placed by God in a strategic position in a foreign imperial government to accomplish God‘s will on the world
scene. He refers to himself at the end of chapter 1 as ―the king‘s cupbearer‖ (verse 11).
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This was an honored position of trust. Consider that a cupbearer was to ensure against the poisoning of a ruler.
But there was much more to the job than that. The apocryphal book of Tobit, also from the Persian period,
refers to a certain Ahikar as ―chief cupbearer, keeper of the signet, and in charge of administration of the
accounts under King Sennacherib of Assyria‖ (1:22, NRSV). As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on
verse 11, ―Varied sources suggest something about Nehemiah as a royal cupbearer:
―1. He would have been well-trained in court etiquette (cf. Dan 1:4-5).
―2. He was probably a handsome individual (cf. Dan 1:4, 13, 15; Jos[ephus] Antiq[uities of the Jews] XVI, 230
{viii.1}).
―3. He would certainly know how to select the wines to set before the king. A proverb in the Babylonian Talmud
(Baba Qamma 92b) states: ‗The wine belongs to the master but credit for it is due to his cupbearer.‘
―4. He would have to be a convivial companion, willing to lend an ear at all times.
―5. He would have great influence as one with the closest access to the king, able to determine who was able to
see his master.
―6. Above all Nehemiah had to be one who enjoyed the unreserved confidence of the king. The great need for
trustworthy court attendants is underscored by the intrigues endemic to the Achaemenid court. Xerxes, father of
Artaxerxes I, was killed in his own bedchamber by Artabanus, a courtier.‖
In verse 2 of chapter 1 we see that Nehemiah‘s brother has just returned from a visit to Jerusalem. (We will see
him mentioned again in Nehemiah 7:2 as receiving charge from Nehemiah over Jerusalem.) The report of
Hanani and his traveling companions is not good. The Jews of Judea are suffering disgrace and persecution.
The city wall is broken down and the gates of the city have been burned. While this could conceivably have
referred to the Babylonian destruction of 142 years prior, it seems more likely to refer to recent devastation.
Most scholars understand it to refer to the Samaritan military action to stop the rebuilding of Jerusalem‘s city
wall as ordered by Artaxerxes (compare Ezra 4:21-23). As explained in the comments on our previous reading,
this probably occurred in conjunction with the rebellion of the satrap Megabyzus in 449 B.C.
About two years later, Megabyzus reasserted his loyalty to Artaxerxes (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p.
508). But the damage in Jerusalem was done. It was now five years after the revolt and just three years after
the reaffirmation of Persian rule. Evidently, things had not improved for the Jews of Judea in this short period.
Nehemiah is sorely grieved and immediately commences on a period of fasting and prayer, confessing the
people‘s sin. In doing so, he is evidently speaking generally of the Israelites‘ national proclivity to sin rather than
some specific sin of the Judean Jews, as he includes his own sins in the confession. He well understands that
the people‘s long history of immorality is the reason they have been reduced to being such a weakened people.
Yet Nehemiah reminds God of His promises to regather His people and asks particularly that God will grant him
favor with the king (Nehemiah 1:4-11)—evidently to make a case for the rebuilding of Jerusalem, as we will see
in chapter 2.
Nehemiah Sent to Rebuild Jerusalem (Nehemiah 2)
It is some time before Nehemiah says something about the Judean situation to Artaxerxes.
―There was a delay of about four months from Kislev (Nov.-Dec.) [445 B.C.], when Nehemiah first heard the
news (1:1), to Nisan (Mar.-Apr.) [444 B.C.], when he felt prepared to broach the subject to the king.
There are various explanations for this. The king may have been absent in his other winter palace at Babylon.
Perhaps the king was not in the right mood. Even though Nehemiah was a favorite of the king, he would not
have rashly blurted out his request. We know it was politic to make one‘s requests during auspicious occasions
such as birthday parties or when rulers were in a generous mood (Gen 40:20; Esth 5:6; Mark 6:21-25;
Jos[ephus] Antiq[uities of the Jews] XVIII, 289-93 {viii.7}). It is certain that Nehemiah did not ask in haste but
carefully bided his time, constantly praying to God to grant the proper opening‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
note on Nehemiah 2:1).
At last an opportunity presents itself when the king asks him about his downcast demeanor. Nehemiah had
hidden his feelings up to this point (verses 1-2). Perhaps it was too hard to contain them any longer, though it
could well be that he purposely let his feelings show on this occasion to provide a segue into making his
request. In any case, the moment is now prime to speak, but Nehemiah is filled with trepidation. As The Nelson
Study Bible points out, ―Persian monarchs believed that just being in their presence would make any person
happy. Yet, Nehemiah was about to request the emperor‘s permission to go to Jerusalem, suggesting that he
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would rather be somewhere other than in the emperor‘s presence. On top of that, it was Artaxerxes himself who
had ordered the work on the wall to be stopped (see Ezra 4:21-23). Nehemiah had reason to be afraid‖ (note on
Nehemiah 2:2).
Yet, of course, Nehemiah in reality had more reason to not fear. And despite his concerns, he sets a wonderful
example for all of us in dealing with this difficult moment in a manner that gives him the confidence to proceed.
He silently prays to the ultimate ruler of heaven and earth, Almighty God, probably asking for the right words to
say and that his request is well received (verse 5).
The response of verse 6 is extremely encouraging. Whereas Artaxerxes could have had Nehemiah executed
then and there, the king instead asks him how long he would be gone. And then remarkably this king who had
ordered the cessation of the rebuilding of Jerusalem‘s walls happily gives permission to Nehemiah to return and
resume the construction. Moreover, we are told in Nehemiah 5:14 that Artaxerxes appointed Nehemiah as
governor of the land of Judah when he sent him.
There may have been broader political considerations for the king‘s decision. Recall that the satrap Megabyzus,
who had led the region under his authority containing Judea in revolt against Persian rule, had renewed his
fealty to the emperor only three years earlier. Thus, ―the Syro-Palestinian satrapy was [still] in a very precarious
position as far as Artaxerxes was concerned. He knew full well that what had happened once could happen
again and that he might be unable to recover his rebellious territories the next time. Clearly he was willing to do
anything that might consolidate his position and ensure continued loyalty from his volatile subjects. When
Nehemiah volunteered to go to Jerusalem to stabilize the situation there, Artaxerxes saw in the request not only
a way to accede to the heartfelt burden of his beloved cupbearer for his Jewish kinfolk, but a way to place
someone over Judah whom he could trust to remain loyal to Persia and to achieve a climate of tranquility and
order‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 508).
Moreover, it was probably in the confusion of Megabyzus‘ rebellion that Artaxerxes gave the earlier order to halt
the refortification of Jerusalem‘s defenses. Further reports from the region may have revealed the Jews under
Ezra as not having sided with the revolt—which would have been more reason to allow them to resume the
work of restoring their holy city.
Nehemiah received from the king safe-conduct letters and a military escort. Ezra did not have such an escort on
his journey because he would not ask for it lest it appear a lack of faith. Perhaps Nehemiah did not need to ask.
Furthermore, this escort would have provided convincing proof of Nehemiah‘s investiture of authority in his
visits to the provincial governors. The king also provided him with requisition orders for obtaining lumber for
work in Jerusalem on the gates of the citadel just northwest of the temple (which overlooked the temple
complex), on the city wall and on the governor‘s residence in which he would live.
In verses 9-10 we see that not everyone is pleased with the arrival of Nehemiah and his company. Verse 10
mentions the Samaritan leader Sanballat the Horonite. He ―is attested to in the Aramaic papyri of Elephantine
[i.e., of the Jewish community on the Nile island of Elephantine in southern Egypt] as having been governor of
Samaria in the seventeenth year of Darius II, that is, in 407 [B.C.]. Since by then he had adult sons, it is
certainly reasonable that he had been governor forty years earlier [when Nehemiah first arrived]‖ (Merrill, p.
509). Sanballat being called a Horonite seems to refer to his coming from the city of Beth-Horon, 12 miles
northwest of Jerusalem. As this town was within the territory of Judea, it may be that Sanballat‘s authority had
reached into Judea before Nehemiah‘s arrival—which would give greater impetus to his opposition.
Tobiah is referred to as ―the servant, the Ammonite‖ (KJV). ―Servant‖ probably denotes being a servant of the
king—which is why the NKJV gives the word here as ―official.‖ The reference to Ammon probably refers not to
his ethnicity but to his area of administrative oversight. For Tobiah is actually an Israelite name meaning
―YHWH Is Good.‖ This would seem to make him at least part Jewish. And there is more reason to think so. We
elsewhere learn that he was married to a Jewish woman—the daughter of a certain Shechaniah (compare 3:29;
6:18; not the Shechaniah of Ezra 10:2). Tobiah gave an Israelite name to his own son—Jehohanan (meaning
―YHWH Is Merciful‖). He too married a Jewish woman—the daughter of Meshullam, son of Berechiah, leader of
one of the groups repairing the wall (compare Nehemiah 3:4, 30; 6:18).
As Expositor‘s notes on 2:10: ―Some scholars speculate that Tobiah descended from an aristocratic [Israelite]
family [known as the Tobiads] that owned estates in Gilead and was influential in Transjordan and in Jerusalem
even as early as the eighth century B.C.‖ The same commentary goes on to conclude: ―Tobiah was no doubt
the governor of Ammon or Transjordan under the Persians. His grandson Tobiah is called ‗the governor of
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Ammon.‘ The site of Araq el-Emir (‗caverns of the prince‘), about eleven miles west of Amman, was the center
of the Tobiads. The visible remains of a large building on top of the hill (Qasr el-‘Abd, ‗castle of the slave [or
servant],‘ 60 by 120 feet) have been interpreted as a Jewish temple built by a later Tobiad. On two halls are
inscriptions with the name Tobiah in Aramaic characters. The date of the inscriptions is much disputed‖—but
they nonetheless illustrate the persistence of this name among the Ammonite governors during the Persian and
Greek periods. Nehemiah 6:18 tells us that many in Judah were pledged to his service, so he too seems to
have exercised a significant measure of control within the province.
These men were greatly concerned despite the fact that Nehemiah had not actually told them or even the
Judeans why he had really come. To further conceal his intentions, he decides to secretly inspect the city wall
by night. ―Since Nehemiah had arrived in Jerusalem from the north, he would have seen that side of the wall as
he approached the city. If he lived in the southwestern part of the city, he could have had ample time for viewing
the western wall. Nehemiah seems to have been concerned with inspecting the southern and eastern walls of
Jerusalem. With a few servants, he passed through the Valley Gate into the Valley of Hinnom. He then traveled
along the south wall. When the piles of stone and heaps of rubble obstructed his passage, he dismounted his
animal and continued on foot up the Kidron valley in order to view the eastern wall‖ (Nelson, note on verses 1215). ―Apparently the eastern slope of the City of David was in an impassable condition due to collapsed
retaining walls and ruined structures‖ (The Holman Bible Atlas, 1998, p. 172).
We next see that Nehemiah was an inspirational and motivational leader—able to stir the Jews into resuming
work on the city wall (verses 17-18). It is wonderful to read the enthusiasm of their response: ―Let us rise up and
build.‖
As a side note, it is interesting to consider that no specific mention is made of Ezra at this point, although he
could have been among the priests or officials mentioned in verse 16. We do see him later in the book but not
until chapter 8. This has led some to question the traditional chronology of Ezra‘s return preceding that of
Nehemiah. Yet the Bible makes it clear that Ezra came to Judea in the seventh year of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:8)
while Nehemiah came in the 20th (2:1). It could well be that Ezra was not playing as prominent a role at this
later time, 13 years after the prior mention of him in Ezra 10—especially considering the earlier Samaritan
action that Artaxerxes ordered against the Jewish rebuilding. Ezra could have been sidelined as governor.
Perhaps Sanballat or Tobiah had been given administrative authority over Judea—or possibly just assumed
control. Furthermore, as a priest and scribe, Ezra may have decided to devote himself more to his religious
duties—and perhaps now deferred to the leadership of the high priest Eliashib (see 3:1).
Age and health could also have been factors. Nevertheless, we will see Ezra mentioned again in a spiritual
leadership role in Nehemiah 8. And tradition reckons him as the one who established the Hebrew Bible in its
present form—a paramount responsibility.
Returning to the story, the renewed work on the city wall provokes ridicule and derision from Sanballat, Tobiah
and another foreign leader, Geshem the Arab (spelled Gashmu in the Hebrew of 6:2). This man is ―documented
outside the Bible…. The primary source of information is a silver bowl discovered in 1947 at Tell el-Mashkutah
in Lower [i.e., northern] Egypt. Like three other such bowls it has a dedicatory inscription to the goddess Han‘Ilat; in addition, it has the line, ‗that which Qaynu, son of Gašmu, king of Qedar, brought in offering to Han‘-Ilat.‘
Gašmu is the biblical Geshem. On the basis of the particular Aramaic writing, the nature of the bowl, and
Athenian coins discovered at the same site, this inscription has been dated [to the right time frame of] around
400 [B.C.]‖ (Merrill, p. 509). As the king of Qedar or Kedar—a nation of nomads in northern Arabia—Geshem
and his people would have ―served the Persians by controlling the caravan routes between Palestine and
Egypt‖ (―Lingering Resentment Boils Over,‖ Word in Life Bible, sidebar on 4:7).
These leaders‘ accusations of defying the emperor (2:19) were not sincere, as Nehemiah had already given
them the royal decree expressing the king‘s will in this matter (see verse 9). These antagonists were quite
resistant ―to the reestablishment of Judah as a viable and powerful rival to their own principalities.
They had no doubt sided with Megabyzus in his rebellion and now correctly saw Nehemiah as a strong proPersian sent among them to police the region as the henchman of Artaxerxes himself. That they dared to
interfere with Nehemiah‘s project shows a certain residue of independence from Persia, especially since the
content of Artaxerxes‘ letter of authorization was well known to them‖ (Merrill, pp. 509-510).
Nehemiah rebuffed them, confident in God‘s providential care for His people and His desire to reestablish them
in Jerusalem (verse 20).
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Organization of the Rebuilding Work (Nehemiah 3)
The Jews immediately commence rebuilding the city wall according to Nehemiah‘s organization of the work. He
assigns various sections to different groups—families, neighborhoods and even professional guilds. The people
had to work together not only within their particular teams but also in cooperation with other teams. Note how
many times the phrase ―next to them‖ occurs in the chapter. Major building work always takes work teams
cooperating together. This is true even in the spiritual work of the people of God‘s Church today.
There was much work to be done. The Holman Bible Atlas states: ―Nehemiah 3 contains numerous references
to gates and structures along Jerusalem‘s fortifications. Unfortunately, identifying archaeological remains with
any of these structures has been difficult, yet archaeologists have provided a clearer picture of Nehemiah‘s
Jerusalem. After the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C., settlers confined themselves to the eastern ridge, the
old City of David and the Temple Mount. There is no evidence of any occupation of the western ridge during the
Persian era, although parts of Hezekiah‘s walls must have remained in fragmentary condition. Settlement upon
the City of David apparently was more constricted than ever before. Much of the eastern slope perhaps was left
unprotected, as a new line of defense was established farther up the slope, perhaps built along the line of a
much earlier wall.
Fragments of a wall built of roughly dressed limestone near the crest have been identified by some
archaeologists as ‗Nehemiah‘s Wall,‘ but others believe the ‗wall‘ is actually a quarry line. A few of the domestic
structures on the eastern slope were reused, but most buildings were located on the crest of the ridge.
―The fact that Nehemiah completed his initial repairs in fifty-two days [as we will see in 6:15] argues strongly
that segments of the earlier defenses must have been still standing; presumably the western line of defense
and the walls enclosing the Temple Mount were on the same lines as those prior to 586 B.C. The Valley Gate
(Neh. 3:13), along the Tyropoeon Valley [on the west side], has tentatively been identified by some scholars
with remains dating from the Iron Age. The location of other gates in Nehemiah 3 are more speculative.
―It seems reasonable to locate the Water Gate (Neh. 3:26) near the Gihon Spring [on the east side] and the
Fountain Gate at the base of the southeastern hill (Neh. 2:14; 3:15). Several towers mentioned in Nehemiah 3
(the Tower of Hananel, the Tower of the Hundred) undoubtedly lay along the northern defenses where
Jerusalem was most vulnerable. Jerusalem of Nehemiah‘s day was slightly smaller than the city of David and
Solomon, perhaps covering thirty-seven to thirty-eight acres‖ (p. 172).
Finally, we should observe that the work in Jerusalem was done by people from all walks of life—just as it is in
the Church of God today. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on verse 32: ―We know from chapter 5 that
there were deep economic differences in Judean society. With the exception of the nobles of Tekoa (v. 5),
everyone pitched in, from the high priest (v. 1) to goldsmiths and perfume makers (vv. 8, 31) and even women
(v. 12), to accomplish a common task. Some, like the commoners of Tekoa, even did more than their share (v.
27). What an inspiring example of what can be done when God‘s people work together under dynamic
leadership! Viggo Olsen, who helped rebuild ten thousand houses in war-ravaged Bangladesh in 1972, derived
unexpected inspiration from reading a chapter ordinarily considered one of the least interesting in the Bible: ‗I
was struck…that no expert builders were listed in the ―Holy Land brigade.‖ There were priests, priests‘ helpers,
goldsmiths, perfume makers, and women, but no expert builders or carpenters were named.‘‖
The Wall Under Threat (Nehemiah 4)
Even as Sanballat and Tobiah contemptuously mocked the Jewish rebuilding effort (verses 1-2), we can
perhaps sense the panic behind their words. They were really worried. Jewish success could mean their
demise. While their taunting and ridicule is intended to shake the confidence of the Jews, it is also a selfdeceptive way of steadying their own shaken confidence.
Nehemiah does not answer them. Instead, he prays to God to turn the reproach back on their heads and that
their sin not be blotted out—recognizing that they were actually belittling God Himself (verses 4-5). This is not a
prayer for eliminating any possibility that they would ever find forgiveness through repentance. It is simply
asking that God, as a matter of justice and defending His reputation, not let what they have done go undealt
with.
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In verse 6 we see that the confidence of the people is not shaken. Their minds are instead set on the task
assigned to them and they succeed in joining the wall‘s sections together—though not yet to full height.
News of this development infuriates the Jews‘ enemies, as Jerusalem would soon be a strong fortress. In
addition to Sanballat and Tobiah, we also see reference here to the Arabs (among whom Geshem was a
leader—see 2:19), the Ammonites (of whom Tobiah was apparently governor) and the Ashdodites (4:7).
Ashdod was one of the five principal cities of the Philistines. Yet those who lived there at this time may not have
been full-blooded Philistines. The Assyrians destroyed the city in 711 B.C. It was later controlled by the
Babylonians and then the Persians, who repopulated it. ―With the Persian conquest alternate patches of the
Palestinian coast were parceled out to the Phoenician cities of Tyre and Sidon, which provided ships for the
Persian navy. During this period Ashdod was the most important city on the Philistine coast‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on verse 7).
The Jews‘ enemies lashing out in anger is not a matter of genuine indignation but of alarm. They are rather
afraid of what is happening. As they see it, things have gotten out of control—that is, out of their control. They
decide that they had better put a stop to this business right away—before it is too late. So they begin plotting
against the Jews.
The Jews resort to their only sure defense—prayer to Almighty God. This time it is a collective prayer of the
people, not merely a private prayer of Nehemiah (verse 9). Yet even as they pray, they do what they humanly
can to protect themselves by posting watchmen at all times.
In verse 10 we see that the great task of rebuilding is taking its toll on the Jewish workers. Fatigue and the
sheer volume of debris lead to discouragement. In the next verse we see that despite the posted watch, the
adversaries seem to think that they can still catch the builders by surprise. But the plot is discovered before it
can be executed.
The Jews are then arrayed for battle and exhorted to bravery on the basis of two factors: 1) The people are to
remember all that God has done for His people; and 2) the people are to reflect on the fact that they, unlike their
enemies, are defending their homeland and families. But the attack doesn‘t come.
Foiled in their hopes for a surprise attack, the adversaries are so far unwilling to challenge the Jews‘ newly
instituted security measures.
There are spiritual parallels to the dual responsibilities in verse 17. We must not neglect our own spiritual
survival and security, nor must we neglect doing the Work of God. The last three words of the chapter in the
original Hebrew—is silho hammayim—as Expositor‘s notes on verse 23, ―are notoriously difficult to interpret;
they are literally ‗each man his weapon the water‘…. The NIV rendering is similar to that of the RV: ‗every one
(went with) his weapon (to) the water,‘ and the JPS: ‗every one that went to the water had his weapon.‘ This
would parallel the way Gideon‘s selected men drank their water with weapons in hand as an indication of their
vigilance…. The Vulgate took the word silho, not in the sense of ‗his weapon,‘ but as a verb meaning ‗stripped
himself‘… (‗every one stripped himself when he was to be washed‘). This sense was followed by the KJV [and
NKJV]: ‗every one put them [i.e., their clothes] off for washing‘‖—that is, only for washing. Despite the stillconstant threat of enemy attack, the rebuilding work went on.
Relief From Domestic Exploitation (Nehemiah 5)
No sooner is the external threat of attack staved off, at least temporarily, that another development threatens
the progress of the Jews in rebuilding Jerusalem‘s wall and their well being in general—this time from within. It
seems likely that the problems described in this passage had been brewing for a long time—well before
Nehemiah ever arrived. And now, with the current prolonged period of hard work, constant alert, inevitable
fatigue and diminished regular income due to time spent on rebuilding the wall, things at last came to a head.
Verse 3 mentions a famine. Perhaps it was not severe, but even a minor one would have produced food
shortages, making available food more expensive. Exacerbating the situation was the outside enemy threat,
which likely kept the people of Jerusalem pent up behind their new defenses—away from access to the produce
of the countryside. Some now come seeking relief because they have large families, compounding their need
for grain (verse 2). Even many landowners had mortgaged their lands and homes (verse 3), so the produce of
even accessible lands probably went to other people as repayment. These other people were not foreign
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authorities but fellow Jews. The outcry of the people in verse 1 is ―against their Jewish brethren.‖ The rich were
getting richer, and the poor were getting poorer.
Verses 4-5 describe some who borrowed money and even sold their children into slavery to pay property taxes
to the king. This was not an unusual circumstance in the Persian Empire, which taxed excessively, removing
vast sums of money from circulation and thereby running up inflation.
―Documents from Babylonia show that many inhabitants of this satrapy too had to mortgage their fields and
orchards to get silver for the payment of taxes to the king. In many cases they were unable to redeem their
property, and became landless hired labourers; sometimes they were compelled to give away their children into
slavery. According to some Egyptian data, the taxation was so heavy that the peasants fled to the cities, but
were arrested by the nomarchs [regional governors] and brought back by force‖ (M. Dandamayev, ―Achaemenid
Babylonia,‖ Ancient Mesopotamia, I.M. Diakonoff, ed., 1969, p. 308, quoted in Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
note on verse 4). ―The acquisition of land by the Persians and its alienation from production helped produce a
50 percent rise in prices‖ (note on verse 4).
Again, though, it is not the high taxes, inflation or famine that the people are complaining about. They are
complaining about each other. More specifically, the poorer people are complaining about the rich nobles and
rulers (see verse 7) in the matters of borrowing money and selling children into slavery with no means to
redeem them. The problem in the first matter, as Nehemiah identifies it (verse 7), is the exacting of usury—
interest. The law forbade the charging of interest to poor Israelites in need. ―The O[ld] T[estament] passages
(Exod 22:25-27; Lev 25:35-37; Deut 23:19-20; 24:10-13) prohibiting the giving of loans at interest were not
intended to prohibit commercial loans but rather the charging of interest to the impoverished so as to make a
profit from the helplessness of one‘s neighbors‖ (note on Nehemiah 5:7). Yet the latter is exactly what was
happening. And this led to the second problem—Israelites having to hire themselves and their children out as
servants to pay off debt. While this was permissible, it would not have been necessary if the people were not
sinking further and further into debt because of the usury. Furthermore, the nobles and rulers were going
beyond what was allowed with regard to Israelite servants. They were selling them as slaves (verses 5, 8),
which the law expressly prohibited (see Leviticus 25:35-40).
Beyond these specifics, Scripture roundly condemned greedily profiteering at the expense of others (see Psalm
119:36; Isaiah 56:9-12; 57:17; Jeremiah 6:13; 8:10; 22:13-19; Ezekiel 22:12-14; 33:31). The people were to be
looking out for one another‘s welfare—not exploiting each other. And those more able to help had the
responsibility to do so. Yet things were far from that ideal. ―The ironic tragedy of the situation for the exiles was
that at least in Mesopotamia their families were together. Now because of dire economic necessities, their
children were being sold into slavery‖ (note on verse 5).
Nehemiah is outraged over this terrible, sinful situation (verse 6). It is clear that he knew nothing about it until
this point, having only recently arrived. After he rebukes the nobles, having given a lot of thought to the matter,
Nehemiah convenes a ―great assembly‖ against them. Often called the ―Great Synagogue,‖ Jewish tradition
reckons this as the beginnings of a continuing authority to watch over Jewish religious affairs that persisted until
Seleucid Greek times. Historian Alfred Edersheim writes: ―It is impossible with certainty to determine, either who
composed this assembly, or of how many members it consisted. {The Talmudic notices are often inconsistent.
The number as given in them amounts to about 120….} Probably it comprised the leading men in Church and
State, the chief priests, elders, and ‗judges,‘ the latter two classes including ‗the Scribes,‘ if, indeed, that order
was already separately organised. {Ezra 10:14; Neh. 5:7.} Probably also the term ‗Great Assembly‘ [beyond its
introduction in Nehemiah 5:7] refers rather to a succession of men than to one Synod‖ (The Life and Times of
Jesus the Messiah, chap. 8). It is this body that is understood to have approved Ezra‘s canonization of the
Hebrew Scriptures.
Regarding the matter at hand, so obvious is the nobles‘ guilt that they have nothing to say by way of excuse or
rebuttal (verse 8). Nehemiah points out two issues that should have been of concern to them in what they have
done—showing a lack of appropriate fear of God in disobeying His laws and bringing the Jews and the God
they worshiped into disrepute among the surrounding gentile nations (verse 9).
Nehemiah classes himself, his relatives and his officials as among those who have been lending money (verse
10)—though he does not state that he himself has been charging interest. He calls for an end to the usury and
a restoration of property, money and food with interest.
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The nobles agree to Nehemiah‘s directive, taking an oath regarding the matter, as he requires—and then,
encouragingly, they follow through on what they have promised (verses 12-13). In verse 14, we see that
Nehemiah served 12 years in his first term as governor of Judea (444-432 B.C.). At the end of this period he
would be recalled to the Persian court (13:6), after which he would return for a second term. It is surprising to
see that during his administration, Nehemiah and his family did not eat the governor‘s provisions or tax the
people though he had that authority. In verse 15, he mentions previous governors who had abused their
authority in this regard. He is surely not referring to Ezra or Zerubbabel. Archaeology has revealed that there
were at least three governors of Judea between Zerubbabel and Ezra: Elnathan in the late 6th century B.C. (as
revealed on a bulla and seal); Yeho‘ezer in the early 5th century (as revealed on a jar impression); and Ahzai in
the early 5th century (also revealed on a jar impression) (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse
15). And it may have been that the Samaritan governor Sanballat and the Ammonite governor Tobiah were
acting as de facto governors over parts of Judea prior to Nehemiah‘s arrival.
As for his own administration, Nehemiah made sure that it was upright and beneficent. Verse 16 shows that
―Nehemiah had not acquired mortgages on land. As governor, he could easily have acquired real estate and
sold it at great profit. But instead of making money for themselves, Nehemiah and his servants worked on the
wall of Jerusalem for the protection of the people and the glory of God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse
16).Nehemiah‘s refusal of the governor‘s provision so as not to further burden the people is made all the more
remarkable by the fact that he regularly provided for so many at his table (verses 17-18). Jamieson, Fausset &
Brown‘s Commentary states: ―We have a remarkable proof both of the opulence and the disinterestedness [in it]
of Nehemiah. As he declined, on conscientious grounds, to accept the lawful emoluments attached to his
government, and yet maintained a style of princely hospitality for twelve years out of his own resources, it is
evident that his office of cupbearer at the court of Shushan must have been very lucrative‖ (note on verse 14).
Indeed, Nehemiah was very wealthy—and yet very generous with his wealth. In verse 19, he prays that God will
remember him for good—rewarding him for all that he has done for God‘s people—a prayer he repeats at the
end of the book (13:31). This shows what truly motivated Nehemiah. It was not to be revered by other people
but to please God, who is ―a rewarder of those who diligently seek Him‖ (Hebrews 11:6). That should be our
motivation too—in whatever we do.
Finishing the Wall (Nehemiah 6–7)
When the enemies of the Jews learned that Jerusalem‘s wall was nearly rebuilt, they decided on a new tactic.
Through the pretense of a peace conference in the plain of Ono—modern Kafr ‗Ana, about 20 miles northwest
of Jerusalem and 10 miles east of Joppa—they would lure Nehemiah out of the city.
Their plan was probably to either kidnap or assassinate him. But Nehemiah wasn‘t fooled and wouldn‘t take the
bait (verses 1-4). Sanballat then sent a letter to Nehemiah accusing him of planning to rebel against Artaxerxes
and set himself up as king—and that he was using lying prophets in his cause. The Samaritan governor
implicitly threatens to report this matter to the emperor if Nehemiah will not come out for the meeting (verses 57). Yet Nehemiah still refuses to take the bait. He knew that Sanballat would not dare to make such accusations
against him to Artaxerxes, as Nehemiah was a trusted adviser. If anything, this would only have further
jeopardized Sanballat‘s own precarious position. Sanballat‘s real motive, as Nehemiah realized, was not only a
last-ditch effort to scare him into committing to meet, but also that news of his threat would spread so that the
Jews, fearing Persian retaliation, would falter in their work on the wall (verses 8-9).
But that was not the end of the intrigue. In verse 10, Nehemiah meets with a certain Shemaiah the son of
Delaiah, probably because he was called to his house. The phrase ―who was a secret informer‖ in the NKJV is
rendered by most versions in its literal sense: ―who was shut up.‖ What exactly this means here is unclear.
Some see it as a reference to a state of prophetic ecstasy. Others view it as a temporary quarantine due to
ritual impurity. Others see it as a feigned hiding out at home—to make it look like he was in danger. As such, it
would have been simply a manipulative attempt to compromise Nehemiah.
The message Shemaiah conveys to Nehemiah is that the governor‘s life is in danger and that they should go
into the temple to hide. Some suggest that Shemaiah, having access to the temple, was a priest.
He was evidently laying claim here to also being a prophet—that his message was a prophecy from God
(compare verse 12).
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Nehemiah rejects Shemaiah‘s counsel for two reasons. First, to run and hide would be cowardly. He was the
governor and, as a leader among God‘s people, was supposed to set a brave and faithful example among
them. Second, this would have been a sin, as Nehemiah was not a priest. While it would have been legitimate
to propose taking refuge in the temple area at the altar, the Mosaic Law forbade nonpriests from going into the
temple building itself on threat of death (see Numbers 18:1-7). God had punished the Jewish king Uzziah with
leprosy for presuming to enter the sanctuary in an attempt to offer incense (2 Chronicles 26:16-21). In
considering Shemaiah‘s words, Nehemiah realized that he was a false prophet since he had spoken against the
law of God (see Isaiah 8:20). The governor further realized that this must have been part of the enemies‘
scheming. Sanballat‘s letter had accused Nehemiah of using false prophets. But in reality it was the other side
that was now employing such methods in an effort to discredit him. Despite the prominence of Sanballat‘s letter,
however, Tobiah is mentioned first in verse 12—probably because he was evidently friendly with a number of
the priests and so had likely achieved this particular inroad with Shemaiah (compare verses 18-19; 13:7-9). In
verses 18-19 of chapter 6, we also learn that Tobiah had written his own share of letters in an attempt to scare
Nehemiah.
In verse 14, Nehemiah also mentioned a certain prophetess, Noadiah, and other unnamed prophets who were
part of the enemy conspiracy. Exactly what role they played is unstated. Perhaps they are the ones who had
directed him to meet with Shemaiah.
The exchange of numerous letters, threats of public embarrassment and conspiracy remind of modern political
intrigue that employs legal maneuvers and the press to try to force a political outcome. Then, as now, human
nature and politics worked hand-in-hand.
The wall was at last completed—52 days (a week shy of two months) after the reconstruction under Nehemiah
commenced (verse 15). And thus the wall was built again ―even in troublesome times,‖ just as had been foretold
in Daniel 9:25. It was now the 25th day of Elul, only five days prior to the Feast of Trumpets. When the Jews‘
enemies heard of the astounding achievement, and realized that all of their plotting had come to nothing, they
were completely demoralized, seeing this as the work of Judah‘s God (verse 16).
―Once the city was secure, Nehemiah set about the even more important task of reorganizing the government
and effecting a sorely needed spiritual and moral reformation. He first appointed doorkeepers, singers, and
other Levitical personnel and designated his brother Hanani as mayor of the city [7:1-2]‖ (Eugene Merrill,
Kingdom of Priests, p. 511). This was the same Hanani who reported to Nehemiah regarding Jerusalem‘s plight
in 1:1-3. ―‗Hanani‘ is the shortened form of ‗Hananiah‘ (‗Yahweh is gracious‘)…. The Elephantine papyri mention
a Hananiah who was the head of Jewish affairs in Jerusalem. Many scholars believe that this Hananiah can be
identified with Nehemiah‘s brother and assume that he succeeded Nehemiah (c. 427)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on
1:2). The Hananiah of these documents could conceivably be the Hananiah that Nehemiah placed over the
Jerusalem citadel (7:2) if Nehemiah‘s brother had died. But Nehemiah‘s brother seems the likelier person
referred to.
We will see more of Nehemiah‘s reformation in the next few chapters. This would be the crucial part of his work.
For while walls were needed, they were not an end in themselves. Their whole purpose was to safeguard a vital
interest—the people with whom God was working and the worship system He gave them. God‘s plan does not
center on walls and buildings. It is ever and always about people.
Resolving the Differences in the Return Lists (Nehemiah 7)
Ezra 2 lists those Jews enrolled in the return to the Promised Land under the Davidic prince Zerubbabel
(apparently the Persian-appointed governor referred to in Ezra 1 as Sheshbazzar) and Jeshua or Joshua, the
high priest (see Haggai 1:1; Zechariah 3:1). Nearly a century later, Nehemiah finds a register of those in the first
return. While the lists are nearly the same, they are not exactly the same. How do we account for the
discrepancies?
The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―The people of the province [Ezra 2:1] refers to the Jewish people of Judah
(see 5:8; Neh. 1:2, 3; 11:3). The use of this phrase probably indicates that the register of ch[apter] 2 was
compiled in Babylon. Nehemiah‘s list in Neh. 7:4-73 would have been compiled after he arrived in Jerusalem,
which could account for some of the differences between the two registers.‖
Ezra‘s list gives the number of the family of Arah as 775 (2:5). The list in Nehemiah says the number was 652.
Jamiesson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary states in its note on Ezra 2:5: ―It is probable that all mentioned as
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belonging to this family repaired to the general place of rendezvous, or had enrolled their names at first as
intending to go; but in the interval of preparation, some died, others were prevented by some sickness or
insurmountable obstacles, so that ultimately no more than 652 came to Jerusalem.‖
The same commentary later notes on the variations in general: ―The discrepancy is sufficiently accounted for
from the different circumstances in which the two registers were taken: that of Ezra having been made up at
Babylon, while that of Nehemiah was drawn out in Judea, after the walls of Jerusalem had been rebuilt. The
lapse of so many years might well be expected to make a difference appear in the catalogue, through death or
other causes‖ (note on Nehemiah 7:5).
―To be sure,‖ says Gleason Archer in his New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties, ―regardless of the
date when Nehemiah recorded this list (ca. 445 B.C.), his express purpose was to give the exact number of
those who actually arrived at Jerusalem under the leadership of Zerubbabel and Jeshua back in 537 or 536
(Neh. 7:7). So also Ezra (in the 450s, apparently) recorded their numbers (2:1-2). But it may well be that Ezra
used the earlier list of those who originally announced their intention to join the caravan of returning colonists
back in Babylonia, whereas Nehemiah‘s list reproduces the tally of those who actually arrived in Judea at the
end of the long trek from Mesopotamia.
―In some cases there may well have been some individual families who at first determined to go with the rest
and actually left their marshaling field (at Tel Abib, or wherever it may have been in Babylonia) under
Zerubbabel and proceeded to the outskirts of that province before new factors arose to change their mind. They
may have fallen into disagreement as to the advisability of all of them going at once with the initial group; others
may have discovered business reasons to delay their departure until later. In some cases there may have been
illness or death….
―In other cases there may have been some last-minute recruits from those who at first decided to remain in
Babylonia. Perhaps they were caught up in the excitement of the return movement and joined the company of
emigrants after the official tally had been taken at the marshaling grounds. Nevertheless, they made it safely
back to Jerusalem, or wherever their ancestral town in Judea was, and were counted in the final list made up at
the completion of the journey.
―Only four clans or city-groups came in with shrunken numbers (Arah, Zattu, the men of Bethel and Ai, and the
men of Lod, Hadid, and Ono). All the rest picked up last minute recruits, varying from 1 (in the case of Azgad). It
would be fascinating to know what special, emotional, or economic factors led to these last-minute decisions. At
any rate, the differences in totals that do appear in these two tallies should occasion no surprise whatever. The
same sort of augmentation and attrition has featured in every large migration in human history‖ (1982, pp. 229230).
Archer also offers the possibility of copyist errors, but that consideration is unnecessary—and in fact unlikely
given the number of variations. Indeed, one would think that scribes would have been scrupulous to check
these figures given that there are two separate listings. It is more likely that there were legitimate differences in
the original documents. Consider that Ezra is probably the one who compiled the books of Ezra and Nehemiah
as one book. Why would he not have corrected any obvious errors? Ironically, the fact that there are differences
in the lists is actually a proof of authenticity. No one fabricating the lists would have introduced such apparent
discrepancies. These, then, obviously represent genuine historical documentation.
Details of the Returning Captives (Nehemiah 7)
Looking at some of the details of the lists, it should be noted that the Nehemiah of Ezra 2:2 and Nehemiah 7:7
is not the same as the Nehemiah after whom the book of Nehemiah is named. Mordecai in the same verses
was not the later Mordecai of the book of Esther. Nehemiah 7:7 lists an extra leader named Nahamani. Some
maintain that the description ―people of Israel‖ in these verses means all 12 tribes are indicated. Yet we have
already seen that those returning were of the tribes of Judah, Benjamin and Levi (Ezra 1:5). Among the small
remnant that returned to Judea from Babylon in this and subsequent returns, there were a few people whose
ancestors had migrated to Judah from the northern 10 tribes. Yet the vast majority of the people of the northern
tribes remained scattered throughout this period—and they have not returned to the Promised Land to this day.
The Jews, as the remnant of Israel, were appropriately designated as people of Israel. All Jews are Israelites.
Yet, as has been amply demonstrated in past readings and comments, all Israelites are not Jews.
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The total number of returning priests was 4,289 (see 2:36-39; Nehemiah 7:39-42). This was around 10 percent
of the total of those returning (see Ezra 2:64; Nehemiah 7:66). ―The relatively high proportion of priests amongst
those who returned was doubtless due to the prospect of a new Temple, with its opportunities of service‖ (New
Bible Commentary: Revised, 1970, note on Ezra 2:36-39). On the other hand, the total number of returning
Levites is surprisingly listed as just 341 or 380 (see Ezra 2:40-42; Nehemiah 7:43-45)—much less than the
24,000 Levites involved in the worship of God in David‘s time (see 1 Chronicles 23:4). Why did so few come,
particularly as compared with the priests? We don‘t know, but perhaps it is significant that priests had
leadership positions with a certain glory, whereas the temple duties of the other Levites may have been viewed
with comparatively little excitement or prestige.
We then see a listing of the Nethinim and the sons of Solomon‘s servants (Ezra 2:43-58; Nehemiah 7:46-60).
―Nethinim means ‗Given Ones‘ or ‗Dedicated Ones.‘ In 1 Chr. 9:2, the Nethinim are distinguished from the
priests and the Levites. Jewish tradition identifies the Nethinim with the Gibeonites who had been assigned by
Joshua to assist the Levites in more menial tasks (see Josh. 9:27)…. The sons of Solomon‘s servants are
linked with the Nethinim ([Ezra 2] v. 43). The numbers of the two groups are totaled together (see v. 58; Neh.
7:60)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, notes on Ezra 2:43-50, 55). The latter, according to The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary‘s note on Ezra 2:55, ―may be the descendants of the Canaanites whom Solomon enslaved (1
Kings 9:20-21). But [another commentator]… argues that they were instead the descendants of the royal
officers who were merchants in the service of Solomon (1 Kings 9:22, 27).‖
It is interesting to observe the care with which the priesthood was guarded. People had to prove their genealogy
to serve in it. Even those reckoned as priests yet without the documentary evidence were excluded from priestly
service and entitlement until the Urim and Thummim could be consulted (see Ezra 2:59-63; Nehemiah 7:61-65).
However, ―the rabbis held that ‗since the destruction of the first temple the Urim and the Thummim ceased‘
(Tosefta Sota 13.1). They held that Ezra 2:63 expressed, not a historical possibility, but an eschatological [endtime] hope (b. Sotah 48a-b). Elsewhere in the Talmud (b. Shebuoth 16a), we read that Ezra had to
reconsecrate the temple without benefit of the Urim and Thummim‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 63).
The word translated ―governor‖ in verse 63 is transliterated as Tirshatha in the King James Version. This is ―a
Persian title, ‗the One to Be Feared,‘ which approximates to ‗His Excellency‘‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on
verse 63).
The whole assembly totaled 42,360 (Ezra 2:64; Nehemiah 7:66). Yet the individual numbers listed in Ezra 2 add
up to just 29,818. In Nehemiah 7 they add up to 31,089. ―It is possible that the larger total [42,360] includes
women, who are not named in the lists‖ (Nelson, note on verse 64). ―Some believe the [unaccounted-for]
12,000 were women and/or children. If so, this may account for the many marriages to pagan women which
[later] took place (cf. Ezra 8-10)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Ezra 2:64).
Accompanying the 42,360 Jews were 7,337 slaves (verse 64; Nehemiah 7:67). ―The ratio of slaves—one to
six—is relatively high; that so many would return with their masters speaks highly of the relatively benevolent
treatment of slaves by the Jews‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 65). ―The singers listed here were not the temple
choir of [Ezra 2] v. 41. These were professional singers employed for banquets, feasts, and funerals (see 2 Chr.
35:25; Eccl. 2:7, 8). Their presence could be an indication of luxury (see 2 Sam. 19:35). It appears that many of
the Jewish people had achieved some prosperity while living in Babylon…. The large number of horses listed
here also suggests affluence among those who returned to Jerusalem. Prior to this time, horses in Israel had
been used only for war and ceremonies. Only the very rich and well-armed owned horses. The rich also rode
mules, for they were scarce in Israel…. The beasts of burden were camels and donkeys. Camels were
expensive; the poorer classes rode donkeys‖ (Nelson, notes on Ezra 2:65, 66, 67).
On arriving in Judea, the people contribute gold, silver and garments for the rebuilding of the temple (Ezra 2:6869; Nehemiah 7:70-72). Yet the figures given in Ezra and Nehemiah don‘t match. ―Apparently Ezra‘s list rounds
off the figures, while Nehemiah‘s list presents them in more precise detail. It is also possible that the two lists
give totals from different times of collection—perhaps in Babylon and then later in Jerusalem‖ (Nelson, note on
Ezra 2:69). Or perhaps Ezra‘s list, having larger numbers, presents the total from both times. As before, an
apparent discrepancy is a mark not of made-up storytelling by a forger of later centuries who would make sure
to iron out such problems. Rather, this again is a mark of genuineness.
Finally, we should notice the money described here. As Expositor‘s explains in its note on Ezra 2:69:
―‗Drachmas‘ translates the Hebrew darkemonim (cf. Neh 7:70-72). Another Hebrew word— adarkonim—is used
for coins in Ezra 8:27 and 1 Chronicles 29:7. The ‗drachma‘ was the Greek silver coin worth a day‘s wage in the
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late fifth century B.C. More probably the coin intended here was the Persian daric, which was a gold coin,
named either after Darius I, who began minting it, or after the Old Persian word for gold, dari. The coin was
famed for its purity, which was guaranteed by the king. It was 98 percent gold with a 2 percent alloy for
hardness. It was 3/4 of an inch in diameter and weighed 8.42 grams, or a little less than 1/3 of an ounce. Its
value equaled the price of an ox or a month‘s wages for a soldier. Since the coin was not in use until the time of
Darius I (522-486 B.C.), its occurrence here in 537 B.C. has been labeled anachronistic. Its use is better viewed
as a modernization by terms current at the time of the book‘s composition of earlier values, perhaps the Median
shekel. The total of 61,000 darics equals some 1,133 pounds of gold (about the same if the term represented
the Greek drachma).‖
Archaeology has recently lent support to the Jewish return from Babylon in the 6th centuries B.C. On February
20, 2004, an Associated Press article titled ―Archaeologists find 2,500-year-old jewelry collection, makeup kit,‖
reported: ―Israeli archaeologists excavating caves near the Dead Sea have discovered a rare find—a woman‘s
2,500-year-old fashion accessories. The hoard of jewelry, a makeup kit and a small mirror apparently belonged
to Jews who had returned from exile in Babylon in the 6th century B.C., said Tsvika Tsuk, chief archaeologist
for the Israel Nature and Parks Authority. ‗This find is very rare. Both for the richness of the find and for that
period, it is almost unheard of,‘ Tsuk said on Friday. Hidden under a stone-like accumulation of sediment
thrown up by a nearby spring, archaeologists using metal detectors found a necklace made of 130 beads of
semiprecious stones and gold, a scarab, an agate medallion of Babylonian origin and a silver pendant with an
engraved crescent moon and pomegranates. They also found what appears to be a makeup kit containing an
alabaster bowl for powders, a stick to apply the makeup and a bronze mirror. Tsuk said they also discovered a
pagan stamp showing a Babylonian priest bowing to the moon. ‗These finds confirm the (biblical) accounts of
Jews returning from exile in Babylon,‘ Tsuk said…. Tsuk said the find shows that there was a wealthy and
flourishing community of returnees living in the area at the time. ‗These are not the belongings of a simple
person,‘ he said.‖
Idea for a New Census; List of the First Return (Nehemiah 7)
Despite its spacious size, Jerusalem was still sparsely populated (verse 4). As it had been almost a century
since the first return of exiles under Zerubbabel, it would seem that there should have been more people there.
Yet the trouble that the city faced over the decades could have driven many families out into the countryside.
Nehemiah‘s unstated but implicit concern here is the repopulation and development of Jerusalem. We will later
see in chapter 11 that his solution is to direct a portion of those in various parts of the province of Judea to
resettle in the capital. Here in 7:5, ―Nehemiah attributed to the Lord the idea of a census that would show the
distribution of the population. If he knew the population pattern in the capital and the countryside, he could then
determine which districts could best afford to lose a portion of their inhabitants to Jerusalem‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verse 5).
As he pondered the situation, he came across a list of those in the first return under Zerubbabel. It is basically
the same as the list recorded earlier in Ezra 2. We covered Nehemiah 7:5-73 in conjunction with that prior
passage for sake of comparison. We are reviewing it here because this is where it actually fits in the story. You
may wish to look back over the Bible Reading Program comments on the earlier passage for an explanation of
some of the variations in names and numbers.
Ezra Reads the Law During the Fall Feasts (Nehemiah 7–8)
Following the arrangement of the book of Nehemiah, the seventh month appears to come just five days after
the completion of the city wall (compare 5:15). However, the year is a matter of dispute, as there are some
chronological questions here and throughout the remainder of the book. It could be that the events of chapters
8–10 describe events that occurred much later—following some of Nehemiah‘s reforms described in chapter
13. Since the matter is uncertain, we are sticking with the scriptural arrangement in our reading of this section of
the book.
The first day of the seventh month is one of God‘s annual Holy Days—the Feast of Trumpets (see Leviticus
23:23-25). The name of the feast does not occur in Nehemiah 8, but the fact that the first day of the seventh
month is a Holy Day is explicitly stated (verses 10-11). This day marked the first day of the civil year and the
Jews still refer to it as Rosh Hashanah, ―Head of the Year‖ (the Jewish New Year).
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Jews from all over Judea have come to Jerusalem. They gather in the open square between the southeastern
part of the temple and the eastern wall (verse 1). Here, for the first time in the story of Nehemiah, we see the
appearance of Ezra. A number of critics maintain that this passage should follow Ezra 10, putting the events it
describes long before Nehemiah‘s arrival (or placing Ezra‘s arrival long after that of Nehemiah). Nehemiah 8:9,
however, shows that Nehemiah was the governor during this episode.
The aforementioned critics view his name here as an erroneous editorial gloss. But there is no real warrant for
such a conclusion. It is not at all unreasonable to believe the scriptural attestation that Ezra would have still
been around 13 or more years after his arrival—that despite Samaritan actions against Jerusalem and the
events surrounding the satrap Megabyzus‘ rebellion probably having swept him from office as governor, he
would still have been a respected spiritual leader among the Jews (see also 12:26, 31, 36). The widespread
idea that Ezra returned long after Nehemiah (during the reign of Artaxerxes II instead of Artaxerxes I) is an
untenable one, as it requires the scriptural mentions of the two interacting together to be spurious additions to
the text.
Returning to Nehemiah 8, Ezra is called on to read to the people from the Book of the Law of Moses. Exactly
what the term Book of the Law specifies is debated. Some see it as the entire Pentateuch—the five books of
Moses. Others view it as just Deuteronomy. Still others see it as certain sections of Exodus, Leviticus and
Deuteronomy. Since Joshua wrote of the Shechem covenant near the end of his life in the Book of the Law (see
Joshua 24:25-26), it seems that the book may have encompassed more than what is written in the Pentateuch.
Following Ezra‘s reading, the history recounted afterward in Nehemiah 9 could argue for understanding the
Book of the Law in the broad sense of the whole Pentateuch and perhaps even more of Scripture. Whatever the
case, Ezra reads to the people for five or six hours, as the word translated ―morning‖ in Nehemiah 8:3 actually
specifies ―dawn‖ as the starting point. He continues on until about noon, and the people remain attentive.
As the Law is presented, the Levites help the people to understand it (verses 7-8). The wording here is
interesting. Rabbinic tradition maintains that the Levites were here translating the less familiar ancient Hebrew
into Aramaic, the common language of the people since the exile in Babylon. And perhaps the phrase
translated ―gave the sense‖ does have that meaning—along with possibly explaining outdated idioms and other
archaic usages. (Indeed, those skeptics who argue that the Mosaic Law was a priestly invention during the time
of Ezra should note that this passage seems to show the Law as a very old document even then.) Yet the
phrase that follows, ―helped them to understand the reading,‖ may well have referred to some expounding on
how to apply the principles and lessons contained in the Law.
On hearing the Law, the people sink into weeping—evidently sorrowful over their failure to live up to its
demands. Gauging from this reaction, it seems to have been a long time since the Law was read. It could be
that the command to read it every seventh year at the Feast of Tabernacles was being followed (see
Deuteronomy 31:9-13) and that it was now seven years since the previous reading. And it may be, if the book is
not arranged chronologically, that this whole episode was following the serious lapses of chapter 13, which we
will read later.
Though Nehemiah, Ezra and the Levites were no doubt glad to see such widespread heartfelt contrition, they
nevertheless pointed out the need for the people to strive to refrain from weeping at this time so as to rejoice in
God‘s Holy Day (Nehemiah 8:9-12). The people are encouraged to indulge in fine food and drink and to share
with others in need. If the events of chapter 8 followed the completion of the wall by only a few days, as the
scriptural arrangement would seem to imply, then there would have been a lot of people in need at this time,
given that Nehemiah would have only just instituted his economic reforms of chapter 5 within the past two
months.
It is wonderful to see the leaders of the people coming again the next day with a desire to learn more of the Law
(verse 13). These leaders were likely being given specialized instruction so as to be able to in turn teach those
over whom they served. As they listen, the reading comes to Leviticus 23, which mentions dwelling in booths
and the gathering of branches as part of celebrating the Feast of Tabernacles (verses 40, 42-43; compare
Nehemiah 8:14-15), the term ―tabernacles‖ denoting booths—temporary shelters. Again, this feast is not named
in Nehemiah 8 either. It is simply called the ―feast of the seventh month‖ (verse 14) and said to last seven days
with a sacred assembly on the eighth day (verse 18; compare Leviticus 23:33-36, 39).
It is surprising to read in Nehemiah 8:17 that the nation had not made temporary shelters and dwelt under them
since the time of Joshua. Clearly, the Feast of Tabernacles had been observed in the intervening centuries,
such as under Solomon (see 1 Kings 8:65; 2 Chronicles 7:9) and even more recently under Zerubbabel (see
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Ezra 3:4). How is it, then, that the Israelites had not constructed booths out of branches for more than 900
years even during times of national faithfulness? It could be that many had but that the ―whole assembly‖ (see
again Nehemiah 8:17) had not done so since Joshua‘s time. Another explanation may be that Leviticus 23 does
not explicitly state that the branches are to be used for such construction. It merely states that the people were
to gather branches and, mentioned separately, that they were to dwell in temporary dwellings.
Perhaps those in intervening centuries understood their temporary housing in Jerusalem as meeting the Feast‘s
requirement or, as Judaism today teaches, that booths could be made with other materials—with the branches
simply carried in worship and used for festival decoration. According to this explanation, the Jews at the time of
Ezra and Nehemiah come to see the branches as construction material for the booths and reinstitute a practice
not seen since Joshua‘s day. In any case, it is clear from Jewish tradition that the people at some point began
carrying branches about as part of their worship during the festival—as observant Jews still do today.
The Feast in Nehemiah 8 is observed with exuberant gladness, reminiscent of the great joy at the renewal of
the Passover under Hezekiah (2 Chronicles 30:26) and at the revival under Josiah (2 Kings 23:22; 2 Chronicles
35:18). This was a wonderful time, with the Book of the Law being read from each day (Nehemiah 8:18).
Indeed, God‘s law brings great joy—in understanding the truth, and much more in living by it.
Moreover, there was a rebuilt city wall for which to be thankful. Indeed, whether the fall festivals of chapter 8
came the next month after the completion of the city wall or many years later after its rededication, the chapter
arrangement fits thematically either way. The autumn festival period represents the time when Jesus Christ will
return to the earth to defend His people, restore them and their land and set up His rule from Jerusalem. There
was a small prototype of this in the mission of Nehemiah. Furthermore, when Christ returns He will lead Judah
and Israel in spiritual reformation. That too is prefigured in the national turning to God at the reading of His law
in Nehemiah 8 and the commitment of the people as related in the next two chapters along with Nehemiah‘s
reforms described later in the book.
The Levites‘ Psalm (Nehemiah 9)
On the 24th day of the seventh month, two days after the sacred assembly following the Feast of Tabernacles,
the people gather in public fasting and repentance (verses 1-2; compare 8:18). This was just two weeks after a
commanded holy fast day, the Day of Atonement, which the people would have observed on the 10th day of the
seventh month, between the Feast of Trumpets and the Feast of Tabernacles. For just as the leaders on the
second day of the month had read about the Feast of Tabernacles in Leviticus 23 (see Nehemiah 8:13-15), they
would also have read about the Day of Atonement at the same time, since it too is described in Leviticus 23 (as
well as in Leviticus 16).
Perhaps, in learning much more of the Law through the Feast of Tabernacles, the people came to see that they
had much more about which to repent. Moreover, the fast on the 24th was preparatory to an official renewal of
the covenant relationship with God, as explained in Nehemiah 9:38 and chapter 10. Jesus taught that His
followers should fast (Matthew 9:15), clearly referring to more than just the annual fast of the Day of Atonement
(although Christians also continued to observe this commanded fast, as alluded to in Acts 27:9). Fasting is a
way to clear the mind of distractions and give concentrated thought to spiritual matters.
Verse 2 mentions the children of Israel having separated themselves from all foreigners (see also 10:28). While
this could simply refer to the Jews distinguishing themselves from the pagan world around them, some who
view chapters 8–10 as falling later in Nehemiah‘s governorship see the separation as a reference to ending the
intermarriage problems described later in the book (see Nehemiah 10:30; 13:3, 23-30). Foreigners were
welcomed in Israel, so long as they adopted the worship of the true God and forsook their pagan religions
entirely. Circumcision of their males demonstrated their commitment to God (Exodus 12:43-49). Whatever the
case, the intent was to serve as the special, distinct people God intended His nation to be.
On this special fast day, the Book of the Law was read for about three hours, and another three hours were
spent in congregational worship (9:3). In verse 5, a group of Levites give a call to praise: ―Stand up and bless
the LORD your God forever and ever.‖ Some see these words as the commencement of a psalm that continues
to the end of the chapter. Others see them as simply calling for the psalm or poetic prayer that follows,
beginning with the words ―Blessed be Your glorious name‖ and then continuing to the end of the chapter. This
address to God reviewing His consistent intervention in Israel‘s history is sometimes referred to as the Levites‘
Psalm. Yet some refer to it as the Prayer of Ezra—seeing it as his response, perhaps already planned and
written out, to the Levites‘ call to praise. The former seems more likely—that is, that this was all part of what the

351

Levites spoke or sang—since Ezra‘s name is not mentioned. However, if it were spoken or sung together by the
Levites, it had to have been written out ahead of time—and Ezra could certainly have helped with that.
This eloquent psalm recites the faithfulness of God throughout Israel‘s existence despite the persistent
unfaithfulness of Israel. The recounting of the history was probably fresh on the minds of the people to whom
the Book of the Law had been read over a three-week period. This passage is a testimony not only to God‘s
powerful intervention on behalf of His people, but also of His great mercy and loyalty toward those with whom
He had established His covenants. The psalm begins with the glory of God‘s name and His greatness as the
Creator (verses 5-6). It then goes through God‘s involvement with Israel throughout the nation‘s history (verses
7-31): the call of Abraham and the promise of Canaan (verses 7-8); the deliverance from Egypt (verses 9-11);
the time in the wilderness, including the giving of the law at Mount Sinai and the revelation of the weekly
Sabbath (verses 12-21); the conquest of Canaan (verses 22-25); the period of the judges (verses 26-28); and
the succession of prophets during the period of the monarchies of Israel and Judah (verses 29-31).
Next we see the nation‘s subjugation to foreign powers as the righteous judgment of God—the period in which
the people still find themselves in the days of Ezra and Nehemiah (verses 32-37). With the example of God‘s
faithfulness so powerfully before them in this historical review, the people commit to emulating His faithfulness
through the making of a sure covenant with Him and abiding by it (verse 38). We will read about the sealing of
this covenant in the next chapter.
Covenant to Obey God and Support His House (Nehemiah 10)
It is apparently still the 24th day of the seventh month (see chapters 8–9). Nehemiah lists the signers of the
covenant made on this day (see 9:38). ―The way someone ‗signed‘ a document in the ancient world was similar
to the use of a wax seal in more recent times. A distinctive seal was pressed into soft clay. The pattern of the
seal showed what authority issued that document‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 10:1).
Nehemiah was the first to sign. Verses 2-8 then list the priests who placed their seals on the covenant. ―Some
of these names appear in a later list as heads of priestly houses (12:11-20). Twenty-one priests who were
heads of households signed the agreement in the name of the houses and families of their respective classes.
Ezra‘s name does not appear, perhaps indicating that he was not the head of a household‖ (note on 10:2-8). It
could also be that Ezra wrote the document, serving not as a representative of the people in this covenant but
as a mediator between the people and God—perhaps alongside the high priest Eliashib, whose name does not
appear here either.
Seventeen Levites, some of whom later appear as heads of Levitical orders (see 12:8), also signed (10:9-13)—
as did 44 civil leaders (verses 14-27). As for the rest of the people, though they did not themselves sign, they
did agree to the terms of the covenant, which called for a curse on them if they failed to keep their oath of
obedience to the Law that God gave through Moses (verses 28-29).
Special mention is given in the covenant to not intermarrying with people from the neighboring nations (verse
30). It could be that this problem was given consideration because of what happened prior to Ezra‘s
governorship (see Ezra 9–10). However, it could also refer to the resurfacing of the problem as later discovered
by Nehemiah (Nehemiah 13:23-30). As was mentioned in the Bible Reading Program comments on our
previous reading, the reference to the people having separated themselves from the peoples of the lands in
10:28 (and 9:2) have led some to conclude that the events of chapters 8–10 occurred much later in Nehemiah‘s
administration than where they fit in arrangement order (compare 13:3). Yet it could be that this covenant came
early in Nehemiah‘s administration and the problems arose later in spite of it. The biblical record demonstrates
time and again that knowing what God wanted them to do was no guarantee that the people would do so.
Another concern addressed in the covenant is the buying of wares and grain—that is, doing one‘s shopping for
the coming days—on the Sabbath (10:31). Here again is a very specific problem that Nehemiah later dealt with
as governor (see 13:15-22). Perhaps this was an issue addressed early on in Nehemiah‘s administration that
defiantly returned at a later time. The Sabbath command is appropriately known as the ―test commandment‖
(compare Exodus 16, especially verse 4) because it presents a strong challenge for people to set aside their
normal everyday wants and business in order to worship God. On the other hand, if the chapter arrangement of
Nehemiah is not chronological, it could be that the problem occurred late and that this covenant followed it.
Since the two problems of intermarriage and Sabbath breaking occur in both contexts, the latter seems a
distinct possibility. As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on Nehemiah 10:31: ―The provisions of vv. 3134 may have been a code drawn up by Nehemiah to correct the abuses listed in chapter 13 (e.g., vv. 15-22).‖
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The people also agreed in the covenant to observe the Sabbatical year—that is, in every seventh year they
would leave their fields uncultivated (to allow the nutrients in the soil to build up, thereby preventing the
depletion of the land) and cancel debts owed them (10:31; see Exodus 23:10-11; Leviticus 25:1-7;
Deuteronomy 15:1-6).
They further agreed to pay a temple tax of a third of a shekel for the ongoing expense of temple worship
services—similar to the half shekel paid by the Israelites in Moses‘ day for the tabernacle (see Exodus 30:1116). Expositor‘s lists a few possible explanations as to ―why the offering should be a third rather than a half
shekel. (1) Some maintain that the half-shekel of Exodus (30:16; 38:25-28) was meant as a onetime offering for
the construction of the tabernacle and therefore has no bearing on the offering in Nehemiah 10:32. (2) Others
argue that the offering was reduced from one-half to one-third because of economic impoverishment. (3) Some
argue that the later shekel was based on a heavier standard, thus one-third of the later shekel was equal to
one-half of the earlier shekel. That is, the later Babylonian-Persian shekel was twenty-one grams, whereas the
former Phoenician shekel was fourteen grams, hence one-third the former was equal to one-half the latter‖
(note on verse 32).
Verse 34 says that lots were cast to determine who would provide the ―wood offering‖ and in what order.
Though no such offering was directly mentioned in the law, it is clear that the perpetually burning altar fire would
have required an ongoing supply of wood (compare Leviticus 6:12-13). ―Josephus mentions ‗the festival of
wood-offering‘ on the fourteenth day of the fifth month (Ab), when all the people were accustomed to bring
wood for the altar (War[s of the Jews,Book 2, chap. 17, sec. 6]…). The Mishnah (Taanith 4.5) lists nine times
when certain families brought wood‖ (note on Nehemiah 10:34).
The covenant further confirms that the people would be faithful in the offering of the firstfruits and firstborn and
in the payment of tithes (verses 35-38). The focus of these commitments is brought out well in the last words of
the document: ―We will not neglect the house of our God‖ (verse 39). Like Sabbath breaking and intermarriage,
failure to provide for the temple and priesthood through tithes and offerings was yet another matter specifically
addressed by Nehemiah in chapter 13 (verses 10-14)—lending further support to the possibility that the
covenant of chapter 10 was made after the events of chapter 13.
As the ―house of our God‖ today is His Church, we should see in all this a parallel for us. We must all be
committed to separating ourselves from the world, obeying God in all areas of our lives and providing for the
needs of the Church and the work He has given it to do.
The People of Jerusalem and Other Towns of Judea (Nehemiah 11)
In chapter 5, Nehemiah had been concerned with the lack of people living in Jerusalem and a census was
taken of the Jews of Judea with that concern in mind. Now we see that this was to provide the groundwork for a
redistribution of the population so as to move more people into the capital. Nehemiah‘s solution was to ―tithe‖
from the outlying areas—directing a tenth of the people from around the country to relocate to Jerusalem.
This was determined by lot (10:1)—as was the responsibility for the wood offering in our previous reading
(10:34). ―The casting of lots, small stones or pieces of wood, was viewed by the Jews as a pious way of
determining God‘s will. Thus Nehemiah left the choice of those who should move to Jerusalem up to God. The
practice was used in choosing portions of the land to be occupied by the original conquerors of Canaan in
Joshua‘s time‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, p. 320).
Yet notice from verse 2 that those who moved did so as a willing offering of themselves. To uproot from family
and friends and move to a distant place to forge new friendships and a new life is never an easy thing. Yet, they
were willing to move for the sake of serving God, just as people through the ages have done (and still do) to
serve God‘s work and purpose.
Verses 3-24 list various residents of Jerusalem and some of their responsibilities. Verses 25-36 then list people
in outlying areas. As in other passages regarding the people of Judea following the Babylonian Exile, we can
see here that only two tribes of Israel are represented besides the priests and Levites—Judah and Benjamin.
The people of the tribe of Judah dwelt in 17 towns and their surrounding villages. The Benjamites lived in 15
towns. ―The limits of the Judean settlement after the return from Babylon have been confirmed by
archaeological evidence; none of the YHD-YHWD (the official designation of the Persian province of Judea)
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coins have been found outside the area demarcated by these verses‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
verses 25-30).
The Religious Leadership (Nehemiah 12)
This passage lists leaders among the priests and Levites in the time of the first return under Zerubbabel and the
high priest Jeshua and in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah. Verses 12-21 give the later heads of the priestly
families that arrived with Zerubbabel, listed in verses 1-7. The following succession of high priests is given:
Jeshua; Joiakim; Eliashib (high priest when Nehemiah arrives); Joiada; Jonathan; Jaddua (verses 10-11, 22).
There is wide dispute over whether this list is complete or skips some generations.
Verse 22 mentions this record being kept during the reign of ―Darius the Persian.‖ This evidently refers to
Emperor Darius II, also known as Ochus or Nothus, who reigned from 423 to 404 B.C.—though some argue for
Darius III (Codomanus), who reigned from 336 until his overthrow by Alexander the Great in 330. The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The fact that a Jaddua is mentioned as the high priest [at the time of
Alexander] by Josephus (Antiq[uities of the Jews, Book 11, chap. 7, sec. 2]…) has caused some scholars to
favor the later king [Darius III]. A Johanan appears, however, as the high priest [of Jerusalem] in an Elephantine
papyrus [from the Jewish community of southern Egypt] dated to 407 B.C….and this favors an identification
with Darius II. The recently discovered Samaria papyri [illustrating the routine practice of alternating generations
having the same name] has persuaded some scholars that the Jaddua in Nehemiah was not the Jaddua in
Josephus but the grandfather of the latter‖ (note on verse 22). The latter seems most likely, as the same
commentary details in its introduction to the book of Ezra.
The tradition attributing to Ezra the compilation of this book and the canonization of the Old Testament also
argues for identifying Darius here as Darius II (whose reign came 34 years after Ezra‘s arrival in Judea)—and
for Jaddua being an earlier high priest than the one referred to by Josephus. This is because Ezra would no
longer have been living by the time of Darius III‘s reign and Alexander‘s conquest (as this would have been
more than 120 years after his arrival).
The Dedication of the Wall and Separation From Foreigners (Nehemiah 12–13)
Many believe that the dedication described in this passage most naturally follows the 52-day rebuilding of the
city wall in chapters 3–6. Others see it as occurring a little later if the book‘s arrangement is chronological. Yet
still others recognize it as occurring many years later—following the events of our previous reading. Indeed, a
straightforward reading of the text leads to this conclusion. For according to Nehemiah 13:4, the reading from
the law in verses 1-3 resulting in a separation from foreigners came before the high priest Eliashib provided
Tobiah with quarters within the temple—which happened during Nehemiah‘s absence (see verses 6-7). And the
reading of the law and resultant separation are said to have happened ―on that day‖ (13:1)—that is, on the day
of the events of the previous passage describing the dedication of the wall and Levitical appointments made at
the same time.
It appears odd that the city wall would be dedicated more than 12 years—and probably more like 15 or more
years—from the time of its completion. It seems more likely that this was a rededication. And there would have
been a good reason for this based on our previous reading. Notice in verse 30 that the people, gates and wall
were purified. They had been defiled. Consider what had transpired. The wall and gates of Jerusalem had been
rebuilt to maintain the peace and sanctity of the people and temple within. Yet the defenses had been
―penetrated‖—not by force of arms but by permitting evil to flow in (through the admittance of Tobiah and the
Sabbath-breaking merchants and the intermarrying with pagans). So there was a real need here to purify the
city wall and rededicate it to the sanctifying and protective purpose for which it was constructed. No doubt this
would also have refocused the people on the great spiritual work and reformation of earlier years—helping to
inspire a national recommitment to God and His ways.
As to the details of the ceremony, ―There were two great processions, starting probably from the area of the
Valley Gate (2:13, 15; 3:13) in the center of the western section of the wall. The first procession led by Ezra
([12:]36) and Hoshaiah (v. 32) moved in a counterclockwise direction on the wall; the second with Nehemiah
moved in a clockwise direction. They met between the Prison Gate and the Water Gate and then entered the
temple area (cf. Ps 48:12-13). ‗To the right‘ [in Nehemiah 12:31] translates yamin. The literal rendering is
misleading, as this procession went left to the south.
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The Semite oriented himself facing east; so the right hand represented the south (cf. the name of Yemen in
southern Arabia; see Josh 17:7; 1 Sam 23:24; Job 23:9)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Nehemiah
12:31). Notice also that here we again see Ezra and Nehemiah together as contemporaries.
The specific mention of the prohibition of Ammonites and Moabites from God‘s national assembly as discovered
in the law and the separation this brought about (13:1-3) is directly related to what had happened in Nehemiah‘s
absence—the admittance of the Ammonite governor to the temple (verses 4-7) and the intermarriage with
women of Ashdod, Ammon and Moab (verse 23). Many would contend, and it could well be, that chapters 8–10
describing the reading of the law at the fall festivals and the renewal of the covenant that followed it actually
follows after 13:3 chronologically.
Returning Home and Finding a Mess (Nehemiah 13)
Chapter 13 describes problems that Nehemiah faced when he returned from a trip back to the Persian court at
the end of his initial 12 years as governor (see verses 6-7; compare 5:14). Nehemiah‘s first term as governor
lasted 12 years—from the 20th year of Artaxerxes (444 B.C.) to the king‘s 32nd year (432-431 B.C.) (see
Nehemiah 2:1; 5:14; 13:6). Either Nehemiah was recalled to the Persian court at this time or it was the agreedupon term limit from the start (compare 2:6). Note that Artaxerxes is referred to in 13:6 as the king of Babylon.
This was accurate since Babylon was now part of Persia. It remained a significant fact since Babylonia was
where most of the Jewish exiles dwelt. Moreover, it could be that the emperor was in temporary residence in
Babylon when Nehemiah returned to him.
We don‘t know how long Nehemiah remained at the imperial court. It could have been several months or even a
few years. Verse 23 seems to argue for the latter, as we will see. In any case, it was evidently long enough for
some serious lapses to occur in Judea during his absence. When he finally comes back, Nehemiah encounters
some major problems.
First of all, his old nemesis Tobiah has returned. Recall that Tobiah, evidently the Ammonite governor who was
probably part Jewish and related to some of the priests—and to whom many in Jerusalem had been pledged in
service—was one of the main enemies who had attempted to thwart the rebuilding of the city wall, even writing
threatening letters to Nehemiah (2:10, 19; 4:3; 6:10-12, 17, 19). And now this wicked man has his own guest
quarters in the temple compound itself as sanctioned by the high priest! (13:4-7). It is an unconscionable
outrage—an affront, in fact, to God Himself. Stunned and dismayed at what has happened, Nehemiah takes
immediate action, having Tobiah‘s furnishings thrown out and the defiled rooms cleansed (verses 8-9).
What brought the high priest Eliashib down from his wonderful example of personally working on the wall (see
3:1) to this disgrace is unknown. It may have been an act of desperation to keep a failing priesthood
functioning. Consider that in his investigation of the matter, Nehemiah realizes that the people of Judea have
not been giving their tithes and offerings to the Levites. With no means to live, the Levites employed at the
temple returned to farming as a way to get by (verse 10). With very little supplied to them, the Levites did not in
turn tithe and give offerings to the temple for the priests (compare 10:38). Notice that Tobiah was actually
housed in the area that had previously been used to store the tithes and offerings (13:5). These rooms were
evidently empty and unused. Perhaps Tobiah had used this situation as an inroad back into Jerusalem,
particularly if some who had been formerly pledged to him called upon his help. It could well be that Tobiah
struck a deal with Eliashib to provide for the needs of the priests if he were given the access to the temple
complex. Perhaps there were certain other incentives such as renewed pledges of loyalty.
As to why the tithing and offering system had broken down, nothing is said. Perhaps the people simply let down
in what they should have been doing. This matter could have been brewing even before Nehemiah left—coming
to a head when the problem finally manifested itself in food shortages during his absence. In any case, the
governor takes the leaders of the nation to task over this situation and finally gets the tithing system going
again, appointing faithful overseers to ensure fair distribution (verses 11-13). In contrast to the poor example of
Eliashib, Nehemiah showed himself steadfast in God‘s way through all these years since we were first
introduced to him. And he prays to God to reward his faithful leadership (verse 14).
It should be noted that if the covenant of chapter 10 was made years earlier, then the people let down in these
areas despite its specific mention of maintaining faithfulness in tithes, offerings and providing for God‘s house.
Yet, if the arrangement order of the book is not strictly chronological, it
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could be that the covenant was made after the events of chapter 13 because of them. The same applies to the
other two major problems Nehemiah dealt with after his return—Sabbath violation (verses 15-22) and
intermarriage (verses 23-28).
Concerning the first problem, foreigners were coming into Jerusalem on the Sabbath day doing work inside the
city and hauling in provisions, which were then sold to the Jews. Yet the law had specifically forbidden even
foreigners from doing work within the gates of the Israelites—that is, within areas they controlled (see Exodus
20:10). The Jews were in the wrong not only for permitting this but also for what they themselves were doing—
going about their regular shopping for the coming days on God‘s Holy Day. Some see this passage as implying
that it is wrong to pay for a meal on the Sabbath. Yet there is nothing in the Law that specifically forbids making
a payment for something on the Sabbath. What the Law prohibited was working on the Sabbath such as doing
regular business.
Indeed, the Fourth Commandment is to treat the Sabbath as holy—distinct and separate, devoted to God. Yet
here the Jews were engaging in routine commerce and stocking up on provisions for future use, thereby taking
time and focus away from the observance of this special day.
Nehemiah‘s immediate solution to the problem is to close the city gates during the Sabbath. After a couple
Sabbaths of merchants camping outside the city—obviously in an attempt to lure the Jews into a return to
shopping—Nehemiah threatens to take them into custody if they persist, leading them to stop (verses 19-22).
Again Nehemiah prays for God to remember his service and to grant him mercy and salvation (verse 22).
As quick as Nehemiah is to deal with this matter, it seems highly unlikely that it could have been happening in
the latter years of his prior administration. It must have started while he was away. A spiritual letdown that had
been underway for some time, as evidenced by the lack of tithing, moved out of the shadows and became full
blown in Nehemiah‘s absence. Yet there was probably a more immediate reason for the buying and selling on
the Sabbath. This whole situation was very likely connected to the presence of Tobiah.
Perhaps many of the foreign merchants were part of the contingent the Ammonite governor brought with him.
Allowing large numbers of foreigners to set up shop in the city may have been part of the bargain struck
between Tobiah and the high priest (and other city leaders). It was only to be expected that these merchants
would operate with no regard for the Sabbath just as they always had—or, if they gave it superficial homage to
start with, that they would do all they could to push the boundaries so as to gradually flout this inconvenience.
This all speaks to the consequences of Eliashib‘s terribly wrong decision. It is unlikely that he foresaw or
intended these corruptions, but they teach a painful lesson. What seems like a small compromise at the time
can often snowball into a cascade of sins.
The other problem Nehemiah encountered, intermarriage, was also probably a result of the reintroduction of
Tobiah and his allies into Jewish society. Indeed, a grandson of the high priest had married the daughter of—of
all people—Sanballat the Horonite, the Samaritan governor and archenemy of the Jews of Judea! (verse 28;
see 2:10; 4:1-3, 7; 6:1-9, 12-14). This may have been part of cementing the alliance between Eliashib and
Tobiah.
Nehemiah mentions some Jews who had married women of Ashdod, Ammon and Moab (verse 23). The people
of Ammon and Moab would have been from Tobiah‘s province. And the city of Ashdod was allied to Tobiah and
Sanballat (see 4:7-8). This was a former Philistine city yet, as explained in the Bible Reading Program
comments on chapter 4, its inhabitants were probably not full-blooded Philistines (compare Zechariah 9:6) as
the city was destroyed by the Assyrians, repopulated by the Babylonians and given by the Persians to the
people of Tyre and Sidon as an important port. Some of the Tyrian merchants of verse 16 may have been from
Ashdod.
The ―language of Ashdod‖ (verse 24) may have been Philistine, a Phoenician dialect or a local dialect of
Aramaic, the international language of the Persian Empire. The language of Judea refers to either Hebrew or
the Jewish dialect of Aramaic. Given that Judea was such a small province, it seems unlikely that the problem
of intermarriage had been going on during the later years of Nehemiah‘s first term in office, for he would most
likely have found out about it and taken steps to put a stop to it. Yet if these marriages took place during his
absence, then he must have been gone a few years to allow enough time for children to be born to them and for
the children to grow to speaking age.
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There may not have been many such children. Perhaps there were relatively few offenders thus far.
Nevertheless, intermarriage with pagans was a ―great evil‖ (verse 27). This problem had faced Ezra upon his
arrival in Judea. And here it was again. Ezra‘s initial response had been mourning and pulling out his own hair
(see Ezra 9:1-4). Nehemiah‘s different temperament is illustrated in his more drastic reaction of pulling out the
offenders‘ hair! (Nehemiah 13:25).
As with the Sabbath and tithing, it is not clear if the covenant to refrain from such intermarriage in chapter 10
came long before a resurgence of the problem in chapter 13 or if the covenant was made after Nehemiah‘s
dealing with the problem in chapter 13. As the prophet Malachi addresses
some of the same issues dealt with in Nehemiah 13, many date his book to the time of Nehemiah‘s absence.
Yet it could well have been earlier, prior to Nehemiah‘s initial arrival. Since the matter is unclear, we will wait
until we have covered all of Nehemiah before reading the book of Malachi. Yet again, Nehemiah prays to be
remembered by God (Nehemiah 13:31).
As to why the events of our previous and current readings are switched around from chronological order in the
book‘s arrangement, we can perhaps see a logical reason. The first part of chapter 12 (verses 1-26) lists the
leaders of the priests and Levites. This is probably followed by a description of the dedication ceremony
because it gives a further listing of the Levites and their responsibilities (verses 27-47). Next the reading of the
law and resultant separation from foreigners is mentioned because this happened on the same day (13:1-3).
Finally, in the remainder of chapter 13, an explanation is given as to why this dedication ceremony and
separation from foreigners was happening. This arrangement, probably chosen by Ezra in his compilation work,
also allows the book to end with a prayer for God to remember all that Nehemiah had done in His service
(13:31).
In its note on this verse, Expositor‘s gives a great summary of Nehemiah‘s life and work:
―Nehemiah provides us with one of the most vivid patterns of leadership in Scriptures.
―1. He was a man of responsibility, as shown by his position as the royal cupbearer.
―2. He was a man of vision, confident of who God was and what he could do through his servants. He was not,
however, a visionary but a man who planned and then acted.
―3. He was a man of prayer who prayed spontaneously and constantly even in the presence of the king (2:4-5).
―4. He was a man of action and cooperation, who realized what had to be done, explained it toothers, and
enlisted their aid. Nehemiah, a layman, was able to cooperate with his contemporary, Ezra the scribe and
priest, in spite of the fact that these two leaders were of entirely different temperaments.
―5. He was a man of compassion, who was moved by the plight of the poorer members of society so that he
renounced even the rights he was entitled to (5:18) and denounced the greed of the wealthy (5:8).
―6. He was a man who triumphed over opposition. His opponents tried ridicule (4:3), attempted slander (6:4-7),
and spread misleading messages (6:10-14). But through God‘s favor Nehemiah triumphed over all difficulties.‖
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ESTHER
Introduction to Esther (Esther 1)
The second Jerusalem temple was completed in response to the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah early in
the reign of the Persian king Darius the Great (also known as Darius II or Darius Hystaspes).
Darius expanded the reach of the Persian Empire. By 516 B.C., around the time of the temple‘s completion, ―he
had pressed east as far as India and then returned to deal with the Libyans. His northward penetrations were
not so successful, however, for he met stiff resistance from the Scythians and was forced to retreat. Still
unsatisfied he set his sights on Europe. His first attempt to bring the independent Aegean [Greek] states under
his control failed when the Ionian states [between Greece and southern Italy] which were already under Persian
suzerainty broke free to assist their harassed kinfolk.
He eventually prevailed, however, and incorporated all of western Asia into his realm. Flushed with success
Darius made an ill-advised sweep across the Aegean Sea in the year 490 with the intent of conquering Athens
and the other city-states of the Greek peninsula…The Athenians met Darius headon.
In the decisive battle of Marathon the Persians underwent a humiliating defeat and were forced to retreat to the
Asian mainland. Convinced that victory had eluded him only because of insufficient manpower, Darius resolved
to return once more to Greece to finish what he had begun. A revolt in Egypt preempted this action, however.
―Before Darius could completely resolve his new problem and resume his European operations, he died,
leaving his grand design to his son Xerxes….the Old Testament Ahasuerus. He had for some years been
designated heir by his father, so the change in leadership was without contention. By virtue of his governorship
of Babylon, Xerxes was admirably prepared to undertake the formidable responsibilities of his new office.
Xerxes‘ first interest lay in the completion of the royal palace at Susa [the biblical Shushan] and further
aggrandizement of Persepolis, the latter project occupying him on and off for the twenty-one years of his reign
(486-465). A more pressing concern, however, was with Egypt, which rebelled at once upon his accession. In
less than two years he was able to resolve this problem…‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old
Testament Israel, 1987, pp. 490-491, 498).
Ezra 4:6, which we earlier read in arrangement order of Ezra, tells us that the Samaritans wrote an accusation
against the Jews of Judea in the beginning of his reign—to which he apparently paid no heed, perhaps because
he was occupied with these other concerns at the time during his first two years as king. This brings us then to
the third year of Xerxes‘ reign, 484-483 B.C., which is when the book of Esther begins (see Esther 1:1-3).
The book of Esther is about a beautiful young Jewish woman—raised by her older cousin Mordecai—who
becomes Xerxes‘ queen and later bravely acts to thwart an evil adversary‘s plot to exterminate the whole
Jewish race. The remarkable deliverance from this genocidal plot is still celebrated in the Jewish festival of
Purim, the institution of which is explained near the end of the book.
Esther is one of five books among the Writings division of the Old Testament that are read during holy festivals.
These are collectively known as the Megilloth (―Scrolls‖). The book of Esther is called the Megillah (Scroll)
because of its great popularity among Jewish readers. ―Against a background of centuries of persecution, it is
understandable why the Feast of Purim became such a favorite of the Jews.
It recalls a time when they were able to turn the tables on those who wanted to destroy them. Purim is
celebrated today amid a carnival-like atmosphere, with masquerade parties, noisemaking, and revelry. The
story is reenacted in synagogues with the audience hissing Haman and cheering Mordecai. The Book of Esther
is a profound statement about the heroic resistance necessary for survival in the face of violent anti-Semitism
that continues to the present day‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introductory notes on Esther).
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However, Esther has long been a controversial book because of what many have reckoned as indefensible
moral conduct on the part of Esther and Mordecai and the absence of any mention of God.
On the first matter, we will examine the issues in that regard as we come to them in the account. But we may
note up front that none of the Bible‘s human heroes are perfect except for Jesus Christ.
This brings us to the second matter of objection. It is certainly true that God is not named or directly referred to
in a surface reading of the book (as is also the case with the Song of Solomon). Some have postulated that the
reason God is not directly mentioned is that the book was intended as a Persian state chronicle explaining to
the Persians the Jewish celebration of Purim. And that is certainly possible, though we still might expect a
reference to ―the God of the Jews‖ or something similar. The absence of a direct reference to God seems quite
deliberate.
Some have proposed that God‘s name is hidden in four separate verses in Esther in acrostic style (1:20; 5:4,
13; 7:7), i.e. spelled out by the first or last letters of each word in the verse. This is supported by the fact that
carefully structured acrostic spellings appear in several books of the Old Testament. In these four examples in
Esther, the divine name YHWH is spelled out from the first or last letters of the words in these verses. This may
point to the nature in which God is revealed in the book. God is hidden in the story, but His presence is evident
beyond measure. Certain important circumstances in the story contributing to the amazing outcome are clearly
beyond mere time and chance. Furthermore, the reliance on fasting and Mordecai‘s certainty of
―deliverance…from another place‖ if Esther failed to act (see Esther 4:3, 13-16) are veiled references to
beseeching God and trusting in His providence.
Indeed, the main theme of Esther is God‘s miraculous intervention and preservation of His people. Jews the
world over consider the story of this book to be one of the greatest evidences of God‘s hand in the course of
human history to preserve them as a people. (While the Septuagint—the Greek translation of the Old
Testament dating back to Christ‘s time—adds a number of explicit references to God, these are generally
understood to have been added by people seeking to correct perceived spiritual inadequacy in the book.)
As for who wrote the book, no explicit statement is given. ―A strong Jewish spirit pervades the book…Moreover,
the author was acquainted with Persian culture, as the extensive descriptions of the palace complex at
Shushan (also called Susa) and the domestic details about the reign of King Ahasuerus [Xerxes] indicate. For
these reasons, some [such as the third-century church father Clement of Alexandria and the medieval Jewish
sage Ibn Ezra] have ascribed the authorship of the book to Mordecai, one of its principal characters‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, introductory notes on Esther). Yet others object to this because of the book‘s concluding
statements praising Mordecai (see 10:2-3)—though these could easily have been added by a later editor such
as Ezra. In fact, Ezra has also been suggested as the book‘s author. Whoever the author was, one
commentator says that he must have used ―sources, such as some of the writings of Mordecai (9:20), books of
the annals of the Median and Persian kings (2:23; 6:1; 10:2), and certain familiar oral traditions‖ (Expositor‘s,
introductory notes on Esther).
Because of the way the book begins—―now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus (this was the Ahasuerus
who reigned…)‖—it must have been written after the king‘s reign, and thus no earlier than 465 B.C. This is
confirmed by the mention of the deeds of Mordecai in the past tense (10:2). ―Yet the fact that Greek words do
not appear in the book rules out a date after about 300 B.C. when [because of the conquests of Alexander the
Great and the rule of his successors] the Greek language became more prominent in the ancient Middle East.
On the other hand, the numerous words of Persian origin in the book point to its being composed during the
latter half of the fifth century B.C. For example, the book calls Xerxes by the Hebrew name [Akhshurosh,
Anglicized as] Ahasuerus, a spelling derived from the Persian Khshayarsha. If it had been written after 300 B.C.
a spelling closer to the Greek form Xerxes would be expected‖ (Nelson, introductory notes on Esther).
―While the historicity of the Book of Esther has been challenged, it meets every reasonable test. Descriptions of
the Persian court and the customs of the times, the provision of precise dates, and the use of Persian names
current in the era, as well as the characterization of Xerxes, are completely accurate.
Independent confirmation of Mordecai‘s rise to power comes from a cuneiform tablet found in Borsippa, which
identifies Marduka (Mordecai) as an official in the royal court at Susa in the early years of Xerxes‘ reign!‖
(Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, introductory notes on Esther).
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The story of the miraculous salvation of the Jews was inspiring in the fourth century B.C., and this book became
one of the most important literary pieces of Jewish history. Its inspiration continues for God‘s people today.
Even as God protected the people of ancient Judah, though scattered from their homeland, from an enemy bent
on destroying them, so will God protect His spiritual people today, scattered throughout the present evil world,
from the great enemy who would destroy them. In the end, ultimate victory will belong to God and all His
people—followed by triumphant joy and celebration.
The Deposing of Vashti (Esther 1)
The account begins with a reference to Ahasuerus or Xerxes reigning over 127 provinces or districts. Some
have argued that this is a mistake, since there were only 20 satrapies in the empire of Xerxes‘ father Darius.
But the Hebrew word used here, medinah, referred to a subdivision of a satrapy, and it is reasonable that there
would be 127 of these. (Another Hebrew-Aramaic word meaning satrapy could have been used if that was
intended.)
Next we see the mention of two feasts—one for all the officials, royal servants, nobles and provincial governors
lasting for six months (verses 3-4) and the other, at the end of the six months to cap it all off, a week-long
celebration for all the people in Shushan (or Susa), both great and small (verse 5).
Some have objected to a feast lasting six months, questioning how all the officials of the realm, particularly the
provincial ones, could be away from their duties for so long. Yet it could well be that the officials came by
groups in rotation. Xerxes‘ display of wealth and regalia over this period may have been to recruit needed
support from all the regions of his realm, both near and far-flung, for his sooncoming resumption of his father‘s
plan to conquer Greece.
The remainder of the chapter concerns the refusal of Xerxes‘ queen Vashti to answer the king‘s summons so
he might show off her beauty. A major objection ―raised against the historicity of Esther is that the only known
wife of Xerxes was called Amestris, the daughter of a Persian general Otanes.
Persian records do not mention a queen by the name of Vashti who was deposed, nor do they mention the
name of Esther as Xerxes‘ wife [as the following chapters of the book of Esther show her to have become].
Amestris was known for her cruelty; [the Greek historian] Herodotus says she had the mother of her husband‘s
paramour brutally mutilated and had fourteen noble Persian young men buried alive in an act of religious
devotion…A number of answers have been proposed: (1) in a polygamous society a king may have had more
than one wife… (2) Esther may have [become] a subordinate wife or chief concubine… (3) the most persuasive
explanation is one…which shows the similarity of the names ‗Vashti‘ and ‗Amestris‘ and concludes that they
were one and the same person‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introductory notes on Esther).
No specific reason is given as to why Vashti would not come. Perhaps she did not want to be degraded by
being paraded before the king‘s drunken guests. For counsel the infuriated ruler turned to the ―wise men who
understood the times‖ (verse 13). ―Like their Babylonian counterparts, these wise men were astrologers and
magicians who gave counsel according to their reading of celestial phenomena (cf. 1 Chronicles 12:32; Isa
44:25; 47:13; Jer 50:35-36; Dan 2:27; 5:15). It was the king‘s custom to consult experts in matters of law and
justice and to hear their opinions before he acted on any matter. There were seven of these wise men, all with
Persian names, called ‗the seven nobles‘ [NIV] (‗the seven princes,‘ KJV, RSV) of Persia and Media… They
were probably the Council of Seven mentioned in Ezra 7:14 and Herodotus 3.1… ‗Seven advisers‘ corresponds
with the Persian tradition (Herodotus 1.31; 3.84; 7.8; 8.67; Xenophon Anabasis 1.6.4f)‖ (notes on Esther 1:1314 and Ezra 7:14).
Speaking for the others, Memucan says that the queen‘s behavior, if tolerated, would lead to the wives of
officials throughout the realm rebelling against their husbands—thus elevating the issue beyond a royal
domestic dispute to that of a state concern, as the increase of ruling officials experiencing such trouble at home
would weaken the empire. Perhaps these men were also thinking of their own personal domestic situations.
The proposal, to which the king agrees, is that Vashti be stripped of her position of chief wife and that this honor
be given to another. It does not say that the king would divorce Vashti, though her complete removal from royal
favor and from right to the king‘s presence effectively amounted to that.
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Esther Becomes Queen (Esther 2)
Chapter 2 begins with a search for a replacement for Vashti as chief wife. The king‘s harem is said to be under
the custody of Hegai (verse 3). ―The eunuch‘s name [in Hebrew] is spelled…Hege…in v. 3 but…Hegay…in vv.
8, 15. Herodotus (9.33) mentioned a eunuch of Xerxes with a similar name‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
footnote on verse 3).
The whole process of finding and adding women, including Esther, to the harem evidently took a few years, as
the later elevation of Esther in verse 16 to the position of chief wife does not occur until the winter of the
seventh year of the king‘s reign (479 B.C.)—around four years after the deposing of Vashti in 483 or 482. There
is most likely a historical reason for the delay. Indeed, this skip forward in the time frame actually helps to
confirm the identification of Ahasuerus as Xerxes. For it was during this very period, from 481-479, that Xerxes
the Great launched his monumental campaign against Greece—as had been prophesied in Daniel 11:2.
―Like his father, Xerxes seemed irresistibly drawn to the west and the conquest of Greece, so after reorganizing
his armies and navies he moved west in 481 [with one of the largest assembled forces in ancient history—a
million or more men]. The badly divided Greek states were unable to achieve an effective coalition and at first
were badly mauled by the superior Persian forces. Even the redoubtable Spartans were defeated at [the
famous battle of] Thermopylae though they fought to the last man. At [the naval battle of] Salamis [in 480],
however, Xerxes underestimated their almost fanatical courage and as a result lost more than two hundred
Persian ships… Xerxes then left for Persia, having placed his general Mardonius in command of the Persian
troops still remaining in Greece…Mardonius suffered one setback after another until he lost his life in the battle
of Plataea [in 479]. The final blow ending Xerxes‘ aspirations to conquer Greece was administered at Mycale in
479. The Greeks had now destroyed two of the Persian armies and forced a third to return to Asia‖ (Eugene
Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, pp. 498-499). After Xerxes‘ return to Susa, Herodotus says that he consoled himself
over his defeat by sensual indulgences with his harem. This fits exactly with the time that he went and selected
Esther from his harem to replace Vashti.
In verses 5-7 of chapter 2 we are first introduced to Mordecai and Esther. Their presence at Susa ―suggests
both the wide distribution of the Jewish Diaspora a century after the fall of Jerusalem and the fact…that the
majority of the exiled Jews remained in lands of their captivity even when they had opportunity to leave [and
return to the Promised Land]. Their assimilation into their new world is also clear from the very names of the
principal protagonists in the story. ‗Mordecai‘ is a Hebrew transliteration of the Babylonian divine name
Marduk…. His cousin‘s name is similarly pagan in its overtones. ‗Esther‘ is a form of Ishtar, the Babylonian
goddess of love and war‖ (p. 501). Some explain the name Esther as coming from the word for ―star,‖ but it
should be realized that the name Ishtar shares the same derivation—referring specifically to the planet Venus
(the goddess Venus and the goddess Ishtar in fact being one and the same).
Esther also bore a Hebrew name, Hadassah, meaning ―Myrtle.‖ This is the name by which she was probably
known to the Jewish community. If Mordecai had a Jewish name, it is not recorded. ―Jewish people in antiquity
customarily had two names when they lived in regions distant from Israel. One would be their secular name, a
name understandable in their adopted culture, and the other would be their sacred name given in Hebrew‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 7). Yet why the secular names borne in the case of Mordecai and Esther are
overtly pagan has been a source of controversy. Some fault the protagonists themselves in this matter. Yet it
could have been their parents who chose these names.
Moreover, the names may have been viewed as merely common or secular and not really considered as
pagan. Consider that parents today may name a daughter Diana without any thought to that being the name of
a pagan goddess—though that would seem to be less likely in a society more seriously attentive to such deities.
Another possibility is that the king is the one who later gave the protagonists the particular names at issue—and
that they are referred to by these names where they are introduced in the account even though they did not
actually come by them until later.
Recall that Daniel and his three friends were given pagan names by Nebuchadnezzar. In the case of Esther,
though, some have pointed out that the Jews would have understood this name as sounding like the Hebrew for
―Hidden.‖ It is possible that this was a clever subterfuge—bearing a name familiar among the Babylonians yet
having a Jewish meaning, indeed one that pointed to her ―hiding‖ her identity. Still, this would not have been a
typical Jewish name—particularly as it was the name of the chief Babylonian goddess, which the Jews would
have well known.
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Whatever the reason for bearing them, we might wonder why the gentile names are the ones used almost
exclusively throughout the account. Here again is a reason some fault Mordecai and Esther and view the book
of Esther negatively. Yet as noted in the Bible Reading Program‘s introductory comments on Esther, it could
well be that the book was written as a Persian state chronicle. This would adequately explain the use of the
non-Hebrew names. Still, we should bear in mind the stated fact that Mordecai charged Esther not to reveal her
Jewish identity (verse 10).
That instruction, however, was specifically for her life in the harem and at court rather than in interaction with
the Jewish people. Mordecai may have felt that with revelation of Esther‘s true identity she would risk
discrimination and possibly physical harm. Nevertheless, this has also been a source of criticism—along with
Esther‘s consent to marry a pagan gentile king. It seems apparent that Esther was somewhat neutral about the
possibility of being the king‘s wife, being resigned to leave matters in God‘s hands. She neither tried to escape
the process nor aggressively sought extra measures to impress the king. We should consider that women in
that age and culture of arranged marriages rarely had much of a say as to whom they married. And in this case
Esther was under compulsion to marry the absolute ruler of the Persian Empire.
Of course, it is not necessary to justify everything that Mordecai and Esther decided or did. Having lived so long
in a foreign culture, more than a century at this point, it is likely that the Jewish people had lost some of their
moorings with regard to the Mosaic religion. Mordecai and Esther‘s understanding of the truth, along with that of
most of the exiles, was probably somewhat deficient. We can look to the right choices that they later made as
giving us more of the lessons of the story. Interestingly, Mordecai would later openly declare himself as a Jew.
And in acting to save her people, it was necessary for Esther (Hadassah) to at last reveal herself as a Jewess,
as we will later see. Both of them will grow in a spiritual sense over the course of the story.
More important, though, is to realize that God is able to use circumstances to bring about His intended
outcome. Esther was certainly a beautiful young woman (verse 7). But that alone did not make her queen of the
realm. We are probably quite safe in assuming that it was God who guided the king to select her as his principal
wife. Interestingly, some who maintain that Esther means ―Hidden‖ point to this name, being the biblical book‘s
title, as denoting how God is present throughout the story though not explicitly mentioned.
Mordecai remained constantly concerned over Esther‘s welfare—and she continued to follow his instructions
and may have given him an official position. Expositor‘s notes on verses 19-20: ―Mordecai‘s position at the gate
was not that of an ‗idler‘ but represented some kind of duty or official position he occupied. He may have been
appointed to this position by Esther to give him easier access to the royal quarters…. Men who ‗sat at the gate‘
were frequently elders and leading, respected citizens who settled disputes that were brought to them.‖
While he was going about his duties, Mordecai either overheard or was informed of a plot to assassinate
Xerxes. The conspirators ―were eunuchs, guards of the door—i.e., men who protected the king‘s private
apartment—who had become angry with Xerxes. The cause of their anger with the king is not stated. Mordecai
got word to Esther about the plot; and she relayed the information to the king, giving credit to Mordecai, without
mentioning their relationship. Plots against Persian monarchs were not uncommon. Xerxes was in fact
assassinated [years later] in his bedroom in a similar situation in 465 B.C. in a conspiracy‖ (note on verses 2122).
The plotters of chapter 2 were put to death and the whole account written in the imperial annals in the presence
of the king (verse 23). It is remarkable that Mordecai was not rewarded for his actions at this time. Perhaps the
king was distracted. In any event, it appears that divine providence was setting the stage for the king to realize
the need to reward Mordecai at a more opportune moment, as we will later see.
Haman‘s Genocidal Plot (Esther 3)
In chapter 3 we are first introduced to the villain of the story—Haman. A few years have gone by since the
events of our previous reading. The date of Haman‘s promotion is not given but his casting of lots soon
afterward to determine when to destroy the Jews occurred in the first month of the 12th year of Xerxes (verse
7)—that is, in the spring of 474 B.C.
Haman is referred to as the son of Hammedatha the Agagite (verse 1). Some link the term Agagite with a
district of the empire. ―An inscription of Sargon mentions Agag as a district in Persia‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Dictionary, footnote on verse 1). Many others see Agagite as meaning a descendant of King Agag of the
Amalekites in the days of Saul (see 1 Samuel 15). Josephus refers to Haman as being ―by birth an Amalekite‖
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(Antiquities of the Jews, Book 11, chap. 6, sec. 5). And Jewish tradition agrees. The Amalekites, a branch of the
Edomites, were ancient enemies of the Israelites (see Exodus 17:8). God had ordered Saul to wipe them out
but he did not comply, sparing Agag whom the prophet Samuel then put to death. The name Agag, seeming to
denote ―prime ruler,‖ could have been a title borne by all Amalekite kings. As was explained in the Bible
Reading Program comments on Obadiah, it is likely that the Edomites ranged widely over the ancient Middle
East. It even appears that some of the Amalekites eventually settled in Central Asia, so it could well be that the
Persian province of Agag was made up of Amalekites.
Haman‘s identity as an Amalekite would explain Mordecai‘s refusal as a Jew to bow to him (see Esther 3:2-4). It
was not wrong to bow to human leaders (compare Genesis 23:7; 27:29; 1 Samuel 24:8; 2 Samuel 14:4; 1 Kings
1:16). Some, though, believe that what Xerxes expected with regard to people bowing to Haman was
tantamount to worship. That could be, but the fact of Haman being an ancestral enemy—belonging to a people
that God Himself had ordered utterly destroyed—would be reason enough. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary
states, ―The most probable reason was, as a Targum suggests, Mordecai‘s pride; no self-respecting
Benjaminite would bow before a descendant of the ancient Amalekite enemy of the Jews‖ (note on Esther 3:24).
Haman‘s reaction of hatefully desiring to exterminate the entire Jewish race (verses 5-6) also seems best
explained by his Amalekite heritage. Josephus says that Haman determined to abolish the whole nation ―for he
was naturally an enemy to the Jews, because the nation of the Amalekites, of which he was, had been
destroyed by them‖ (sec. 5). This would make the issue one of revenge—not just personal revenge against
Mordecai but national revenge for the loss suffered so long before by Haman‘s own people. Indeed, the ancient
animosity and envy over Israel‘s blessings goes all the way back to the conflict between Jacob (ancestor of the
Israelites) and Esau (from whom the Edomites and Amalekites were descended). In the Middle East, as is still
the case today, old antagonisms die hard.
In verse 7, ―the non-Hebraic word pur (probably the Akkad[ian] word puru {‗die‘ or ‗lot‘}, which is explained by
the Hebrew goral {‗lot‘} anticipates the institution of Purim (i.e., ‗lots‘) in chapter 9‖ (Expositor‘s, note on 3:7).
The Jews had at times cast lots to determine God‘s will—as even the apostles would later do to replace Judas
Iscariot (see Acts 1:23-26). But Haman‘s use of lots, besides his evil intent, was occultist and pagan. ―The fact
that the lot was cast at the beginning of the year to determine the best time to destroy the Jewish people fits
with the culture of the day. The Babylonian religion maintained that the gods gathered at the beginning of each
year to establish the destiny of human beings‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 7).
Verse 8 gives us Haman‘s accusation against the Jews, though he does not name them up front—and perhaps
he never did name them. Shmuley Boteach, a Jewish rabbi, wrote the following in a recent WorldNetDaily
column: ―For 2,000 years, Jews have asked themselves the question an increasing number of Americans are
now asking: Why do they hate us? Is it possible that the underlying causes of anti-Semitism are similar to the
underlying causes of anti-Americanism? When I lived in Oxford, I heard all kinds of academic theories proffered
as to the cause of anti-Semitism, but few seemed as straightforward as the reason given by the first
documented, genocidal anti-Semite—the biblical Hitler—Haman.
―In asking King Ahasuerus for the authority to slaughter all the Jews in the ancient Persian empire, he says:
‗There exists a people, dispersed and scattered among the nations, in all the provinces of your kingdom. And
yet their values are entirely different from everyone else‘s.‘ Jewish singularity, Jewish peculiarity, a refusal to
blend in and be like everybody else is what foments hatred in Haman‘s breast. Why do you Jews hold
yourselves aloof? Why don‘t you just become like everybody else? Do you think you‘re better than us? Add to
this the Jewish penchant for promoting social justice and a steadfast commitment to espousing morality and
you have the perfect formula for hating the foreigner who not only rejects your way of life while living in your
country, but makes you feel inferior, to boot. The Talmud says that Mount Sinai (literally, ‗mountain of hatred‘)
was given its name because after the Jews [i.e., Israelites] received the Torah and committed themselves to
lives of ethical virtue, the enmity of the world‘s inhabitants—who now stood out as immoral—descended
heatedly upon them‖ (March 12, 2004, online at http://www.worldnetdaily.com/ news/article.asp?
ARTICLE_ID=37551).
Of course, virulent hatred and persecution has been directed toward true Christians for very similar reasons.
Jesus said: ―If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the
world would love its own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the
world hates you‖ (John 15:18-19). Jesus referred to Himself and His followers as the light of the world (John
8:12; 9:5; Matthew 5:14). And in John 3:19-20 He explained: ―This is the condemnation, that the light has come
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into the world, and men loved darkness rather than light, because their deeds were evil. For everyone practicing
evil hates the light and does not come to the light, lest his deeds should be exposed.‖ God‘s people are indeed
peculiar and different—and their message and way of life exposes the shortcomings and outright wickedness of
the society around them.
On verse 9 of Esther 3, Expositor‘s comments: ―In order to obtain the king‘s permission to destroy the Jews,
Haman appealed to the monarch‘s greed, offering to put ten thousand talents of silver of his own private fortune
into the royal treasury to pay the men who would carry out the pogrom…. It is impossible to determine the value
of the silver in current monetary equivalents. It was a fabulous sum that is estimated to weigh approximately
375 tons. It has also been estimated to represent the equivalent of two-thirds of the annual income of the
Persian Empire…. Perhaps Haman planned to acquire such a large sum by confiscating the Jews‘ property.‖
Verse 11 might seem to say that the king was giving the money to Haman—or at the very least refusing to take
Haman‘s money. Yet Esther 4:7 makes it clear that Haman promised to pay the money into the king‘s treasury
and Esther later described her people as being ―sold‖ (7:4). It could be, as many suggest, that the king was
pretending to refuse the money in the common method of Middle East bargaining (as in Genesis 23:7-18).
However, scholar Carey Moore in the Anchor Bible translates the king‘s response to Haman as ―‗Well, it‘s your
money,‘ i.e., ‗If you want to spend it that way, it‘s all right with me‘‖ (Expositor‘s, footnote on Esther 3:11).
The giving of the king‘s signet ring to Haman in verse 10 seems to have effectively made him a prime minister
or chief of staff. That it constituted more than a mere formality needed for issuing the immediate proclamation is
evident from the fact that Haman bore the ring until his death (see 8:2).
Indeed, Haman at one point remarks about his position that the king ―advanced him above the officials and
servants of the king‖ (5:11).
The destruction of the Jews was to be accomplished in March of 473 B.C. (compare 3:13). ―Critics say Haman
would not have promulgated a vindictive decree for the extermination of the Jews and then waited eleven
months to carry it out, as it would have given them time to escape or to prepare for defense. [One commentator]
says Haman resorted to casting the lot to determine a propitious day for carrying out his slaughter and had such
confidence in the power of magical decisions that premature publication would not change the Jews‘ fate.
[Another] says that the Jews‘ flight would not have been unwelcome to Haman as he would still accomplish his
purpose of confiscating their property‖ (Expositor‘s, introductory notes on Esther).
As the decree of mass genocide is sent out, the king and Haman contemptibly ―sat down to drink‖ (verse 15)—
perhaps toasting the action—heartless to the horrendous nature of the coming atrocity. Yet in the king‘s case,
he may have been somewhat misled as to the wording of the decree, having placed complete trust in Haman.
He may not even have realized that the Jews were the ones condemned or, if he did, that all of them were to be
destroyed—especially given his later honoring of Mordecai. We do see in verse 15 that at least the people at
the capital of Susa or Shushan did not relish what was happening.
They were utterly bewildered at this order. It was certainly not typical of Persian rule, which was normally
characterized by cultural pluralism and mild treatment of conquered peoples. Indeed, we may be sure that there
were evil spiritual forces working behind the scene in an attempt to eradicate the Jewish people through whom
the redemption of all mankind would eventually come. But God‘s great plan will not be thwarted.
―For Such a Time as This‖ (Esther 4)
On hearing all that had happened, Mordecai engaged in public mourning—as did the Jews in all provinces
where the new decree arrived (4:1-3). Indeed, we see in verse 3 that the mourning was accompanied by
fasting—a spiritual tool linked with prayer in Scripture (see 1 Samuel 1:7-10; 2 Samuel 12:16-17; Ezra 8:23
Nehemiah 9:1; Isaiah 58:2-5; Jeremiah 14:12; Daniel 9:3; Joel 1:14; Zechariah 7:3-5; Acts 13:3). Even though
God is not directly mentioned, the clear implication is that the Jews in the Persian Empire, threatened with
imminent extermination, urgently cried out to Him as they fasted.
Encouragingly, we see signs of God‘s overseeing care in the very fact of what Mordecai had learned of the
situation—information that would prove important to opposing the aim of the decree. ―If Mordecai had not been
appointed as a high official at the king‘s gate, it is unlikely that he would have known about Haman‘s bribe to
the king. He was providentially placed by God in an exalted position in a foreign government, as were Joseph
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(see Gen. 41), Daniel (see Dan. 2:48), and Nehemiah (see Neh. 1:11)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Esther
4:7).
Mordecai informed Esther of her need to plead the case of her people before the king. Yet her Jewish identity
was still a secret. Given the circumstances, it no doubt seemed that revealing it at that time would have been
extremely dangerous. Moreover, Esther was at first fearful to act for another serious reason. She instructed her
attendant ―to return to her cousin to remind him that no one could approach the king in the inner court without a
royal summons. The penalty for such a transgression was death. On occasion the king had been known to
extend his golden scepter to an uninvited person as a gesture of mercy. Herodotus (3.118) mentions the
Persian custom that anyone who approached the king uninvited would be put to death unless pardoned by the
king. Herodotus also said, however, that a person could send a letter to the king asking for an audience. Why
this procedure did not occur to Esther can only be surmised. Since she had not been summoned by the king for
a month, Esther did not know whether he would forgive her if she approached him without a royal summons.
She may have concluded that she had lost the king‘s favor. It appears that initially Esther was more concerned
about her own welfare than about her people‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 9-11). But that was about to change.
Mordecai responds in verses 13-14 with the central message of the entire book. His confidence that deliverance
for the Jews would come from another place even if Esther refused to act is more than simple optimism. It
embraced the whole of Jewish national history. There was no question as to why the Jews still existed as a
people. They had been delivered, time and time again, by the God of their forefathers, Abraham, Isaac and
Jacob (Israel). Over the centuries, God had made many promises that could not be fulfilled if the race was
wiped out. Mordecai knew that God would save His people even now.
The statement that Esther refusing to act would lead to her and her father‘s house perishing was probably a
warning of divine judgment, reminiscent of Christ‘s later remark, concerning the end time, that ―whoever seeks
to save his life will lose it‖ (Luke 17:33). And then the remarkable statement at the end of Esther 4:14: ―Yet who
knows whether you have come to the kingdom for such a time as this?‖ The obvious suggestion is that it was
no mere coincidence that the young Jewish woman Hadassah had become queen of the Persian Empire at this
very time in history. It was the work of God. Of course, the all-powerful God clearly did not need her. But He
had placed her in her current position to use her if she were willing. And if she were not willing, then He would
reject her and work out the deliverance of His people another way.
Mordecai‘s message succeeded. Esther would go to the king about the matter even if it meant her death. But
first she called for a three-day fast of all the Jews in Shushan. Again, the focus is clearly religious. What was
the purpose for this fast if not for spiritual preparedness and direction and help from God? Yet again, God is not
directly mentioned in the account in any way—which is most remarkable. As mentioned in the Bible Reading
Program‘s introductory comments on Esther, even if it were written as a Persian state chronicle, we might
expect the account to say something to the effect of ―the Jews besought their God for help.‖ But it does not. It
may well be that the point is to teach us to see the work of God not in explicit references but in His general
providential guidance of events for our welfare. As The Bible Reader‘s Companion notes on its introduction to
the book, ―God, although hidden from our view, works through circumstances and human choices to accomplish
His own ends. Esther teaches us to see the hidden God revealed in the ebb and flow of personal and world
events and to praise Him for His continual care.‖
And no matter what happens, like Esther all of us have the personal responsibility to do whatever is in our
power to serve God and His people—even if it means sacrificing our own comfort or, should it be necessary,
even our own lives. If we are in a position to speak out for the welfare of others in dire need, then that is what
we must do. If human laws forbid us from obeying God, we must decide to obey Him anyway. Our task is ever
and always to do the will of God—whatever it is. When hard times come and it‘s difficult to make the right
choice, remember this scriptural example and ask yourself, ―Who knows whether you have come to your
particular situation for such a time as this?‖
Esther‘s First Banquet (Esther 5)
When Esther goes in to see the king, he is receptive to her—she would not die. Xerxes knows that she must
have some important reason for daring to approach him, and he reassures her of his favor, promising her up to
half his kingdom—―probably an example of Oriental [i.e. Middle Eastern] courtesy that was not intended to be
taken too literally (cf. Mark 6:23)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Esther 5:3).
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Esther‘s response is not to immediately plead for her people. Instead, she invites the king and Haman to a
banquet she has prepared for that day. Given the presumptuousness of her entrance, she may not have
deemed it a good moment to compound the problem by possibly upsetting the volatile king in revealing that
she, his wife and queen, had for all this time not disclosed her national identity to him. It could also be that she
did not want to reveal this matter before all the royal officials who were probably present. But why invite Haman
to the banquet? ―Many suggestions have been made. To make Xerxes jealous. Perhaps so that Haman‘s
reaction, when Esther accuses him, might reveal his guilt. Perhaps Esther acted in the best traditions of her
people, to confront Haman face-to-face rather than speak behind his back‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on
verse 4).
Xerxes realizes that Esther did not risk her life for a mere banquet. And he probably understood that she
prepared the banquet so as to avoid discussing the real reason before all of his officials. At the meal, then, the
king asks her for her actual petition. But she delays, asking the two back for a second banquet the next day—
which, remarkably, the king does not question. ―One may ask why Esther waited instead of disclosing what was
on her mind. [Whatever her reason,] the delay providentially allowed time for the king‘s sleepless night and the
events that followed (ch. 6)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 6-8).
Haman‘s brief exultation is cut short by Mordecai‘s disrespect (verse 9). His vanity caused him such hatred for
Mordecai that he could not enjoy how well things seemed to be going for him (verses 10-13). Of course, in this
case things were not going so well as he thought. ―Haman‘s boasting only accentuated his later humiliation and
fall from favor (cf. Prov 16:18)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Esther 5:11-12).
The ―hanging‖ proposed for Mordecai was, as the Word in Life Bible points out in a note on Esther 2:23,
―probably not hanging as we know it. The gallows of ancient Persia was not a scaffold but a pole or stake upon
which the victim was impaled. Execution by such impalement was a common practice of the Assyrians, who
killed war captives by forcing their living bodies down onto pointed stakes. The Persians continued this grim
means of execution. Thus references to hanging in Esther (5.14; 6.4; 9.14) probably refer to impalement, or
possibly crucifixion.‖
The Turning Point (Esther 6)
With chapter 6 we come to ―the turning point in the book. Within this chapter we observe a series of events that
unmistakably point to God‘s sovereign hand [ultimately] controlling all events. Only because of his sleepless
night did the king learn of Mordecai‘s past bravery on his behalf…. The king might have been aware to some
extent of Mordecai‘s deed when it originally occurred. In 2:23 the author says that the events were written down
‗in the presence of the king.‘ Now the Lord led the king to this very text‖ (Nelson, notes on verses 1-3). The
oversight in not having already rewarded Mordecai ―must have disturbed Xerxes, as it was a reflection on him
for not rewarding one of his benefactors. Herodotus indicated that it was a point of honor with Persian kings to
reward promptly and generously those who had benefited them‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 2-3).
In verses 4-5 we again see God‘s hand at work. Xerxes wants to set things right with regard to Mordecai and
asks if some court official is around who can attend to the matter. It was at this very moment that Haman
arrived to recommend to the king that Mordecai be hanged. Perhaps it was early morning by this point.
There is great irony and humor in what follows. Haman in his prideful arrogance cannot imagine who the king
could wish to honor more than him, so he proposes what he believes will be the pinnacle of public adulation
showered on himself. Yet the one to be honored turns out to be none other than the hated enemy he has come
to have hanged. Worse, he himself would have to stoop to leading Mordecai‘s horse around and publicly
extolling this person against whom he burned with rage. ―Haman had no choice but to carry out the king‘s
orders. No writer, however gifted, could adequately describe the chagrin and mortification Haman must have
experienced as he robed Mordecai and led him through the streets‖ (note on verse 11).
It is interesting that the king refers to Mordecai as ―Mordecai the Jew‖ (verse 10)—having not long before
issued an edict to eradicate the Jewish people. As mentioned previously, it may be that the king did not realize
exactly whom Haman‘s decree was meant for. It does seem that he would have come to know it by now, but
perhaps not. It could be that he thought only some of the Jews were to be killed. In any case, that the king
would so greatly honor a Jew did not bode well for Haman‘s plan—a fact his own wife and friends recognized
(verse 13). No doubt they also saw that it was no mere coincidence that Haman had been forced to honor
someone he had meant to hang. They perhaps saw this as a case of supernatural forces acting against him—
as indeed they should have. Furthermore, as Expositor‘s notes regarding verse 13, ―Most commentators think
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the author was injecting into the mouths of Haman‘s friends the Jewish belief in the ultimate victory of the Jews
over the Amalekites.‖ Indeed, it may even point to the fact that all God‘s people will ultimately prevail over all
their enemies—a fact prefigured in the outcome of this story.
Haman‘s Fall (Esther 7)
At Esther‘s second banquet, the king again asks her what this is really all about, promising to grant her request
(verses 1-2). This time she makes her impassioned plea—for her own life and that of her people (verses 3-4).
From the king‘s response in verse 5, it may be that she did not yet reveal the identity of her people. For had she
done so, and if he were aware that the Jews were slated for destruction—which seems likely on some level
despite his honoring of Mordecai—he wouldn‘t have wondered who was paying for their eradication, having
himself been complicit in Haman‘s decree.
Then, in verse 6, she lets the hammer drop—the enemy is Haman. It is this statement that actually reveals
Esther as a Jew. The king is stunned and furious. He storms outside—dazed, full of emotional turmoil and trying
to think. He may well have been unhappy with Esther herself for hiding her nationality from him for all this time.
And had not Haman made a good case against those deserving execution? Was he not a valued, trusted
adviser? Yet perhaps Haman was the evil, wicked person the queen claimed after all. And look at what he had
allowed this man to talk him into. The wise and mighty Xerxes had let someone pull the wool over his eyes,
making a fool of him. It was just too much to take in all at once.
The terror-stricken Haman runs over to Esther, pleading for his life. When the king returns, he finds
―Haman…draped over the queen‘s couch in a compromising position. Presumably, he was grasping at her with
a desire to implore her favor. The king, on discovering this outrageous situation, wondered aloud if Haman
intended to ravage the queen. The Persians had strict rules about contact with the harem by any male other
than the king. The eunuchs were the only persons who had access to the rooms of these women. Haman was
in danger merely by being near her. This sight enraged the king‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 8).
Perhaps the king saw Haman as attempting through such an assault to force her to retract her accusation
against him. In any case, it was all over for Haman the Agagite.
As the king spoke, the account says that ―they‖ covered Haman‘s face (verse 8)—evidently referring to the
eunuchs mentioned in the next verse. We are not told whether they had been present the whole time or came in
because of the commotion. ―The king‘s angry words were a sentence of death. Although there is no evidence
that it was a Persian custom to cover the face of a condemned criminal before he was led away to execution,
that was probably its meaning here‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 8).
In verse 9, Harbonah, mentioned near the beginning of the book as one of the eunuchs sent to summon Queen
Vashti (1:10), speaks up about Haman‘s just-built scaffolding meant for Mordecai, a man the king had honored
the previous day for saving his life. The poetic justice demanded was all too clear. Haman was sentenced to the
same grim fate he had planned for Mordecai (7:9-10).
A New Edict (Esther 8)
The same day as the events of the previous chapter, the king gave Haman‘s estate to Esther (8:1). ―Persian law
gave the state the power to confiscate the property of those who had been condemned as criminals (cf.
Herodotus 3.128-29…)‖ (note on verse 1). Esther revealed her relation to Mordecai, who was then brought in
and given the king‘s signet ring, making him the prime minister in place of Haman. Mordecai‘s position is later
explained to be ―second to King Ahasuerus‖ (10:3). Having just honored Mordecai for saving his life, the king
probably saw this man as one he could trust. And Mordecai being the adoptive father of the queen was another
reason to accord him high status. In a further example of poetic justice, Esther commits Haman‘s estate to
Mordecai, making him very wealthy. Recall that Haman had sought to confiscate the property of the Jewish
people (see 3:13).
Yet there was still a major problem, which Esther brought to the king—the decree to destroy the Jews was still
in effect. As other scriptures show, Persian law could not be altered (see Daniel 6:8, 12, 15). But depending on
the wording of a decree, a second decree might be able to effectively invalidate it.
This is what the king instructed Esther and Mordecai to draw up in Esther 8:7-8. In verse 9 we see that it was
the third month, still leaving almost nine months until the time set for the Jews‘ destruction in the first decree—
thus allowing ample time to prepare for an attack at that time.
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Verses 11-12 have led many to reject Esther as an uninspired book. The view is that Esther and Mordecai were
evil in calling for such vengeance as to utterly wipe out their enemies, including women and children, when God
had not ordered such a thing. Yet that is based on a misreading of these verses. If we carefully compare these
verses with Haman‘s original decree, we can see that the original decree is actually quoted in them—so that the
women and children are not those of the enemies but of the Jews.
Note the wording of the original decree referred to in Esther 3:13: ―And the letters were sent by couriers into all
the king‘s provinces, to destroy, to kill, and to annihilate all the Jews, both young and old, little children and
women, in one day, on the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, which is the month of Adar, and to plunder their
possessions.‖ The counter-order in chapter 8 is to defend against anyone who would try to carry out the
wording of the first decree. Notice in 8:11-12 that the Jews were to ―protect their lives—to destroy, kill, and
annihilate all the forces of any people or province that would assault hem, [them being the Jews, including] both
[as the original decree stated, the Jews‘] little children and women, and [who would assault the Jews] to plunder
their possessions, on one day in all the provinces of King Ahasuerus, on the thirteenth day of the twelfth month,
which is the month of Adar.‖ That this is not talking about the Jews killing the women and children of their
enemies and plundering their property in revenge should be clear from the fact that when the Jews carried out
the decree, they killed only men (see 9:6, 12, 15) and they did not take any plunder (see 9:10, 15-16). The point
of the new decree, then, was simply for the Jews to defend themselves against those enemies who would seek
to cause them harm.
However, this probably did include striking preemptively against those who had already shown themselves
hostile to the Jews. When the new decree came, the mourning of the Jews was replaced with great rejoicing
(8:16). No doubt news also spread of all that had transpired. This was a cause of great fear of the Jews among
the people of the empire (verse 17)—no doubt due to a perceived supernatural favor that must have rested on
them. Surprisingly, this sparked mass ―conversions‖ (see same verse). The phrase ―became Jews‖ is
interesting—as it shows the name Jew as applied not in an ethnic sense but as denoting one who was part of
the Jewish religious community. Motivated by fear of the Jewish people, it seems likely that most of these
conversions were not genuine. Many may have merely claimed to be Jews without making any changes in their
lives at all. Nevertheless, this all served to increase the acceptance of the Jews in the empire—and it enlarged
their numbers to help dissuade would-be attackers. The real point here, though, is to see just how far the tables
had turned. The change was so drastic that it was now deemed dangerous to not be a Jew.
Victory and the Celebration of Purim (Esther 9–10)
The day decreed for the attack on the Jews, and subsequently for the Jews to strike out against their enemies
in self-defense—even preemptively if deemed necessary—finally arrives (9:1). The 13th day of the 12th month,
Adar, corresponds to March of 473 B.C. This day had been determined by Haman‘s superstitious casting of
lots, but it seems likely that God had interfered in the process—causing the date to be sufficiently late enough
for the Jews to both determine who their enemies were and to make preparations against them. On this fateful
day that the enemies of the Jews had hoped to prevail, the opposite happened.
Besides the general fear that had come on the people of the empire because of the Jews‘ apparent divine favor
and help, we are told that the officials of the land helped the Jews on this occasion because of their particular
fear of Mordecai‘s growing influence in the empire (verses 2-4). They may have been trying to garner political
favor with the new prime minister, and at the very least were trying to secure themselves against any possible
reprisal.
In verses 7-14 we see a return to the conflict with Haman in the killing of his 10 sons. ―The patterns of reprisal
and vengeance were so deeply ingrained in the cultures of the ancient Middle East that the survival of even one
of these sons might mean trouble for the next generation of Jewish people. By listing each of the vanquished
sons of their mortal enemy, the Jewish people celebrated the fact that the victory was complete‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verses 7-10). It could also be that these sons had taken or threatened action against the Jews at
some point. Moreover, we may perhaps see in this a continuation of the carrying out of the ancient divine edict
of destroying the Amalekites. King Ahasuerus granted Esther‘s request that the bodies of Haman‘s sons be
publicly displayed on the gallows (verses 11-14). This was to serve as a deterrent against anyone
contemplating harm against the Jews.
Having overcome their enemies on Haman‘s determined day, the Jews set aside the next day, the 14th of Adar,
as a holiday for celebration. The Jews at Shushan, however, were granted permission to continue fighting
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through the 14th. So they set aside the 15th as the day to celebrate (verses 13-19). Mordecai sent a letter
directing the Jews to observe both days annually from then on and this became an accepted custom (verses
20-25, 27). The days were referred to as Purim, named after the word pur, meaning ―lot‖ (verse 26; see verse
24; 3:7). Purim is the plural.
At some point Esther sent out a second letter with Mordecai confirming the tradition of observing Purim (9:2932). Though God had not established this feast in the law, it was appropriate for the Jews to commemorate
God‘s intervention on their behalf in this annual celebration. Purim is similar in this respect to Hanukkah, which
was instituted three centuries later to commemorate God‘s help and deliverance in the days of the Maccabees.
Jesus Christ apparently went to Jerusalem for the observance of Hanukkah (see John 10:22-23). And as a Jew
it is likely that He also observed Purim, especially as its institution is recorded in Scripture. Yet as Purim and
Hanukkah are national celebrations not commanded in the law, it is not required that Christians observe them.
Indeed, non-Jewish Christians would not be expected to, just as non-Americans are not expected to observe
the American holidays of Thanksgiving and Independence Day.
What about the ―fasting‖ in verse 31? ―No date is assigned for this fast. Jews traditionally observe the 13th of
Adar, Haman‘s propitious day (see 3:7, 13), as a fast (―the fast of Esther‖) before the celebration of Purim.
These three days of victory celebration on the 13th-15th days of Adar rhetorically balance the three days of
Esther‘s fasting prior to interceding with the king (4:16)‖ (NIV Study Bible, note on verse 31).
In the three verses that make up the short chapter of Esther 10, we see a final mention of Ahasuerus (Xerxes)
and Mordecai. Xerxes reigned eight years beyond the events of chapter 9—dying by assassination in 465 B.C.
We know nothing of what became of Esther and Mordecai. But they left an amazing legacy, having cooperated
with Almighty God in His grand design to save His people.
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JOB
Introduction to Job
Contained within the Writings section of the Old Testament are what are often referred to as the Poetical or
Wisdom books: Psalms, Proverbs, Song of Solomon, Ecclesiastes and Job. Chronologically, the first among
these is evidently the book of Job—or at least the story contained within the book appears to precede most of
the material in the other Writings. We did not read the book of Job in harmony with earlier sections because its
chronological placement is not completely clear and its contents are not crucial to the story flow of the Law and
Prophets. Nevertheless, Job is directly mentioned in the Prophets as an illustrious example, along with Noah
and Daniel, of righteousness (see Ezekiel 14:14, 20). And it is possible that he is mentioned in the Law as well,
as we will see.
Job is widely considered to be one of the great, epic works of literature. The famed 19th-century French author
and playwright Victor Hugo said, ―The book of Job is perhaps the greatest masterpiece of the human mind.‖ Of
course, as part of Scripture, it is not ultimately a product of the human mind—though God did inspire a human
being to write it down. The 19th-century Scottish historian Thomas Carlyle said: ―I call this book, apart from all
theories about it, one of the grandest things ever written. Our first, oldest statement of the never-ending
problem: man‘s destiny, and God‘s ways with him in the earth. There is nothing written, I think, of equal literary
merit.‖ Religious encyclopedist Philip Schaff said, ―The book of Job rises like a pyramid in the history of
literature, without predecessor and without a rival‖ (all quoted in Halley‘s Bible Handbook, introductory notes on
Job).
Yet who it was who penned the book of Job is not named. Jewish tradition credits Moses, and that is certainly
possible as the book‘s story seems to have preceded him. Others maintain that Job himself may be the
author—or perhaps the author of a record that was used by another author, again possibly Moses, as the
foundation on which to create a dramatic narrative and series of lofty orations. Yet even many who accept the
great antiquity of the story believe it was initially passed down through oral tradition and then written down
much later. Some see it as the work of Solomon, as he compiled the wisdom of the East.
Because the work is poetic in structure, some today try to paint Job as an allegorical, fictional character. Yet the
literary genius of the work should not lead to the conclusion that the events and dialogue recorded in it are not
genuine. The reference in Ezekiel 14 clearly portrays Job as a historical figure. He is also mentioned in the New
Testament: ―You have heard of the perseverance of Job and seen the end intended by the Lord—that the Lord
is very compassionate and merciful‖ (James 5:11).
So who was Job? When and where did he live? The answers to these questions are not known with certainty.
Indeed, it is not necessary to know them to appreciate and benefit from the story, themes and lessons of the
book. There is a palpably timeless quality about the book of Job. He represents all believers in our struggle to
cope with the hardships of life and maintain our trust and confidence in God come what may.
Still, there are a number of clues to the historical setting of the book of Job. The evidence points to Job living in
patriarchal times. For instance, he offered sacrifices. Yet in the period after Israel became a nation, sacrifices
were to be performed by the Levitical priests. This would indicate that Job lived before this period.
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states in its introductory notes on the book of Job: ―It seems likely that Job
himself lived in the second millennium B.C. (2000 to 1000 B.C.) and shared a tradition not far removed from
that of the Hebrew patriarchs. Job‘s longevity of 140 years, his position as a man whose wealth was measured
in cattle and who acted as priest for his family, and the picture of roving Sabean and Chaldean tribesmen fit the
second millennium better than the first…. The book shows considerable Aramaic flavor that may mean Job and
his friends lived near centers of Aramaic influence. Aram-Naharaim [the area in which the family of Abraham‘s
brother Nahor lived] was such a center in northern Mesopotamia. At the end of the millennium, some Aramean
tribes moved south and settled on the borders of Babylonia and Palestine; but Arameans continued to control
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the caravan route through the Khabur River area. This was the time when Aleppo and Damascus became
Aramean centers and when the Chaldean tribes invaded Babylonia…. If Job 1:17 means that Chaldean tribes
were still roving, the event could reflect a time before they settled at about 1000 B.C.‖
The same commentary further explains Job‘s name in its historical setting: ―The English name ‗Job‘ comes from
the Greek Iob, which derives from the Hebrew form Iyob. Earlier attempts to determine an etymology of the
name have given way to evidence from a well-attested west Semitic name in the second millennium found in
the Amarna Letters, Egyptian Execration texts, Mari, Alalakh, and Ugaritic documents. The original form of the
name was Ayyabum‖—related to the biblical name Jobab.
Gleason Archer‘s New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties gives more information on this, noting that
renowned archaeologist William F. Albright ―suggested that Job may have been a contemporary of the
patriarchs of the pre-Mosaic age. He supports the credibility of Job by the authentic second-millennium
employment of the name ‘Iyyob. (It should be noted that in the Berlin Execration texts, ‘Iyyob appears as the
name of a Syrian prince living near Damascus; in the Mari documents of the eighteenth century B.C., Ayyabum
is mentioned; and in the Tell el-Amarna correspondence from about 1400 B.C., Ayab is referred to as a prince
of Pella [in what is today northwestern Jordan].) Albright also certifies the credibility of the name of Bildad (one
of Job‘s three ―comforters‖) as a shortened form of Yabil-Dadum, a name found in the cuneiform sources of the
early second millennium‖ (1982, p. 236).
What of Job‘s nationality? Exceedingly wealthy, he was referred to as ―the greatest of all the people of the East‖
(Job 1:3)—―East‖ most likely from the perspective of the land of Israel. More specifically, Job lived in the land of
Uz (verse 1). Genesis 10:22-23 lists Uz as a son of Shem‘s son Aram, father of the ancient Aramaeans or
Syrians. Genesis 22:20-22 lists a Huz, essentially the same as Uz, as the firstborn of Abraham‘s brother Nahor.
So there could be some relation to the people dwelling near the Euphrates.
Then again, according to Lamentations 4:21, Edom was in the land of Uz. Expositor‘s states: ―It seems then
that Uz might have been the name of a region east of Palestine including the Edomites and adjacent tribes.‖
Uz is also listed in the Bible as a son of one of the Horite chiefs, Dishan son of Seir, who lived in the land of
Edom (Genesis 36:20-21, 28). Recall that Edom was another name for Jacob‘s brother Esau. So related were
the Edomites and Horites by proximity that Mount Seir was the geographical name for the Edomites‘ territory.
Note that the sons of Seir are listed in the same chapter as the genealogy of Esau‘s family (Genesis 36). Job‘s
friend Eliphaz the Temanite was clearly an Edomite. Another Eliphaz was the firstborn of Esau, and Teman was
his firstborn son, being the first listed chief of Edom (verses 4, 11, 15).
Teman is often reckoned to have been a city or district in Edom (see Jeremiah 49:7; Ezekiel 25:13; Amos 1:12;
Obadiah 8-9). As Expositor‘s notes, ―The site may be the same as the Arabian town of Tema mentioned in
Babylonian sources‖ (and in Jeremiah 25:23). Eliphaz‘s identity as a Temanite dates the story of Job to at least
a few generations after Jacob and Esau—most likely to when the Israelites were in Egypt (since, as we‘ve
seen, it appears to have been written prior to Israel becoming a nation).
Another of Job‘s friends, Bildad (mentioned above), is referred to as a Shuhite. The Shuhites were apparently
descendants of Shuah, a son of Abraham by his last wife Keturah (see Genesis 25:1-2). Thus the Shuhites
were closely related to the Midianites (see verses 2, 4) and to the Arabian peoples of Sheba and Dedan (verse
3). Indeed, Jeremiah 25:23 seems to place Dedan in proximity to Tema. Yet ―there is a land of Suhu on the
Middle Euphrates mentioned in Assyrian records‖ (Expositor‘s). So it is quite possible that the Shuhites
stretched from northern Arabia up to the Euphrates. Indeed, as noted in the Bible Reading Program‘s
comments on Obadiah, the Edomites appear to have stretched over this whole region. And Uz could have been
anywhere in this expanse.
The land and people of Job‘s third friend, Zophar the Naamathite, are not known, except that Naamah was a
fairly common name. But another major character in the book, the young man Elihu, is described as being the
son of Barachel the Buzite. Buz was the brother of Huz, both sons of Abraham‘s brother Nahor (Genesis 22:2021). Furthermore, in Jeremiah 25:23, Buz is mentioned in conjunction with Tema and Dedan. All of this helps to
substantiate the conclusion that the book of Job was set among Abraham‘s non-Israelite descendants and
related family a few generations after Jacob and Esau—again, probably while the Israelites were in Egypt. And
it helps us to locate, at least generally, where the story took place.
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Building on what we have already seen, Halley‘s Bible Handbook says regarding the setting of the book: ―The
land of Uz (1:1) is thought to have been along the border between Palestine and Arabia, extending from Edom
northerly and easterly toward the Euphrates river, skirting the caravan route between Babylon and Egypt. The
particular section of the land of Uz which tradition has called the home of Job was Hauran, a region east of the
Sea of Galilee, noted for its fertility of soil and its grain, once thickly populated, now dotted with the ruins of
three hundred cities….
―The Septuagint, in a postscript, following ancient tradition, identified Job with Jobab, the second king of Edom
(Genesis 36:33). Names and places mentioned in the book seem to give it a setting among the descendants of
Esau…. If this is correct, and if Hauran was Job‘s home, it would indicate that the early kings of Edom may, at
times, have migrated from the rock cliffs of Edom northward to the more fertile plains of Hauran. At any rate the
book has the atmosphere of very primitive times, and seems to have its setting among the early tribes
descended from Abraham, along the northern border of Arabia, about contemporary with Israel‘s sojourn in
Egypt.‖
King Jobab, whose name relates to the aforementioned second-millennium-B.C. name Ayyabum (as an m
sound is a nasal b), was the son of Zerah of the Edomite city of Bozrah—this Zerah likely being the same as
Chief Zerah, a grandson of Esau (Genesis 36:17). The early kings of Edom, as listed in verses 31-39,
apparently did not hold hereditary office and so were probably elected for life terms. It is reasonable to suppose
that Job was such a king considering his vast wealth and his distinction of being the greatest man in the East. In
fact, in Job 29 he seems to portray himself as a king.
As descendants of Abraham and Isaac, many of the Edomites probably continued to worship the true God in
this early period—helping to explain the religious understanding of Job and his friends. We will consider the
themes and issues of the book as we progress through it, summing up the book‘s great lessons at the end.
God Allows Job to Suffer at Satan‘s Hand (Job 1–2)
As the book opens we encounter Job, whom God declares blameless and upright, fearing God and shunning
evil (1:1, 8). This does not mean that Job was perfect—that he never sinned in any way. As Romans 3:23 tells
us, all human beings have sinned—except for Jesus Christ, that is. As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary
explains: ―That Job was ‗blameless‘ (tam) and ‗upright‘ (yasar) should not be construed to imply he was [utterly]
sinless (cf. 13:26; 14:16-17). The former, from the root ‗be complete‘ (tmm), usually refers to a person‘s spiritual
maturity and the integrity (purity) of his inner being. The latter, meaning ‗straight,‘ ‗right‘ (ysr), is used in many
contexts dealing with human behavior that is in line with God's ways. Together they provided an idiomatic way
to describe Job‘s high moral character‖ (note on verses 1-5).
The translation ―blameless‖ gives the sense of being beyond reproach—that is, having no obvious sins to
criticize. In the New Testament, we find that John the Baptist‘s parents, Zacharias and Elizabeth, were
blameless (Luke 1:6), as was the apostle Paul (Philippians 3:6). Indeed, all elders and deacons in the Church
are expected to be blameless (1 Timothy 3:2, 10; Titus 1:6-7). In Job‘s case, it seems clear that it was difficult to
find any specific transgressions of God‘s law of which to accuse him.
Job 1:6 tells us of a remarkable event—the ―sons of God‖ coming to present themselves before the Lord. As the
book later says that the ―sons of God‖ were present at the creation of the earth (38:6-7)-, it is clear that the
reference is to the angels—God‘s ―sons‖ by virtue of His having created them. Even more remarkable on this
occasion is that Satan comes among the angels appearing before God, leading to a dialogue between God and
Satan. Many believe this event occurred in God‘s heavenly court. Yet it seems highly unlikely that God the
Father would allow Satan to be in His direct presence and defile His celestial throne room. Indeed, nothing
abominable or profane is permitted to enter the holy city of God, the New Jerusalem, that now waits in heaven
(Revelation 21:27). God cast Satan down from heaven prior to man‘s creation and will later do so again at the
end of the age in response to a last demonic assault.
Why would the Father grant Satan casual access to heaven in between? In a related vein, some think Satan‘s
constant accusation of God‘s people before God in Revelation 12:10 occurs in heaven. However, we should
consider that whenever God‘s people pray to Him they are coming before His throne (see Hebrews 4:16).
Surely Satan‘s words too, though spoken on earth, are heard before God the Father in heaven. Yet is that what
was happening in the book of Job? In considering the matter, it is nowhere specified that God in Job 1 was God
the Father or that the Lord in this chapter was in heaven at all. It seems much more likely that the Lord here in
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the book of Job, who later spoke to Job, was God the Word (see John 1:1-3), the One who would become
Jesus Christ (verse 14). The preincarnate Christ walked on the earth in patriarchal times. Recall that He was
the Lord who walked and talked with Abraham while in the company of angels (see Genesis 18). God, as we
know from other passages, has angels walking about on the earth who report back to Him. And consider that
Ezekiel 1 and 10 portray the preincarnate Jesus in possession of a portable throne on which to travel about the
world. With that in mind, it should be easier to imagine reconnoitering angels appearing before the preincarnate
Christ somewhere on the earth and then Satan—whom God has allowed to remain as the ruler of this world for
the time being—coming upon this gathering.
The Lord mentions the righteous life of Job to Satan, who is quick to argue that God has essentially ―bought‖
Job‘s loyalty through protecting and blessing him (Job 1:8-11). Take away the hedge of protection, Satan
argues, and Job will ―curse‖ God. We should note that, oddly enough, the word for the verb ―curse‖ used
throughout this passage (verses 5, 11; 2:5, 9), barak, normally actually means ―bless.‖
Gleason Archer‘s New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties offers this possible explanation: ―The verb
berak means ‗say goodbye to‘ in Genesis 24:60; [31:55]; 47:10; Joshua 22:6; 2 Samuel 13:25; and 1 Kings
8:66, generally with the connotation of invoking a parting blessing on the person taking his leave. From this
usage we may surmise that an insolent sinner might say goodbye to God Himself, with the intention of
dismissing Him from his mind and conscience, of totally abandoning Him….[Commentator] Delitzsch (Keil and
Delitzsch, Job, 2:51) calls this use of berak an antiphrastic euphemism. He feels that in Job 2:9 it clearly
means…‗say goodbye to‘…as a benedictory salutation at parting. But in his general handling of these negative
usages, he prefers to render it ‗dismiss God from one‘s heart‘ (ibid., 2:49)‖ (p. 237).
Surprisingly, God responds to Satan‘s challenge by putting Job‘s possessions and family in the destroyer‘s
power. Yet note that God does not at this time permit Satan to do Job any bodily harm (verse 12). This
demonstrates that God has total power over what Satan is permitted to do. While this fact should provide us
with comfort, for many it is extremely disturbing that God would allow Satan to hurt Job in any way, especially
given the great loss of family he suffers.
Verses 16 and 19 apparently speak of lightning and a destructive tornado respectively, showing that weather
calamities can be acts of Satan. Yet these events were by the express permission of God. Indeed, God later
acknowledges this, saying to Satan: ―…You incited Me against him, to destroy him without cause‖ (2:3). This
may shockingly appear to say that there was no reason at all for what God allowed to befall Job—and that God
can be prodded into doing things contrary to His will. But this is not what God is saying. He is simply saying that
Satan presented no reason for any punitive action against this man. Moreover, the fact that Satan was
provocative does not mean that this is what motivated God to act.
Indeed, God initiated the discussion with Satan over Job—surely knowing what Satan‘s response would be. Job
1:18-19 seems to say that Job lost all his children, though 19:17 may indicate that at least two of them were not
in attendance at the ill-fated banquet and therefore survived. In any case, Job‘s loss of children and his wealth
in a single day is difficult to fathom. Yet his reaction to it is stunning. Though he grieved deeply, Job‘s response
was one of humbly worshiping God, acknowledging God‘s sovereignty over all circumstances (1:20-21).
This is truly amazing considering that Job did not have the special knowledge the reader of the account has
regarding the discussion between God and Satan. Despite the horror of what had happened, and the seeming
abandonment by God that he must have felt, he did not sin (verse 22). Instead, God says that he held fast to his
―integrity‖ (2:3), the Hebrew word here having the same root as the word for ―blameless‖ in chapter 1. In fact,
―when Job said, ‗May the name of the LORD be praised‘ (v. 21), he was using…the same word that Satan used
in v. 11 as an euphemism with the opposite meaning. The play on the root brk (‗bless‘) is forceful. It stresses
how the Accuser is foiled at this point. Instead of cursing God to his face, Job praised him‖ (Expositor‘s, note on
verses 20-22).
Once again, Satan comes upon an angelic presentation before God and God presents him with Job‘s
unswerving devotion. This time Satan presses the issue by saying that if God will remove His protection and
allow him to attack Job‘s physical health, Job will reject God as he had predicted. God then allows the devil to
cross that line. But, demonstrating his power and authority over Satan, He still imposes a limit—Satan is not
allowed to kill Job. Yet what Satan is allowed to do—afflict Job with painful boils from head to toe—was no
doubt extremely and unrelentingly agonizing. And on top of the psychological pain of losing his family, it must
have been all the more excruciating.
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Job‘s wife urges him to ―curse God and die!‖ (verse 9). Many today imagine her as an impious, unsympathetic,
bitter nag or even that she wanted to be rid of Job, thinking the loss of their children must have been his fault—
that he had done something to deserve punishment from God. But it seems more likely that Job‘s wife, having
been so close to him and witnessing his unceasing devotion to God even now, would have perceived him just
as God described him—as blameless. We should consider that besides losing her family, she was now
watching her husband suffer intolerable pain and anguish. It was no doubt difficult for her to understand why
God would allow her faithful husband to be stricken. Indeed, it is difficult for most people today to understand it!
She may well have been quite angry with God.
Moreover, she perhaps said what she did thinking that Job‘s illness was terminal anyway and that he could with
just a few words find immediate relief from his suffering. This great man, however, remarks on the foolishness
of such a course and remains persistent in his faithfulness (verse 10).
Lastly in chapter 2, we see the coming of Job‘s three friends Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar (verse 11). It was
evidently months before they got the news, arranged to meet and at last arrived (compare 7:3). Perhaps their
initial intent was simply to go through a typical proper mourning ritual. But what they found made them aghast. It
is evident that they cared for Job because they wept and remained close to him in silence for an entire week
(2:12-13)—probably deeming it inappropriate to speak before Job himself spoke. Yet as we will see, these men
will soon fail miserably in their role as Job‘s comforters, even wrongly accusing him of sin.
Finally, in looking at Job 1–2, people reasonably wonder why, if Job was such a devoted saint, God would allow
Satan to harm him. The impression many have is that there was some kind of contest or oneupmanship going
on between God and Satan—and that Job was just a pawn in this frivolous, heartless game. Indeed, many
reject the story as fictitious for this reason, unable to accept that a loving God would ever hand his faithful
servants over to Satan‘s abuses. But the perspective of Job as a pawn in some inane spiritual contest is totally
off base.
While the events of these chapters were probably intended to demonstrate God‘s sovereignty over Satan, we
should note that the defeated enemy drops out of the account at this point—yet Job‘s suffering goes on. As we
will see at the end of the book, Job, despite his upright character, still needed to grow spiritually and come to
really know God. That being said, we should recognize that there is indeed an unwitting pawn in the story—
Satan the devil. God, knowing Satan‘s nature and temperament, provokes him into taking action against Job—
not to show Job‘s steadfastness off to His adversary but for the ultimate purpose of perfecting Job‘s character,
making him an even better person than he was in preparation for a future in God‘s Kingdom.
―May the Day Perish on Which I Was Born‖ (Job 3)
A week after his friends arrive, when Job at last speaks, he is no longer the composed, almost stoic figure of
the previous chapter. He pours out his heart in a flood of emotion, wishing he had never been born or that he
had died at birth. Some might argue that Job‘s pious integrity was based merely on personal advantage after
all—that his faith and resolve were quickly overthrown. But that is much too hard of an evaluation. Recall that
Job was evidently scraping at his unbearable sores and mulling over his plight for months at this point (see 7:3).
People in agony and torment often cry out and say things they don‘t fully mean.
The danger for Job here is in the possibility of bitterness and despair overwhelming his thinking altogether. As
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on this chapter: ―In chapter 3 Job established an attitude that largely
colored all that he said in the succeeding chapters. In all his many words of despair, nowhere would he come
closer to cursing God to his face (2:5) than here in chapter 3. By cursing the day of his birth, he was questioning
the sovereign wisdom of his Creator [and, it should be added, implying that there was no worthwhile value in
having lived as a servant of God]. At this point the drama is intense, for the Accuser whom we shall never see
again seems to have triumphed. Whether he has or not will be determined by what follows.‖
In verse 8, Job even expresses the wish that those ―who curse the day‖—perhaps meaning professional
cursers like the false prophet Balaam (see Numbers 22–24)—had aimed their hexes at his date of birth. He
refers to these cursers also as ―those who are ready to arouse Leviathan.‖ Leviathan was understood to be a
monster or dragon of the deep. Perhaps the idea was that these cursers would call forth Leviathan to bring forth
a deluge from the sea to cause utter calamity, in this case against his birthday.
Such a statement from Job would not necessarily mean that he believed these cursers had such power. Rather,
he could merely have been lamenting: If only they could have…and if only they did. Yet we should consider that
Leviathan, as we will later see in our reading of chapter 41, may on some level be a figurative description of
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Satan. If that was in Job‘s thinking, then perhaps he knew that the cursers did have access to real spiritual
power—that of the devil—to work dark magic and decree hexes. The irony here would be immense: If only the
devil had killed me…
The irony is even greater near the end of the chapter. Job, longing for death to end his suffering (verses 20-23),
perceived that it was God‘s protective hedge that kept at bay the death for which he longed (see verse 23). How
true this was! Note here that Job was in no way contemplating suicide. As much as he wanted to die, he
realized that life and death were within God‘s purview alone (see also 7:15-21; 10:18-22). Indeed, we should
observe that in all Job said, he did not reject God or God‘s laws.
In 3:25, Job surprisingly reveals that he has lived in fear of what has befallen him. The Bible Reader‘s
Companion suggests in its note on this verse: ―This may be the key to the reason God permitted Job‘s
suffering. Job fears God and tries to serve Him. Yet he also fears the future. Perhaps through his experience
Job will find a deeper faith, one that frees him from terror of the future and permits a deeper love of God.‖
Finally, in ending his opening speech with the words, ―I have no rest, for trouble comes‖ (verse 26), Job seems
to recognize that the coming of his friends brings fresh turmoil and discomfort. It is likely that he well knew that
his friends would view his suffering as evidence of sin and therefore hypocrisy. This, then, gives the starting
point to the great controversy of the book that follows.
―Who Ever Perished Being Innocent?‖ (Job 4–5)
Among Job‘s friends, Eliphaz the Temanite speaks first, showing him probably to be the oldest and likely
reckoned as the wisest. As we will see, Eliphaz is the kindest of the three in his remarks to Job. This, however,
is not to say that his remarks are kind. He begins by saying that Job, a counselor and comforter to others, is not
able be bolstered by his own typical consolation (4:1-6). We then see that Eliphaz is convinced that God would
not punish the truly righteous or sustain the wicked, and that he believes Job must have sinned to be deserving
of such calamitous experiences.
The ―lions‖ of verse 10 are figuratively the wicked—though whether this is a statement about the wicked in
general or one intended to directly identify Job is not clear. Of course, even if generalized, Job and his family
seem to be at least indirectly likened to the decimated pride of lions here. Indeed, this begins to exemplify the
whole problem with Job‘s friends, as we will see. We later are told that Job‘s three friends have not spoken
what is right concerning God (Job 42:7-8). While many of the ideas they express are true in a general sense,
these concepts do not apply universally—and they did not apply in Job‘s case, as God declared him blameless
and upright.
To bolster his case, Eliphaz remarkably points to some sort of night vision or dream wherein a spirit
communicated with him (4:12-17). Whether this was a made-up story, his imagination or a real encounter—be it
with God, a heavenly angel or a demonic imposter—we have no way of knowing. The statement of verse 17
has traditionally been translated as asking if a mortal man can be more righteous and purer than God.
However, there would hardly seem to be a question about that. ―Many grammarians…render it ‗Can a mortal be
found righteous in the presence of God?‘‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 12-21; compare
NRSV). The point would be that Job was certainly guilty of some sin. While this idea was true on the face of it—
and is even part of what Job comes to understand more fully at the end of the book—Eliphaz‘s application of
this truth with respect to Job was wrong, as he was trying to prove that Job‘s suffering was directly related to
some particular sin or sins he had committed.
Eliphaz‘s advice in 5:8—that Job should turn to God for help—was probably rather condescending. Given even
the little we know of Job from the narrative so far, we would have to assume that he was a praying person.
Surely Eliphaz, an actual companion of this righteous man, knew this too. ―How strange to assume that Job
hasn‘t sought God. The advice to ‗just pray about it‘ must seem terribly trite to someone who has been pouring
out his heart to God in utter anguish‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 8).
Interestingly, the apostle Paul quoted the words of Eliphaz in Job 5:13—about God catching the wise in their
own craftiness—as authoritative Scripture, introducing them with the phrase ―It is written‖ (1 Corinthians 3:19).
―This serves as a reminder,‖ notes Gleason Archer in the New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties,
―that many of the general principles the comforters brought up in their dialogue with Job were quite true in
themselves, even though they may not have been appropriate to Job‘s situation, and may by inference have
been grossly unfair to him. But we should remember that Job himself declared to them, ‗Who does not know
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such things as these?‘ (12:3)—i.e., those religious platitudes that they had been preaching to him‖ (p. 396). The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary suggests that all of Eliphaz‘s words in Job 5:9-16 (including verse 13, quoted by
Paul) constitute a creedal hymn.
Indeed, these words may have been part of a psalm already extant within Abraham‘s family that Eliphaz himself
was just quoting. Eliphaz finishes out his first speech with adages about God ultimately delivering those who
repent when chastened by Him. The ―covenant with the stones of the field‖ in verse 23 is probably related to
Psalm 91:12, where God speaks of keeping His servant‘s foot from dashing against a stone. Once more, the
sentiments here are true when applied generally. But Eliphaz was misapplying them—not just in perceiving Job
as having sinned to deserve punishment but in the heartless, tactless proclamation of these truths to one who
needed comfort. Eliphaz says, for instance, that as part of the results of accepting God‘s discipline, ―You will
know that your children will be many‖ (Job 5:25, NIV)—thoughtless of the awful fact that Job‘s children were
dead.
This should serve as a lesson to us of what not to do when people are deeply hurting. Job‘s friends were at
their best when they wept for him and kept quiet. It‘s when they opened their mouths and started ―preaching‖ at
him—with terribly wrong assumptions moreover—that they went off course. We should never approach others
suffering loss of loved ones or terminal illness and start in on them with what they
should do to prevent such problems or how to get straightened out.
Eliphaz‘s patronizing attitude in verse 27 made the situation all the worse—and totally misrepresented God. As
The Bible Reader‘s Companion notes: ―Eliphaz has neatly packaged his God as one who must act according to
his understanding. After all, if the innocent never perish, and if God hears their appeals, all Job has to do is pray
and be healed! Eliphaz never stops to think how presumptuous it is to limit God by his own fallible reasoning.
How foolish are the many Eliphazes among us, whose assurances that ‗if you only have enough faith you‘ll be
healed‘ are just as superficial, harmful, and wrong.‖
Job Pleads for Comfort (Job 6–7)
Job begins his response with an admission that, due to his severe circumstances, his words have been rash
(6:3). It seems that his point here is to inform his friends that they should not pick over everything he says, as
much of it is just anguish and venting.
Eliphaz, we may recall, had told Job to turn to God (5:8). Yet Job had no doubt spent much time in prayer. By
this point, however, Job has come to regard his situation as one of being pierced through with poison arrows
from God. Thus, relief did not seem to immediately lie in that direction (6:4). Instead, he saw a need for relief
and comfort from his friends.
In verse 5 Job pointed out that donkeys and oxen cried out when they were hungry. He was, by analogy, saying
that he himself was crying out because he was in need of nourishment—the nourishment in his case being the
relief and comfort he sought. Yet the tasteless ―food‖ that Eliphaz had thus far provided turned Job‘s stomach
(verses 6-7).
In verses 8-9 Job again wishes for God to bring him the sure relief of death. Verse 10, in which the translation is
disputed, seems to be saying that if he died right now, Job would still find comfort beyond death because he did
not live apart from God‘s words in his life. The implicit concern, though, is that if his present circumstances
continue, he may indeed reject God and lose his future reward. For how, he wonders, can he go on (verses 1113).
In verse 14, Job says that a suffering person‘s friends should treat him kindly even when that friend turns from
God. That is, while it might look like there is a pressing need to ―save‖ a suffering sinner by preaching to him
and warning him, the more immediate need is actually for compassion. This does not mean there is no place for
spiritual advice. But it must come with proper tact and timing—and wisdom.
Job likens his companions to desert wadis that look promising as sources of water from afar but evoke great
disappointment when they are found dried up (verses 15-21). He had not asked them for some great thing like a
ransom or military help to rescue him (verses 22-23). All he was asking for was simple human kindness. The
arguments he had heard thus far were not only worthless to him, but accusatory and unjust (verses 24-30)—
and not at all what he needed right now.
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In chapter 7, Job sinks back into lamenting his condition. He views himself like a weary laborer in drudgery and
toil beneath the heat of the sun looking for shade or the end of the workday (verses 1-2). Yet the end of the day,
when night comes, is no relief to him at all as he struggles with the unceasing agony of his illness, which he has
suffered with for months (verses 3-5).
Job perceives his days as running out fast. And in the time he has left, he wants some answers from God
(verses 6-11). Why, he prays, are You doing this to me? What have I done to deserve this? (verses 12-20).
Why, he asks, won‘t You forgive me? It looks like You are going to let me die unrepentant without showing me
what I need to repent of—so that I will be lost forever (verse 21).
As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes regarding the dispute of chapters 3–27, ―Job repeatedly struggles
over God‘s justice and his own vindication.‖ This will get worse as we go along. How is it then that God will later
proclaim Job right and his friends wrong? The commentary continues: ―A significant difference between their
speeches comes from a difference in relationship with God. Job is determined to be absolutely honest with
God. Job tells God everything, every tear and every doubt. They tell God nothing. They only talk about God,
never to him. This should be kept in mind as we become impatient with Job. We should also keep in mind that
despite all the hair-raising things Job will say, he never asks for restoration. His main concern is about his
relationship with God, and that is why he puts so much stress on vindication. Without vindication all that he is
suffering is proof God is his enemy. So when Job calls God his enemy, the reader must remember these are
words of poetic passion used analogically as the total context proves.‖
Job was not penning a theological treatise in what he was saying. Rather, he was pouring out his heart in a
flood of emotion. And he was pouring it out in the right direction. For if one is going to complain (7:11), God is
the proper ―complaint department,‖ as He is the One who has the power to resolve any and all complaints.
What is most remarkable about Job is that despite the fact that he sees his grief and suffering as coming from
God, he is nevertheless determined to ―hang in there‖ with God. Hoping when there is no hope. Believing
beyond seeing.
“If You Were Pure and Upright…‖ (Job 8)
Bildad the Shuhite now answers. Eliphaz had started by ―attempting a word‖ (see 4:2). Bildad, in contrast,
opens by outright blasting Job, asking him how long he would spew forth his nonsense. In verse 2 of chapter 8,
―Bildad twists Job‘s words of 6:26. Job had acknowledged that he had overreacted with words that belonged to
the wind. To paraphrase Bildad‘s sarcastic response: ‗Yes, you‘re right, Job! All your words are like a mighty
wind; you are full of hot air!‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 8:2).
This demonstrates that Bildad had listened to what Job said—but only with his ears and not with his heart. Job
had described himself as helpless and full of despair (6:13-14, 26). He had pleaded for comfort and compassion
from his friends. Yet, while Bildad had silently mourned with Job for a week, what was his response now? ―It
seems almost incredible that Bildad would reply so callously. There is not only steely indifference to Job‘s plight
but an arrogant certainty that Job‘s children got just what they deserved and that Job was well on his way to the
same fate. The lesson we must learn is that there are such people in the world and that they do their heartless
disservice to mankind under the guise of being the special friend of God‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note
on chapter 8).
Bildad‘s reaction was evidently wholly focused on Job‘s challenge in 6:24: ―Teach me, and I will hold my
tongue; cause me to understand wherein I have erred.‖ Bildad did not have a specific answer for Job. He was
more concerned with the implication that Job had done nothing wrong to deserve what was happening to him.
This contradicted his theological worldview. In chapter 8, Bildad‘s ―one and only theological point [was that]
Job‘s suffering was the proof of his sinfulness. Since God cannot be unjust (v. 3), there is only one conclusion—
Job and his family (v. 4) had received the punishment they deserved. Job should plead for mercy (v. 5). Then, if
he deserved it (v. 6), God would restore him (v. 7).
Bildad failed to see that mercy implies the forgiveness one receives even though he does not deserve it‖ (note
on verses 1-10). Indeed, the fact that all people are wholly undeserving of God‘s grace is one of the
great lessons of the book.
In support of his views, Bildad invokes the tradition of the fathers of times past (verses 8-10). The poetic
discourse beginning in verse 11 appears to be quoting from this tradition. As with Eliphaz, it may be that Bildad
is here quoting from an extant psalm—perhaps one that was known to Abraham and Isaac or possibly even

377

written by them. Again, the principles espoused here are generally true, as Job himself will acknowledge (9:12). It is Bildad‘s application of them with respect to Job that is the problem.
Verse 13 of chapter 8 speaks of the hope of the hypocrite perishing. Bildad reckoned that Job must surely have
been a hypocrite. For while Job maintained his innocence, his suffering, Bildad reasoned, was proof of sin. The
faulty premise here led to a completely wrong conclusion. His earlier remark, ―If you were pure and upright…‖
(verse 6), was meant exactly as it sounded—to indicate that Job obviously was not.
Continuing in the poetic discourse, by applying the metaphor of the fleeting and frail spider‘s web of verses 1415 to the present situation, Bildad implied that Job had trusted in his wealth and estate rather than in God. This
was not true. Recall that after the listing of Job‘s possessions in 1:3 we immediately learned that he was
constantly concerned about his family‘s devotion to God (1:4-5).
The Hebrew at the end of Job 8:16-19 is difficult and the translation is disputed. The New Living Translation
renders the passage this way: ―The godless seem so strong, like a lush plant growing in the sunshine, its
branches spreading across the garden. Its roots grow down through a pile of rocks to hold it firm. But when it is
uprooted, it isn‘t even missed! That is the end of its life, and others spring up from the earth to replace it.‖
In verse 21, it is true that God will not ultimately cast away the blameless and uphold evildoers. Yet this does
not mean that God will not allow the blameless to suffer or even to die. Nor does it mean that God will not, for
the time being, sustain the lives of the disobedient. God in many ways sustains the whole disobedient human
race—for now. But in the end, those who remain faithful to Him will be eternally preserved and those who
choose to ultimately and forever reject Him will be destroyed. Once more, Bildad misapplied this general truth—
seeing Job‘s immediate suffering as proof that he could not be blameless.
Taking God to Court? (Job 9–10)
Job acknowledges that what Bildad has said is true in principle (9:1-2). Yet he views himself as innocent—the
intended nuance of the word ―righteous‖ in verse 2. That is, ―not absolutely sinless, but innocent of any sin
comparable to his suffering‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 28).
Job‘s despairing point here and in what follows is to say: How can I be found innocent before God when God,
who is omnipotent and the ultimate Judge, has set Himself against me? In its note on verse 3, The Nelson
Study Bible states: ―The verb to contend indicates that Job was considering the idea of entering a legal case
against God. The prophets often used this word when speaking of God bringing a legal case against Israel (Is.
1:2; Mic. 6:1). The Hebrew for contend is almost always used metaphorically in Job, referring to a ‗lawsuit‘
between Job and God. Job‘s legal dilemma before the Lord, who served simultaneously as Job‘s judge and
legal adversary (see [Job] 13:20-28), underscores the urgency and hopelessness of Job‘s call for a mediator to
hear his case ([Job 9] v. 33). Job calculates that the chances of answering God‘s interrogation are very slim,
one in a thousand—something God later verifies (see 38:1–42:6). The legal term answer means to respond to
an accusation in court, particularly under crossexamination.‖
Job mentions in 9:9 that God is responsible for the configuration of the stars in forming constellations, a fact
noted later in Amos 5:8. God will later confront Job with this fact (see Job 38:31-33). Indeed, in 9:10 Job
acknowledges that God does great things past finding out. Job should have applied that to his own situation
rather than demanding a full explanation of what God was doing. Of course, considering the unimaginable
ordeal he was going through, it is completely understandable that Job was not always perfectly rational in his
thinking. Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi wrote: ―Imagine how a man who is deprived of everyone he loves, and
at the same time of his house, his habits, his clothes, in short, of everything he possesses: he will be a hollow
man, reduced to suffering and needs, forgetful of dignity and restraint, for he who loses all often easily loses
himself‖ (Survival in Auschwitz, 1958).
In his anguish and confusion, Job begins to consider some disturbing notions about God. As The Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary summarizes: ―Would God ever treat him justly? He doubted it (vv. 14-31). Does God mock
the innocent? Job thought probably so (vv. 21-24). ‗If it is not he, then who is it?‘ (v. 24). These are hard words,
but his question instead of a statement implies doubt. These words are followed in vv. 32-35 with a yearning for
someone strong enough to take up his cause with God. But in chapter 10 Job decided to plead his own cause
and direct all his words to God. How could God who created him [with such obvious care] want to destroy him
and that without any formal charges?‖ (note on Job 9–10). Job wanted to know what he did that was wrong. No
doubt, he had been examining himself for months and remembering that he had tried so hard to please God in
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every detail—to the point God said he was blameless. Considering what he endured, the wonder of all of Job‘s
rhetoric is that he managed to stay so sane.
Regarding Job 10:17, The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―The phrase you renew your witnesses against me is a
legal metaphor that may refer to each new aspect of Job‘s illness. In the equivalent war metaphor, the Lord was
sending changes or troop reinforcements against him.‖ This could even refer to Job‘s friends. Perhaps Job
viewed them as sent by God to condemn him further. Job ends by asking God to leave him alone in the few
days he thinks he has left before he dies. He equates death here with utter darkness (verses 20-22).
―God Exacts From You Less Than Your Iniquity Deserves‖ (Job 11)
Zophar the Naamathite is even more tactless and insensitive than Bildad. Obviously incensed at what Job has
said, seeing it as a mockery of the truth, Zophar decides he needs to really ―let Job have it.‖ And why not? For
in Zophar‘s misapplied theology, Job must be one of the greatest sinners ever.
In verse 4, Zophar seems to exaggerate what Job has said about his innocence, as the book does not record
Job as having said that his doctrine—that is, his teaching—is pure. However, it may be that Jobhas said or
implied this in the past and now Zophar sees it all as utter pretense and hypocrisy.
In fact, Zophar remarks that if God were to give testimony, it would reveal Job to be a worse sinner than even
his suffering demonstrates. The New International Version translates the end of verse 6 as ―Know this: God has
even forgotten some of your sin.‖ The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says that it reads literally as ―God has
forgotten for you some of your sin‖ and that it could, according to an Aramaic reading, mean ―God has made
(allowed) you to forget‖ (footnote on verse 6). The point Zophar is making is that Job doesn‘t know how sinful
he really is—that he deserves worse punishment than he is receiving.
Perhaps the implication is that Job deserves to die and it is only God‘s mercy that preserves him. The irony
here is that there is some truth in what Zophar is saying. All of us deserve death for even the smallest of sinful
thoughts and attitudes we have ever had. God is under no obligation to keep us from the worst pain and
suffering. It is through God‘s mercy that humanity is not destroyed for its constant sin. And it is through His
grace that His servants are preserved despite their stumbling. Job will actually discover at the end of the book
that his own righteousness is nowhere close to what God truly requires to have a relationship with Him. Yet
Zophar means none of this. He views Job‘s suffering as punishment for major sins in his life, yet with God
mercifully pulling some punches.
The Nelson Study Bible notes on verses 7-9: ―When Zophar interrogates Job about the impossibility of
comprehending the deep things of God, he employs for search out the same term Job used to describe God‘s
wonders as beyond ‗finding out‘ (9:10). Thus Zophar may be trying to turn Job‘s words against him by saying
that Job‘s actions are inconsistent with his theology. Since these verses anticipate portions of the Lord‘s
speeches [later in the book] (see 38:16-18, 34-38), Zophar‘s doctrine is correct, but the application is wrong.
Biblical truth misapplied perverts the intent of the Scriptures and misleads. [Moreover] sound doctrine without
love does not please the Lord.‖
Zophar is harshly accusatory of Job. The statement in verse 11 regarding God knowing deceitful men is no
doubt meant to imply that Job was such a person—either that he was intentionally hiding his sin or that, in the
deceitfulness of his heart, he was not admitting his sin to himself. And ―as a retort to Job‘s rhetorical question
(6:5) in which he compared his own cries to the braying of the ‗wild donkey,‘ Zophar employs what may be a
proverbial statement about the wild donkey…[possibly] implying that Job‘s ‗empty talk‘ indicates that he is
empty headed ([Job 11] vv. 3, 12)‖ (note on verses 10-12).
As The Bible Reader‘s Companion explains in its summary of chapters 11-14, here is the solution Zophar gives
in his irrelevant sermonizing: ―The paraphrase: ‗Be devoted to the Lord. Pray. Stop sinning. Then everything will
be fine ([Job 11] vv. 13-16). What a dagger in the heart of a man who has been devoted to God, but is suffering
anyway! And what pain Zophar‘s description of divine blessing must have caused (vv. 17-20). This is exactly
what Job‘s life was like—and all has been lost, in spite of the fact that Job is not at fault!‖
―I Desire to Reason With God…You Are All Worthless Physicians‖ (Job 12–13)
Job responds to his friends with cutting sarcasm: ―No doubt you are the people [i.e., the right people to go to for
all the answers], and wisdom will die with you‖ (verse 2)—as if all the wisdom in the world were concentrated in
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these three men. Job is essentially saying, ―So you think you know it all.‖ He follows this by noting that he
knows as much as them. In fact, he points out that what they have been saying is common knowledge (verse
3).
Yet again Job points out that in accusing him the truths they are relating are being misapplied—as he is
innocent (verse 4). In contrast to their ideas, the wicked often prosper—despite the fact that all life is in God‘s
hand, as the whole creation could teach them (verses 5-10). This was another stab at the notion that they
―knew it all‖ when it came to God. The fact is, they were ignoring what was obvious.
Job points out in verses 11-12 that people learn from what they hear and experience, gaining a measure of
wisdom over the course of a lifetime. But real wisdom and strength, he explains in verse 13, lies with God. The
arrogance of man, he goes on to show, is brought to nothing by the sovereign God who can do whatever He
wants (verses 14-25). It is just foolishness for anyone to try to pin down and understand everything that God is
up to in His dealings with mankind.
Rather than deal anymore with his friends, Job would much rather take his case directly to God (13:3). The
friends have proven themselves ―worthless physicians‖—failing to diagnose the real problem—and even
―forgers of lies‖ with their unjust accusations against him (verse 4). It would be better for them to cease from
their grandiose speeches and just listen (verse 5).
Job points out that their mouths were going to get them into trouble. In their rush to defend God, they were
basically bearing false witness against Job (verses 7-8). They were not even being honest in their defense of
God, as they ignored evidence that ran counter to their beliefs about Him. Job says that God would ultimately
rebuke them for that—as indeed He will at the end of the book. This passage is remarkable on two counts.
First, it shows that even if people put on a great display of piety in standing for God‘s integrity, God will not
accept this unless it is heartfelt, deeply considered and in keeping with His overall ways. Second, we see here
that despite Job‘s struggle to understand what God is doing in the world and in his own situation, he still trusts
in God‘s flawless character and justice. This is why he believes he can ultimately find resolution with God.
―Job was so sure he would be vindicated that he repeated his desire for a hearing before God (vv. 13-19). He
viewed this boldness on his part as one of the evidences that what they said about him was not true. If Job
were a hypocrite, would he be willing to put his life in jeopardy in this way (v. 16)? Such a man would not dare
come before God‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-27).
―If a Man Dies, Shall He Live Again?‖ (Job 13–14)
In Job 13:20, Job launches into His appeal to God. He asks two things: (1) that God would stop terrifying him
with unrelenting suffering (verse 21) and (2) that God would stop hiding Himself and reveal the specific charges
He has against him (verses 22-24).
In verse 26, Job mentions the iniquities of his youth—showing that his life has not been completely sinless. But
have not these been forgiven since he committed to a relationship with God? Yet his early period of
waywardness is the only thing Job can think of that could merit what is now happening to him.
In verse 28 through 14:6, Job sinks back into despair, uttering a poem on the plight of man, agreeing with
Eliphaz‘s assessment that a person is born for trouble and viewing himself as the premier example of that. In
verses 7-12, which may be a continuation of the poem, Job implies that life is better for a tree than a person—
because at least a tree cut down can sprout again while death marks the end for a human being, at least until
far in the future.
This refocuses Job‘s thoughts for a moment on the future resurrection, which he clearly believes in. He asks
that God would bring him the relief of the grave until His wrath is past—that God would then call him forth at the
appointed time. ―To capture the force of Job‘s meaning of halipati, [‗my change‘ or] ‗my renewal‘ [NIV]), we must
note that the same root is used in v. 7 concerning the tree. There the NIV [and NKJV] translated it ‗sprout.‘ A
basic meaning is ‗to have succession.‘ In this verse Job is speaking of succession after death, not the healing of
his body in this life‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 14). The Greek Septuagint translates this
as a word meaning ―rebirth.‖
But Job‘s flicker of hope is short-lived here. As the remainder of chapter 14 shows: ―Job knew that eventually
God would cover all his offenses and long for him as the beneficent Creator who delights in those he made. But
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despite his faith in God‘s power over death, Job was convinced that God would not even allow him the exquisite
release of death…. The waters of suffering continue to erode till his bright hope was a dim memory (v. 19) and
nothing mattered anymore but the pain of his body and the continual mourning of his soul (v. 22)‖ (note on
13:28–14:22). In this world, it appears that he, along with the rest of mankind, has no hope and no future. Yet
through all this, Job who was suffering inconceivable distress, still did not curse God‘s name. We can only
begin to grasp the mental strain Job endured during his time of suffering.
―The Wicked Man Writhes With Pain All His Days‖ (Job 15)
Eliphaz now speaks a second time. It seems that Job‘s statements are taking their toll on him. They are
uncomfortable and, rather than really consider them, Eliphaz decides to lash out at Job in a torrent of
accusation.
Job‘s words, Eliphaz says, are like a destructive east wind that brings harm. Notice verse 4 in the NIV: ―But you
even undermine piety and hinder devotion to God.‖ The Bible Reader‘ Companion notes on this verse: ―Some
today are also shocked that anyone would ask questions about matters of faith. To express doubt or
uncertainties, or to struggle with difficult questions, is viewed as an attack on belief in God. But God is great
enough to survive our questions and doubts. Anyone who is honest in his or her struggle to understand God is
far more likely to come to faith than lose it. The person who truly undermines piety is the one who insists others
be satisfied with superficial or pat answers, is unwilling to face difficulties, and is afraid to ask questions.
Remember again, it is Job who is the man of faith and the three friends that God condemns at the end of this
book‖ (Lawrence Richards, 1991).
Eliphaz goes on to state that all Job is saying is condemning himself (verse 6). He refers to his earlier
statements to Job as ―the consolations of God…spoken gently‖ (verse 11)—yet which Job has arrogantly
rejected. Eliphaz then repeats the thought from his night vision that lowly, vile man cannot stand before God
(verses 14-16; compare 4:17-19). So how dare Job call on God to question Him?
In Eliphaz‘s mind, the time for soft words is over. He proceeds to really blast Job. He says outright that it is the
wicked who writhe continually in pain (verse 20), who live in dread and whose prosperity is destroyed (verse
21), who are hopeless (verse 22) and who defy God (verses 25-26). In short, he is calling Job wicked.
As Eliphaz sees it, the wicked might prosper for a moment—illustrated by the fatness of verse 27—but they will
soon get their deserved comeuppance (verses 28-35). Once again, there is truth in this in the context of
eternity—and often even in this life over the long haul. Yet Eliphaz does not see the frequent reality of the
wicked prospering for years—or the righteous suffering for a long time.
Regarding the final remarks of this speech, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary points out that ―Eliphaz made
sure that all the things that had happened to Job were included—fire consumes (vv. 30, 34; cf. 1:16),
marauders attack (v. 21; cf. 1:17), possessions are taken away (v. 29; cf. 1:17), and houses crumble (v. 28; cf.
1:19). Although the modern reader often misses the point that these barbs are all directed at Job, we can be
sure that Job himself felt their sting‖ (note on verses 21-35).
―Oh, That One Might Plead for a Man With God‖ (Job 16–17)
Job reproaches his friends for their treatment of him, calling them ―miserable comforters‖ (16:2) or, literally,
―comforters of trouble‖—people who make matters worse rather than better. If the shoe were on the other foot,
he would not act like they are now acting but would try to be a source of encouragement and comfort to them
(verses 4-5), in keeping with godly character.
―The phrase shake my head at you indicates a mocking posture (as in Ps. 22:7). However, the word comfort,
meaning ‗to nod the head sympathetically,‘ is used in [Job] 2:11 of the friends who came to console him. [Yet
they obviously failed in their mission.] In effect, Job is saying: ‗Please nod your head with understanding instead
of mocking and ridiculing me‘‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 16:4-5).
But they would not. Job sinks back into mourning his condition. Shockingly, he seems to refer to God as his
tearing, hating, gnashing adversary or enemy (verse 9), though it is possibly that he is personifying his illness—
continuing from the previous verse where he said, ―My leanness rises up against me.‖ The Hebrew word for
―adversary‖ here can mean ―a narrow or tight place,‖ figuratively meaning trouble or affliction (Strong‘s Lexicon,
No. 6862). Of course, it is clear, as we have seen, that Job thinks God counts him as if an enemy (13:24; see

381

also 19:11). Interestingly, however, in chapter 18 Bildad seems to think that Job is referring to him and the other
two counselors as tearing beasts (and thus Job‘s enemy referred to here) and retorts that Job is the one tearing
himself (see 18:3-4). It is true that Job saw himself as a fallen man who was being kicked while he was down—
seemingly something only enemies would do. It is also conceivable that Job realized that Satan, as the enemy
of humanity and God, was particularly his own enemy.
In any case, whoever or whatever Job is labeling as his devastating enemy, there is no question in his mind that
his illness and even the torment from his friends is ultimately from God—either directly or because God has
allowed it. And this was in fact so. Job is correct in verse 11 when he states: ―God has delivered me to the
ungodly, and turned me over to the hands of the wicked.‖ For as we know, God had told the very king of the
wicked, Satan the devil, ―Behold, he is in your hand‖ (2:6).
Yet by the wicked here, Job probably had particular people in mind—passersby perhaps—who were taunting
and even striking him and spitting on him, though he may be using these terms metaphorically for mistreatment
(16:10; 17:6; see also 30:1, 9-12). Indeed, if metaphorical, it is possible that Job is referring to his friends,
classifying them among the wicked.
Job 16:9-11 seems to also be a foreshadowing of the suffering of Jesus Christ. The words ―They gape at me
with their mouth‖ are later used by David in Psalm 22:13—this psalm picturing the future suffering of the
Messiah. In His time of greatest torment, Jesus finally came to the point where He, like David, cried out, ―My
God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?‖ (Psalm 22:1; Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34). Christ obviously felt
some of what Job was feeling.
―[Job 16] verses 18, 22, and 17:1 indicate that Job thought he would die before he could be vindicated before
his peers; so he was concerned that the injustice done to him should never be forgotten. That is what he meant
when he called on the earth never to cover his blood or bury his cry (v. 18). In Genesis 4:10-11 Abel‘s innocent
blood was crying out to God as a witness against Cain. So Job was consoled to think his cry would continue
after his death. And there is one in heaven who would listen to it (vv. 19-21)‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on 16:18–17:2).
In 16:21, Job longs for someone to intercede for him with God. On one level, this was probably a desire for
Job‘s friends to cease from their accusations and start praying for him. Yet it may also anticipate the role of
Jesus Christ, our Intercessor and Advocate (see Hebrews 7:25; 1 John 2:1). In praying to God in Job 17:3, ―Job
uses the language of ancient business contracts and asks some ‗pledge‘ (down payment) from God as security
against the vindication that will surely come. Only God can demonstrate Job‘s innocence and despite his
despair and ambivalence he believes that God will‖ (The Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 3-9).
The translation of verses 8-9 is disputed. Some see the meaning as truly righteous people being unhappy with
the hypocritical friends—or that they would be if they were made aware of the situation. Yet others see Job as
being sarcastic here—speaking of ―the innocent‖ (his friends) stirred up against ―the hypocrite‖ (himself). In
context, the latter seems more likely. The Good News Bible paraphrases the passage this way: ―Those who
claim to be honest are shocked, and they all condemn me as godless. Those who claim to be respectable are
more and more convinced that they are right.‖ This flows right into verse 10: ―As for all of you, come back and
try again! But I will not find a wise man among you‖ (New Living Translation).
In the Hebrew wording of verses 11-16, it is not clear if Job is entertaining the possibility of hope and realizing
the foolishness of wishing for death or if he is belittling the idea of hope and is in fact wishing for the relief death
would bring.
What Did You Call Me? (Job 18)
Bildad takes offense at what he believes Job has implied about him and the other two counselors: So you think
we‘re beasts. So you think we‘re stupid (compare verse 3). He then lashes out in a rather vicious diatribe.
Bildad paints Job as the wicked punished with disease and loss of family—and whose memory and posterity is
to be wiped from the earth.
Why was Bildad really here? Was it to comfort Job? Or was it to feel good about himself—to be able to
congratulate himself for doing some good deed? If the former, he should have expected a suffering, griefstricken person to say some highly emotional things. And he should have been ready to roll with the punches,
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as it were. Yet Job had offended him—this noble man who was here to help. How dare someone put him
down?
Furthermore, Job‘s words were probably causing Bildad to question some deeply ingrained beliefs. Indeed, Job
was demanding that these beliefs be questioned—and overturned. Bildad was incensed at the audacity. And
rather than face the disturbing questions, he did as Eliphaz had done and reacted emotionally—basically more
forcefully trying to ram the same old argument that the wicked receive total retribution in this life down Job‘s
throat.
In all likelihood, Bildad still justified his approach with the notion that he was helping Job in leading him to a
proper understanding. Previous arguments hadn‘t worked—so now it was time to put some fear into Job. Of
course, this was ridiculous considering how much Job had already lost and the fact that he had no doubt
completely mulled all of this over already for the past several months. Moreover, it was cruel and insensitive
considering what Job had gone through and was still experiencing. Did Bildad truly think this was going to fix
the problem? For all of us, Job‘s three friends are a tremendous example of what not to do and how not to react
when trying to comfort a suffering, grieving person.
―For I Know That My Redeemer Lives, and…I Shall See God‖ (Job 19)
The words of Job‘s friends do not bounce right off him. They wound him deeply—leaving him shattered—on top
of what he‘s already going through. His friends have wronged him with all their accusation and lack of pity and
comfort (verses 1-3).
Job‘s response to their using the disgrace of his disease to plead the case that he is guilty of sin is to say that
God has wronged him (verses 5-6). Perhaps softening this accusation is the fact that the word translated
―wronged‖ could also be rendered ―overthrown,‖ as it is in the earlier King James Version and in Green‘s Literal
Translation. Either way, while it is true that God bears responsibility for what is happening to Job, Job‘s
understanding of what is occurring is gravely mistaken. Furthermore, as has already been stated, people in
great suffering often blurt out things they don‘t fully mean. The great God of perfect compassion understands.
Job goes on to relate more of his unrelenting sufferings—unable to comprehend why God would afflict him with
these things. Verse 9 shows him stripped of glory and crown—demonstrating that Job was probably a king (see
also Job 29).
In 19:20, after Job says, ―My bone clings to my skin and to my flesh,‖ we see words that have become an idiom
in the English language for a narrow escape: ―I have escaped by the skin of my teeth‖ or, as it is more properly
rendered in the earlier King James Version, ―with the skin of my teeth.‖ The idea that a narrow escape is meant
here is probably incorrect. In context, perhaps he is simply saying that of all his bones, his teeth alone do not
cling to skin—as they have no skin. On the other hand, some see the skin of the teeth as meaning the gums—
and that Job is saying that only his gums are unaffected by his illness. John Gill‘s Exposition of the Entire Bible
offers this intriguing possibility: ―Some have thought that Satan, when he smote Job from head to feet with
ulcers, spared his mouth, lips, and teeth, the instruments of speech, that he might therewith curse God, which
was the thing he aimed at, and proposed to bring him to, by getting a grant from God to afflict him in the manner
he did.‖
Suffering as he does, having described his abandonment by friends and family (verses 13-19) and seemingly
by God, he cries out from his isolation to his three visiting friends for pity (verses 21-22). Then in verses 23-24
Job wishes that his words would be written down, engraved as a permanent record. His thought here was the
same as in 16:18, where he asked that the earth not cover his blood when he died—that it would remain as a
witness. Bildad had warned how death would remove the memory of Job from the earth (18:12). The amazing
fact is that Job‘s words have remained for all time—preserved through this book of Job we are now reading.
Surprisingly, in the midst of his despair, we learn that Job is confident that God will not forget him. He looks
forward to the far future when his ―Redeemer‖—the divine Kinsman who would buy him back from suffering and
death and ultimately vindicate him—would at last stand on the earth (verse 25). Job seems immediately to
relate this to his own resurrection at that time. The NKJV says: ―And after my skin is destroyed, this I know, that
in my flesh I shall see God‖ (verse 26). The last clause here is disputed. As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary
notes, ―The debate centers around whether it is ‗in the flesh‘ or ‗apart from the flesh‘ that Job [will have] this
experience. The Hebrew could go either way‖ (note on verses 25-27). The Holy Scriptures translation by the
Jewish Publication Society (JPS), renders it: ―Then without my flesh shall I see God.‖ Many insist that the
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meaning here must be ―in my flesh‖ because Job mentions his eyes then beholding God (verse 27), which is
only possible with a body. The truth of the matter, however, is that it is possible to have a body that is not made
of flesh. Indeed, 1 Corinthians 15 explains that the resurrection bodies of the saints will be composed of spirit,
as ―flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God‖ (verse 50; compare verses 45, 49).
Yet there is another possible translation of this passage that does allow for ―in my flesh‖—and fits in context
with Job‘s lamenting. Note it in the new JPS translation: ―But I know that my Vindicator lives; in the end He will
testify on earth—this, after my skin will have been peeled off. But I would behold God while still in my flesh, I
myself, not another, would behold Him; would see with my own eyes‖ (verses 25-27, Tanakh). In other words,
this translation sees Job as basically saying, ―I know I will see God at the resurrection, but I would really like to
face Him right now—to confront Him with my situation.‖
Job ends in verses 28-29 with a warning to his friends. Rather than be all concerned with trying to establish the
fact of his sin, they should be worried about their own wrong in how they are dealing with him. For they are right
about one thing—a judgment is coming.
―I Have Heard the Rebuke that Reproaches Me‖ (Job 20)
Zophar now speaks for the second and last time. He ―took Job‘s words, especially [Job‘s] closing words in
19:28-29, as a personal affront. Job had dared to assert that on Zophar‘s theory of retribution Zophar himself
was due for punishment. To Zophar such could only happen to the wicked. Zophar was the most emotional of
the three; and he was not about to let Job‘s rebuke go unanswered, though in chapter 19 Job had earnestly
pled for a withdrawal of their charges. Here he had nothing new to say to Job but said it with passion. The
speech is full of terrifying imagery‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,note on verses 1-3).
Indeed, Zophar‘s speech is utterly scathing. Where Job had asked the earth to not cover his blood and stated
that he had a witness in heaven (16:18-19), Zophar says that the earth would rise up against the wicked—
meaning Job—and that heaven would reveal his sin. In fact, Zophar said that the wicked person would perish
forever like his own dung (verse 7), which is buried in the earth.
It is staggering to witness the steeply escalating excoriation and threatening warnings in the speeches of Job‘s
friends. As he scrapes at his painful boils and struggles in agony to understand what is happening to him, crying
out to his friends ever more fervently for caring pity and comfort, they instead hammer and bludgeon him worse
than before.
―Why Do the Wicked Live and Become Old…?‖ (Job 21)
Job makes another attempt to answer his friends but believes they will just keep mocking him as they have
been (verses 1-3). He responds to their notion that the wicked always get what they deserve in this life in short
order with observations of just the opposite—that they usually seem to live out their lives pretty comfortably.
In verse 19, he anticipates a response of, ―Well, at least their children will pay for what they‘ve done.‖ But how,
he asks, would that be justice when the wicked themselves are left unaffected—when they won‘t even know
what their children are experiencing because they‘ll be dead? (verses 19-21).
The translation of verse 30 is disputed. In the New King James Version, the meaning seems to be that the
wicked will ultimately get theirs on the final day of judgment—implying that most of them have smooth sailing
until then. Yet other versions render this as the wicked being kept from any present day of judgment—being
brought out in escape from current calamity.
In verse 22, Job seems to admit that he is not worthy or capable of instructing God on what is righteous and
just, but he just has to question what God is thinking here. It is a hard matter, and Job thinks his friends are
ridiculous for thinking they have it all figured out—especially when he is here shredding their arguments,
showing their answers to be empty and false (verse 34).
In actuality, their arguments bore a kernel of truth. The apparently idyllic life of the wicked is often an outward
façade. Sin does carry consequences in the here and now. Automatic penalties for faithlessness and
disobedience are often at work in the lives of the wicked, denying them true happiness and fulfillment. However,
Job‘s friends were completely mistaken in thinking that sinful living would result in almost immediate direct
retribution from God. They also denied the obvious fact that the wicked did not live in constant terror and agony.
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And further, they were completely wrong in their assumption that those who faithfully serve God never
experience terror and agony except when they stumble and sin.
―Is Not Your Wickedness Great, and Your Iniquity Without End?‖ (Job 22)
Eliphaz now responds for the third and last time, giving a renewed rebuke and a call to repentance. He opens
by asking of what benefit or pleasure it is to God whether Job is innocent (verses 1-3). The question itself
seems absurd. It is true that God does not need righteous servants, but He does desire them. From other
passages, we know that God delights in the righteous and that He experiences joy when people repent.
Eliphaz‘s questions seem to imply that God doesn‘t really care one way or the other—and that Job is an
arrogant fool for thinking otherwise.
Yet Eliphaz sees this as really a moot point—since he believes Job is not innocent. In verse 4, Eliphaz mocks
Job: ―Is it because of your fear of Him that He corrects you…?‖ Eliphaz sees no evidence of a right fear of God
on Job‘s part. Instead, to him, all the evidence points to sinfulness.
In fact, as Eliphaz sees it, since Job‘s suffering is great, his sin must be great too (see verse 5). Eliphaz then
launches into a list of specific charges of particular sins. Where in the world did he come up with these?
Probably from reasoning backwards. First of all, Job‘s ongoing insistence regarding his own righteousness
before God probably made it look like he was actually convinced of his faithfulness to God, which to Eliphaz
means Job must have made a pretense of religion while neglecting important areas. The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary suggests: ―Eliphaz felt Job had deceived himself by trusting in his ritual piety (what he had done
for God) while his real sin was what he failed to do for his fellow man‖ (note on verses 4-11). And since Job‘s
sufferings were the worst ever seen, his sins must have been particularly severe—social oppression and
neglect being perceived as very serious in a society that viewed hospitality as one of the chief human
responsibilities. It appears that Eliphaz fabricated these particular charges to fit the facts as he saw them.
There was one big problem though—these were not facts at all. They were baseless, made-up lies. Job was not
like this at all, as we know from the testimony of God himself at the beginning of the book. Moreover, Eliphaz
accuses Job of thinking that God is so far off as to not be able to see what Job is doing (verses 12-14). Yet
while it is true that Job has lamented God‘s apparent indifference to the wicked, he has also directly complained
of God‘s overbearing watchfulness over him to pursue him with calamity. Job certainly did not think he could
hide anything from God.
Notice verses 17-18. Eliphaz denounces hypocritical wicked people for rejecting God even though God has
―filled their houses with good things.‖ Did you catch that? Eliphaz, Bildad and Zophar have been contending that
God only curses the wicked—but here we see Eliphaz saying that God has blessed them with their
possessions. Which is it? Eliphaz could not see the contradiction in his own beliefs.
In verses 21-30, Eliphaz gives a wonderful call to repentance—for a person ―to submit; to be at peace with God
(v. 21); to hear God‘s word and hide it in his heart (v. 22); to return to the Almighty and forsake wickedness (v.
23); to find delight in God rather than in gold (vv. 24-26); and to pray, obey (v. 27), and become concerned
about sinners (vv. 29-30)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 21-30). The big problem with this statement is that
Eliphaz is making it to the wrong person. Job is innocent of the charges leveled against him. He is in no way the
uncaring, wealth-obsessed miser Eliphaz has painted him as. Indeed, this man whom God called upright was
just the opposite. Job will in fact repent at the end of the story, but not for any of the false accusations of Job‘s
friends.
In its note on verse 30, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―Eliphaz‘s prediction that God would deliver one who is
not innocent through the purity of Job‘s hands would be fulfilled ironically through Job‘s prayer for the three
friends [at the end of the book] (42:8-10).‖
―I Would Present My Case Before Him‖ (Job 23–24)
Job does not answer Eliphaz‘s outrageous charges. Instead, he groans and wishes he could go to God and
present his case before Him. In verse 5, the phrase ―I would know the words which He would answer
me‖ means ―I would like to know His answer.‖
In contrast to Eliphaz‘s apparent contention that God did not really care whether Job was innocent (see 22:1-3),
Job is convinced that God did care and that if he could reason with God, then he would at last be delivered.
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While Job cannot travel about to find God, he realizes that God, in contrast, knows exactly where to find him
because God is putting him through his current trial (verses 8-10).
Job‘s point in verse 10 about emerging from God‘s test as gold compares to similar imagery in later passages
where the purification of gold and silver are used to typify trials refining God‘s people (e.g., Deuteronomy 4:20;
Psalm 66:10; Isaiah 48:10; 1 Peter 1:6-7; 4:12; Revelation 3:18). However, in Job 23:10 it is not clear if Job is
saying that his current trial will burn away his impurities leaving only gold, or pure character, remaining—or if he
means that the test will reveal him as having had pure character all along. The latter seems more likely since, in
the next two verses, he states that he has not departed from God‘s commandments (indirectly refuting Eliphaz‘s
charges).
The precise meaning of Job 24:1 is debated. The phrase ―Since times are not hidden from the Almighty‖ could
also be rendered ―Why are times not stored up [or reserved] by the Almighty?‖ The point of the entire verse
might be: ―Why does God not reserve particular times or days and make His servants aware of them?‖ These
times could refer to God setting days for holding court or to meet with His servants in need (in conjunction with
Job‘s desire in chapter 23 to appear before God). Alternatively, the times could refer to set periods of judgment
(to deal with the sinners Job describes in 24:2-17).
It seems that Job‘s concern for his own unjust suffering has sparked the thought about the broader issue that
many innocent people in the world are made to suffer at the hands of sinners who themselves do not have to
pay for their crimes. How is that fair?
Verses 18-25 are disputed. Note how the New King James Version has added the italicized word ―should‖ a
number of times in verses 18 and 20. Without this, the verses are statements of fact concerning the fate of the
wicked, as other versions render them. Many, including the NKJV editors, do not think Job would be saying that
the wicked will get theirs, as this seems not to fit in context and agrees too much with his friends‘ argument.
However, Job could well be noting that the wicked will eventually receive punishment in the end—and is just
upset that they seem to get off scot-free until then. Others see him as pronouncing a curse on the wicked here
(because God doesn‘t seem willing to) or stating what God should do as in the NKJV. Verses 22-24 may refer
to not just the wicked but all men ultimately being brought low, seeming to show that God uses His power
arbitrarily.
There is so much wickedness—so much of man hurting his fellow man. Why does God let it go on? Why
doesn‘t He bring immediate judgment? Why do the innocent have to suffer at the hands of cruel and wicked
men? Why does God Himself bring terrible suffering on Job, who is innocent? This is the essence of what Job
wants to understand in this passage—the case he would bring before God.
Man a Maggot? (Job 25–26)
In chapter 25, Bildad speaks for the third and last time. He still cannot accept Job‘s declaration of himself as
righteous. Furthermore, as The Nelson Study Bible notes on verses 5-6, ―Bildad‘s view of God‘s dominion and
majesty in the heavens causes him to devalue mortal man as a maggot. He responds insensitively to Job by
suggesting that Job does not need to wait until he dies to be grouped with maggots
(the same Hebrew word that Job used in 17:14). This was caustic sarcasm, for Job was in fact covered with
worms (see 7:5).‖
While Bildad is right in making the point that human beings of themselves, corrupt and impure, are morally
unworthy to have anything to do with God, he is wrong in making it seem that mankind is essentially worthless
in God‘s eyes. God would later show just how much He values mankind through Jesus Christ actually becoming
a human being and suffering for them—and that to rescue even the worst
of sinners. Bildad‘s brief speech here is the last we hear from Job‘s three friends in the book. Zophar has no
third speech.
God Is Beyond Human Understanding (Job 25–26)
Job evaluates the counsel of Bildad as worthless (the ―you‖ here being singular in the original Hebrew). While
the New King James Version presents the opening verses of the chapter as questions, they could also be
translated as sarcastic statements, as in the New International Version and New Living Translation. The Good
News Bible renders verses 1-4 this way: ―What a big help you are to me—poor, weak man that I am! You give
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such good advice and share your knowledge with a fool like me! Who do you think will hear all your words?
Who inspired you to speak like this?‖
In the remainder of the chapter, Job makes several statements about God‘s great power and majesty (verses 514). This response may have been sparked by Bildad‘s cosmic references, where he said the moon and stars
pale before God (compare 25:5). Most likely, Job was criticizing Bildad and his other two friends for thinking
they knew all about what the Almighty Creator was doing. Job points out some of the great mysteries of the
creation and then asserts that these things don‘t even scratch the surface of God‘s wonders and ways
(compare verse 14).
Job demonstrates surprisingly accurate scientific understanding in this ancient context. Notice verse 7, where
he states that God ―stretches out the north over empty space; He hangs the earth on nothing.‖ Author Grant
Jeffrey remarks on this verse in his book The Signature of God:
―This [verse] was an astonishingly advanced and accurate scientific statement. The ancient pagans, who were
contemporary with Job, believed that the earth was balanced on the back of an elephant that rested on the back
of a turtle. Other pagans believed that the mythological hero Atlas carried the earth on his shoulders. However,
[nearly] four thousand years ago, Job was inspired by God to correctly declare that God ‗hangs the earth on
nothing.‘ Only a century ago scientists believed that the earth and stars were supported by some kind of ether.
Yet Job accurately stated that our planet moves in its orbit through empty outer space.
―[Moreover] an astonishing discovery by astronomers recently revealed that the area to the north of the axis of
our earth toward the polar star is almost empty of stars in contrast to the other directions. There are far more
distant stars in every other direction from our earth than in the area to the far north of our planet. As Job
reported, ‗He stretches out the north over empty space‘ (Job 26:7). Mitchell Wardrop wrote the following
statement in an article in Science magazine. ‗The recently announced ‗hole in space,‘ a 300 million-light-year
gap in the distribution of galaxies, has taken cosmologists by surprise…. Samples in the Northern Hemisphere,
lying in the general direction of the constellation Bootes, showed striking gaps …‘ (Mitchell Wardrop, ‗Delving
the Hole in Space,‘ Science magazine, Nov. 27, 1981). This relative emptiness in the direction to the North of
our solar system is not visible by the naked eye. It is only as the result of very careful observation by [modern]
telescopes that scientists have recently proven that Job was correct‖ (1996, pp. 114-115).
The ―serpent‖ God pierced in Job 26:13 is probably related to God stirring up the ocean in verse 12, as the
original Hebrew in verse 12 has ―the ocean…Rahab‖—a word meaning ―fierce‖ that other passages define as a
serpent cut apart by God (see Psalm 89:10; Isaiah 51:9). Isaiah 30:7 analogizes Egypt as Rahab. And as was
stated in the Bible Reading Program commentary on this reference, Rahab seems to be equated on one level
with the Egyptian crocodile god Sobek, whose name means ―rager.‖ Yet the real power behind the throne of
human empires and the one behind the mask of pagan deities is Satan the devil. The serpent of old who was in
the Garden of Eden (see Genesis 3; Revelation 12:9), Satan is the ultimate serpent Rahab. This name actually
occurs earlier in the book of Job. In 9:13, ―allies of the proud‖ is literally ―allies of Rahab‖—who will lie prostrate
beneath God. As we will later see, Rahab seems also to be equated with the sea monster Leviathan, which is
another likely picture of Satan. Ironically, Job did not realize that all that he himself was going through would yet
demonstrate God‘s power over Satan.
―Far Be It From Me That I Should Say You Are Right‖ (Job 27–28)
Job continues with his response, now addressing not just Bildad but all three of his friends (as the ―you‖ in verse
5 is plural). In verses 2-6, though Job accuses God of denying him justice and dealing him a bitter experience,
he takes an oath in God‘s name to be completely honest and hold fast to his integrity and innocence. In
whatever he himself says, he will not stoop to the level of his friends in their dishonest approach. In verse 7, Job
asks that anyone who would be his enemy (the Hebrew here means ―hater‖) would be reckoned among the
wicked. And there is no way Job is going to act like such a person because, despite Job‘s previous statements
that things often seem to go well for the wicked, Job knows that there is no guarantee that this will be so—and if
things do take a downturn, the wicked cannot expect God to help them (verses 8-10). This shows that Job
considered that he himself had a reasonable expectation that God would hear him.
Job‘s point here and in the remainder of the chapter is to warn his friends that by treating him as they have
been, they are actually joining the ranks of the wicked and can expect the punishment of the wicked—the very
thing they have been warning him about. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on verses 11-12: ―Job was
saying, ‗Must I teach you about God‘s power to punish? Indeed, I could never conceal from you a subject on
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which you have expounded at length.‘‖ Yet he proceeds, in verses 13-23, to remind them of just what lies in
store for the wicked—using their own approach against them.
―Where Can Wisdom Be Found?‖ (Job 27–28)
In the next chapter, Job makes the point that while man is special, distinct from animals, in being able to employ
technology to explore the hidden depths of the earth and mining its ores and gems, he can‘t find wisdom this
way. True wisdom cannot be found through natural exploration (28:1-14). Nor can it be bought (verses 15-19).
True wisdom, Job explains, comes only from God (verses 20-23).
God is the only one who knows everything that can be known (compare verse 24). Once again, Job displays
some remarkable scientific knowledge—understanding that itself seems to have come from God. Note verses
24-26: ―For he looks to the ends of the earth, and sees under the whole heavens, to establish a weight for the
wind, and apportion the waters by measure. When he made a law for the rain, and a path for the thunderbolt.‖
The Signature of God by author Grant Jeffrey states:
―In this intriguing statement the Bible reveals that the winds are governed by their weight, a fact that scientists
have only determined in the last century. How could Job have known that the air and the wind patterns are
governed by their actual weight? Meteorologists have found that the relative weights of the wind and water
greatly determine the weather patterns. The passage also reveals a profound appreciation of the fact that there
is a scientific connection between lightning, thunder and the triggering of rainfall. Apparently, a slight change in
the electrical charge within a cloud is one of the key factors that causes microscopic water droplets in the
clouds to join with other droplets until they are heavy enough to fall to earth. In addition, we now know that a
powerful electric charge as high as 300 million volts in a cloud sends a leader stroke down through the air to the
ground. Instantaneously, only one-fiftieth of a second later, a second more powerful return stroke travels back
up to the cloud following the path through the air opened by the leader stroke. The thunder occurs because the
air within this channel or path has been vaporized by superheating it to fifty thousand degrees by the lightning.
The superheated air expands outward at supersonic speed creating the noise of thunder. Job‘s description, ‗He
made a law for the rain and a path for the thunderbolt‘ (Job 28:26) is startling in its accuracy. No human could
have known this in ancient times without the divine revelation of God‖ (pp. 118-119).
Verse 27 notes that God established His wisdom from creation. And the only way for a person to really come to
understand it, as the next verse explains, is to have a proper fear of God and depart from evil (compare
Proverbs 1:7; 9:10). It is interesting to consider how God described Job at the beginning of the book: ―a
blameless and upright man, one who fears God and shuns evil‖ (Job 1:8). And through Job‘s relationship with
God, he will ultimately gain the understanding he seeks.
Gone Are the Good Old Days (Job 29–30)
Job continues his speech in chapter 29, longing for the ―good old days‖ when it was clear that God was with
him—when things were going well and people highly respected him. In verse 2 we see again that Job has been
suffering his present condition for a number of months (compare 7:3).
Chapter 29 shows that Job was a ruler. We earlier saw that he wore a crown (19:9). Now we learn more about
his role. He sat as judge (29:7-17), ―as chief‖ and ―as a king in the army‖ (verse 25). The public square adjoining
the city gate (verse 7) was the center of town government and commerce. When Job took his seat here,
everyone demonstrated great respect for his position. Young men scattered—as it was inappropriate for them
to be prominent before him—and the city elders all stood up (verse 8). Princes and nobles demonstrated their
respect for him by remaining silent (verses 9-10)—presumably until invited to speak.
Job says the people appreciated his rule (verse 11) because he was a righteous and just ruler who stood up for
the little guy—who rescued the vulnerable and helpless from those who sought to take advantage of them or
cause them harm (verses 12-17). The citizens valued his counsel (verses 21-23). Some have translated verse
24 as saying, ―I laughed at them when they had no confidence [in a kindly, encouraging way perhaps], and the
light of my countenance they did not cast down‖ (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 24).
Others see the word translated here as laughed or mocked as meaning smiled (see the NIV for example). Yet
the same word occurs just two verses later in 30:1, where it clearly means laugh or mock.
Regarding verse 25, Expositor‘s states: ―The last line of this verse [‗as one who comforts mourners‘] is awkward
[in context] as currently translated, but there is no need to drop the line as NEB [the New English Bible] does
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nor to emend the text. Not a single consonant or word needs to be changed. Only a change in the vowels of the
last two words creates the line…‗as I conducted them they were led‘‖ (footnote on verse 25). Recall that in the
original Hebrew, there were no vowels, only consonants.
Chapter 30 snaps back to the grim hear and now. Rather than respect, Job now receives contempt even from
those viewed as the lowlife of that society, the sons of outcast ruffians (verses 1-11). ―To demonstrate the
unfairness of God Job takes each of the themes he introduced in chap. 29 and contrasts his past and present
state. Now [in chapter 30] Job is mocked by young and old (vv. 1-8) and verbally attacked (vv. 9-15). Now there
is no blessing from God, but only suffering (vv. 16-17) and affliction (vv. 18-19), however urgently Job pleads
(vv. 20-23). Perhaps worst of all, there is no compassion for one who constantly showed his compassion for
others (vv. 24-31). No matter how great Job‘s suffering, there is no relief‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible
Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on chap. 30).
Job‘s statements in chapters 29–30 regarding his help and compassion for others in need rebuts Eliphaz‘s
contrived charges against him in 22:5-9. We have no reason to doubt Job‘s description of himself, as it is well in
keeping with God‘s description of him as blameless and upright. Job will have more to say on the issue of his
treatment of others when he concludes this summary discourse in the next chapter.
Job Rests His Case (Job 31)
Job brings his discourse to a close. He basically places himself under an oath of innocence, inviting God to
impose curses on him if he can be proven guilty. Where the New King James Version in verse 35 has the
words, ―Here is my mark,‖ the NIV has ―I sign now my defense.‖ In other words, with this chapter, Job is resting
his case—waiting, as the same verse explains, for God to answer him. It is clear from the chapter that Job must
be extremely confident of acquittal.
The Nelson Study Bible states that Job‘s oath ―bears a general similarity to the oath of clearance, widely used
in ancient Mesopotamia. In this oath, an accused person would swear his innocence at a trial. However, the
ethical content of Job‘s confession, with its emphasis on inward motivation (see vv. 1, 2, 24, 25, 33, 34) and
attitude (see vv. 1, 7, 9, 26, 27, 29, 30), is unique and unparalleled until Jesus‘ Sermon on the Mount (see Matt.
5–7)‖ (note on Job 31:1-40).
Indeed, Job in the first verse mentions having made a covenant with his eyes not to look on a young woman.
The typical Hebrew word for ―look‖ is not used here. Rather, the word here, translated ―think‖ in the old KJV, is
biyn, which conveys a sense of setting apart mentally (Strong, No. 995)—really focusing.
The obvious implication is that this looking is with lustful intent. Job knew it was wrong to sexually desire a
woman other than his wife, as Christ would later make clear (see Matthew 5:27). In an Old Testament setting,
this seems rather remarkable and demonstrates that Job well understood the spirit of God‘s law. He also
realized that violation of even the spirit of the law would ultimately bring punishment from God (Job 31:2-3). Of
course, it is not wrong to merely look at a beautiful woman. Nor is it wrong to appreciate beauty. Most likely,
Job‘s determination was that if the sight of a woman began to entice him to lust, then he would look away and
think about other things. This is the approach all of us should take.
No doubt Job, in trying to understand what was happening to him, had for months been taking as weeping
personal inventory of his life—including his inward thoughts and motivations. And here we see his concluding
declaration on the various aspects of his life.
Besides avoiding sexual lust, we see that Job was not a person of falsehood and deceit (verse 5). In verse 7 he
says that his heart has not walked after his eyes, probably meaning here that he has not been motivated by ―the
lust of the eyes‖ (1 John 2:16) in coveting things he sees. Job then remarks further on his commitment to not
even entertain adulterous thoughts, much less act on them or to even allow himself to be in a compromising or
tempting situation (Job 31:9).
In verses 13-15 Job addresses his treatment of his servants. Though a great ruler, Job‘s approach and
reasoning here is again remarkable. He realized that it was important to properly esteem them or he would face
divine retribution. Moreover, he saw that this esteem was utterly legitimate. Unlike other rulers of his day, Job
would well agree with the words in the U.S. Declaration of Independence defying Old World aristocracy: ―All
men are created equal.‖ Since God made all people, all people must be respected for that very fact—and they
must all be treated according to the standards God has given for dealing with all other human beings.
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In verses 16-23, Job comments on his treatment of the needy—the poor, widows and orphans. Again, as in the
previous chapter, he rebuts Eliphaz‘s specific accusations against him in 22:5-9. In verses 24-25, Job rejects
his friends‘ earlier implied accusations that he was motivated by greed and wealth or made proud by it (see
20:18-22; 22:23-26).
In verses 26-28 of chapter 31, Job maintains that he has not observed the sun and moon and been motivated
to kiss his hand, referring to ―the apparent ancient custom of kissing the hand as a prelude to the superstitious
and idolatrous act of throwing a kiss to the heavenly bodies‖ (Nelson, note on verse 27).
In verse 29-30, we may again be surprised at Job‘s ―New Testament approach‖ to dealing with enemies—not
cursing them or gloating over their misfortunes. Yet we should realize that this approach is mentioned in the Old
Testament as well as the New (compare Exodus 23:4-5; Proverbs 24:17-18; Matthew 5:43-47; Romans 12:1721). Interestingly, Job understood these principles before Exodus and Proverbs were written. It is not
improbable that Abraham, Isaac and Jacob were familiar with these concepts.
In verses 31-32 we see that Job freely shared his food and home with his servants and all who came his way.
The translation of verse 33 is disputed since the word adam can mean the first man Adam or man in general.
So Job could be saying either ―If I have covered my transgressions as Adam did…‖ (compare NKJV) or ―If I
have covered my transgressions as men do…‖ (compare NIV). The latter seems more likely since the first man
Adam was not motivated by fear of contempt from groups of people (compare verse 34). In any case, Job‘s
point here is that he has not been hiding secret sins.
In verse 35, as already noted, Job essentially declares that he rests his case. Note again the NIV rendering,
along with the end of the verse: ―I sign now my defense—let the Almighty answer me; let my accuser put his
indictment in writing.‖ Job says he would then carry the list of accusations to God and answer every one,
approaching God boldly as a prince would (verses 36-37).
Finally, Job remembers one more area in which he might be accused—his stewardship over the land God had
entrusted to his care. Here, too, Job is confident of his innocence (verses 38-40). And with this statement, Job
ends his words. His three friends have no more to say either. They are convinced that Job is a hopeless cause
because he remains righteous or innocent in his own eyes (32:1). Their mistake of course is that Job has
accurately detailed the course of his life—he has not committed some great sin to bring his suffering as they
believe.
There is a problem with Job‘s self-proclaimed innocence, though they are far from comprehending it, as we will
see. With all fallen silent, what will happen next? How will God answer?
A Wound-Up Young Bystander Speaks Out (Job 32–33)
We are now introduced to a new character in the narrative—Elihu. His words occupy six chapters and thus
constitute one of the major addresses in the book. Some today accuse him of simply rehashing the arguments
of Job‘s three friends. Yet we should note up front that when God later rebukes Job‘s three friends for their
words, He has nothing to say about Elihu (42:7-9). This would seem to imply that Elihu‘s assessment was for
the most part correct, as it does not seem likely that God would single out the three friends and ignore, if it were
likewise wrong, the longest speech given just prior to His own address. It may even be that God, as Elihu
believed, gave him his valuable insight to inject into the discussion before God arrived on the scene Himself.
This would not necessarily mean that everything Elihu said was correct or that he exemplified a perfect
approach and attitude—his own affirmations notwithstanding. For consider that at the end of the book, God
commends Job for speaking of Him what is right—and yet we know that Job made some mistakes in his
remarks about God and that his attitude was not always the best (as understandable as that may be given his
circumstances). Consider also that we sometimes regard sermons in the Church of God today as inspired
without believing every word in them to be inspired. In any event, it does appear that God wanted Job to hear
what Elihu had to say as part of God‘s answer to Job.
Elihu is introduced with details of his family background (32:2). Recall that Job and his three friends were
identified by only their respective lands. It is likely that they were all well-known figures. Conversely, it appears
that Elihu needs more to identify him because he is, comparatively, a young nobody. The fact that he has

390

listened to the entire conversation thus far illustrates that there were probably a number of bystanders during
the exchanges between Job and his friends—though this is the first real indication of it in the book.
Given what he has heard, Elihu is angry with Job‘s three friends for baselessly condemning Job (verse 3). He is
also angry with Job because he has been justifying himself rather than God (verse 2)—that is, Job‘s primary
concern has become one of defending his innocence to the point of impugning God‘s justice. God Himself will
later affirm Elihu‘s assessment in this regard (see 40:8). While Job‘s suffering certainly makes his remarks
understandable, there is no doubt that he has gone too far in what he has said—though he probably didn‘t fully
mean all of it.
Elihu is so moved that he is about to burst at the seams with what he has to say (verses 18-20). He is insistent
about being heard (verse 10; 33:1, 31, 33). Many in modern times have criticized Elihu for being insufferably
verbose and pompous. For instance, he takes 24 verses to say he is going to speak (see 32:6–33:7). Yet
loquaciousness was a prized attribute in the ancient world. Moreover, Elihu was, as mentioned, a virtual nobody
compared to Job and his three friends—so he deems it important to establish why they should listen to him. He
does seem somewhat overconfident in his ability to help Job ―see the light,‖ perhaps because of his belief that
God has blessed his perception of matters. That combined with youthful brashness and zeal probably accounts
for his coming on a bit strong in places.
Elihu begins by explaining why he has waited to speak—he is younger and he wanted to hear what older, wiser
people had to say (verses 6-7). This should illustrate that he is perhaps not so arrogant as some believe him to
be. Elihu‘s mention of the human spirit and breath of the Almighty in verse 8 in context would seem to imply not
just God giving intellectual ability to mankind generally through the imparting of the human spirit (which He has
certainly done)—but, in contrast to wisdom coming with age, that God can impart wisdom directly to a man‘s
spirit through His own divine Spirit. So Elihu, it appears, believes God has inspired him. And this may well be
the case. Yet, as already mentioned, this would not necessarily mean that everything Elihu said was from God.
He makes no claim to being a prophet.
The exact meaning of verse 13 is disputed. The NKJV has Elihu quoting the sentiment of the friends in the first
part of the verse and giving his own opinion in the second part. The Good News Bible paraphrases this as:
―How can you claim you have discovered wisdom? God must answer Job, for you have failed.‖ Other versions
have Elihu quoting the sentiment of the friends in both parts of the verse. For example the New International
Version has: ―Do not say, ‗We have found wisdom; let God refute him, not man.‘‖ That is, the friends are
portrayed as saying that they have done all that can humanly be done and Elihu is here contradicting that.
Elihu then addresses Job. He is much more personal and direct than the three friends. Unlike them, Elihu
repeatedly addresses Job by name. For a young man to address his elders so casually—especially someone
like Job who, though presently removed from his position due to his condition, had served as a ruler over the
people—would surely have seemed impertinent in the society of that day. However, this was evidently part of
Elihu‘s commitment to show no partiality or flattery (verses 21-22). It is interesting to note that the Hebrew verb
translated ―flatter,‖ kanah, means ―to call someone by his honorific title‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
footnote on verses 21-22).
Elihu‘s words to Job at the beginning of 33:6 are variously translated. The King James Version has: ―Behold, I
am according to thy wish in God‘s stead.‖ The New King James Version gives just the opposite: ―Truly I am as
your spokesman [or mouth, according to the margin] before God.‖ Yet neither of these translations seems to fit
with the latter part of the verse, ―I also have been formed out of clay.‖ J.P.Green‘s Literal Translation renders
the first part of the verse, ―Behold, I am toward God as you.‖ This seems more likely. Notice the NIV rendering
of verses 6-7: ―I am just like you before God; I too have been taken from clay. No fear of me should alarm you,
nor should my hand by heavy upon you.‖
Accepting this translation, The Bible Reader‘s Companion notes on verse 6: ―How refreshing! At last Job hears
from someone who does not think of himself as morally superior. Anyone engaged in a ministry of comfort must
come with Elihu‘s attitude. We are all clay. We struggle together. Only the harmless person, who rejects the
temptation to condemn or hold others in contempt, can be God‘s agent of healing.‖ Indeed, Elihu appears to be
taking a gentler approach with Job here than the three friends have.
Then, surprisingly, despite all his prior verbosity, Elihu cuts straight to the heart of Job‘s problem: Job is not
right in his accusations against God‘s justice and in treating God as some sort of equal with whom he can
contend in court (verses 8-13). Because of this and other statements to follow, some think that Elihu was
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accusatory in the same way Job‘s friends were. Yet it should be recognized that Elihu limits his direct criticism
of Job to only the statements Job has made in the dialogue with his friends. He does not, as the friends, accuse
Job of having lived an evil, hypocritical life to deserve the suffering he has been experiencing.
Elihu further addresses Job‘s frequent plea for a hearing with God by saying that God communicates with
people in various ways that they do not always recognize (verse 14). Job had complained of nightmares (7:14),
and Elihu suggests that God may have been trying to tell him something this way (33:15). Moreover, Elihu says
that God‘s objective in this would be to get a person‘s attention or teach him something to keep him from
perishing: ―He causes them to change their minds; he keeps them from pride. He keeps them from the grave‖
(verses 17-18, New Living Translation). Elihu further suggests that illness is another measure God might use for
the same disciplinary and ultimately redemptive purpose (verses 19-22).
Elihu is offering possibilities. He is not, like Job‘s friends, bound to the notion that all suffering is punitive and
that the measure of suffering corresponds to the degree of a person‘s wickedness. He agrees that suffering
may be punitive but also sees that its objective may be preventative. Perhaps he thinks that Job could be right
in the description of his character but that he was headed for a prideful fall—and that God was intervening to
keep that from happening. This may even be true. However, it would be surprising if Elihu simply assumed that
Job had absolutely no aspects of his life prior to the trial of which to repent. We have no evidence that Elihu
knew anything about the discussion between God and Satan at the outset of the book and, thus, of God‘s
description of Job. It could be that while Elihu did not think Job some great sinner and hypocrite as the friends
did, he may have felt that Job had some relatively minor sins that his generally righteous life was leaving him
blind to—and that God could have been using suffering as a means to bring Job to more thoroughly examine
himself. Even if such an assumption were wrong, it would not have been unreasonable. And again, Elihu makes
no dogmatic pronouncements on why Job has been afflicted.
In verse 23 Elihu presents the idea that God may send a messenger or mediator to the afflicted person. It
seems likely that he views himself here as God‘s messenger commissioned with showing Job God‘s
righteousness and justice—with the implication that a person reached in this way would then trust in God‘s
righteousness rather than his own, thus leading to deliverance. In verse 24, Elihu says God commands the
deliverance on the basis of having found a ransom—a kopher, a covering or atonement.
Perhaps what is meant here is simply that God has instituted sacrifices for the purpose of redemption. After all,
the offering of sacrifices for atonement is mentioned at the beginning and end of the book (1:5; 42:8). Yet there
may be a more specific foreshadowing here of what such sacrifices prefigured—the role of Jesus Christ as the
ultimate ransom and atoning sacrifice for the sins of all humanity.
Elihu, we should observe, looks on God‘s goal in chastening in an entirely different light than Job‘s friends.
They only saw God harshly meting out judgment until people died or straightened up—and that He was
practically ambivalent about the outcome. Elihu sees God disciplining repeatedly just as a loving parent would
with the intent of saving people from destruction (see verses 29-30). Elihu appears to have this same concern
for Job. Despite seeming somewhat overbearing, Elihu says that his desire in speaking to Job is for Job to be
justified (33:32)—―cleared‖ (NIV)—again demonstrating a rather different attitude than Job‘s three friends. As
we will see, Elihu will get more severe in his criticism of Job—yet not because he thinks, as the friends do, that
Job is a hopeless hypocrite but because he thinks that Job is jeopardizing his relationship with God and spiritual
future through now lashing out at God in outrageous accusations.
―Will You Condemn Him Who Is Most Just?‖ (Job 34–35)
It appears that Elihu may have paused at the end of chapter 33 to see if Job had anything to say in response.
Job remains silent, and Elihu proceeds with his own comments in chapter 34, addressing both Job and his
friends—and perhaps other gathered witnesses.
Elihu now tackles Job‘s charge that God is wrongly afflicting him, an innocent man (verses 5-6). In verse 7,
Elihu says that Job drinks scorn—disrespect or contempt—like water. We can understand this remark by
comparing it to Eliphaz‘s earlier comment that man drinks iniquity like water (15:16), meaning that he takes it to
himself, indulging in it. Elihu is saying that Job has sunk to coping with his situation by indulging in scorning
God‘s justice. In 34:8, Elihu is not saying that Job literally keeps company with the wicked. Rather he is saying
that Job‘s comments make him sound like he is part of the host of scornful, wicked men on earth who disdain
God and his justice and see no benefit to serving Him (verse 9).
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This seems a bit harsh in light of Job‘s condition and character. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary offers this
appropriate caution in its introductory note on chapter 34: ―As we examine this chapter, we should keep in mind
that Elihu had picked out of Job‘s speeches those words and ideas that sounded particularly damaging. Job
had had questions about the justice of God, and he had emphatically asserted his innocence. But none of this
should be viewed independently of Job‘s total statement. His claim to innocence was always given in the
context of his reason for suffering. And while he had questioned the mystery of theodicy [divine judgment], he
had also made clear he believed in God‘s justice so much that he was willing to rest his entire case, all his
hope, on that one issue (13:13-19; 23:2-7).‖ Elihu may be too quick to take Job‘s remarks at face value, leaving
no room for the sufferer to express his feelings as he tries to work through them. On the other hand, Elihu might
realize that Job does not truly think the way described in 34:8-9 but be concerned that he would nevertheless
give this impression to others.
Elihu may well have a lack of tact and appropriate consideration to Job‘s affliction stemming from youth and
inexperience. Yet he has a sincere desire to defend God‘s justice and also to help Job. Indeed, considering that
God Himself was about to intervene at this point, it probably was important at this stage for someone to properly
address Job‘s accusations against God—both for Job‘s own good and for the sake of other people who were
listening to all this. We should also consider that Elihu was not like the friends who had by now given up on
Job—for Elihu was confident that Job, desiring to maintain his relationship with God, would be convinced by
Elihu‘s words to take necessary steps to do so.
The Zondervan NIV Study Bible notes that the substance of Elihu‘s quotation of Job in verse 5 ―is accurate (cf.
12:4; 13:18; 27:6), and much of v. 6 represents Job fairly (see 21:34; 27:5; see also 6:4…)—though Job had
never claimed to be completely guiltless. Verse 9 is not a direct quotation from Job, who had only imagined the
wicked saying something similar (see 21:15). But perhaps Elihu derives it from Job‘s repeated statement that
God treats the righteous and the wicked in the same way (cf. 9:22; 21:17; 24:1-12), leading to the conclusion
that it does not pay to please God‖ (2002, note on 34:5, 9).
In verse 10 Elihu stresses that God does no wickedness. ―Elihu‘s concern that Job was [implicitly] making God
the author of evil is commendable. Job, in his frustration, has come perilously close to charging God with
wrongdoing (12:4-6; 24:1-12). He has suggested that this is the only conclusion he can reach on the basis of
his knowledge and experience (9:24)‖ (note on 34:10).
In verse 11, Elihu seems to be upholding the traditional belief about retribution that Job‘s friends have been
reciting—that God punishes the wicked and rewards the righteous. Elihu will say more about this in chapter 36.
As mentioned before, this is a proper doctrine but the friends were improperly applying it in Job‘s case.
In 34:13, Elihu rhetorically asks who put God in charge. God is accountable to no one and yet, as verses 14-15
demonstrate, exercises His rule for the good of all humanity. Elihu points out that if God decided to, He could
stop sustaining His creation through His Spirit and all would be destroyed—all people on earth would die. This
parallels Hebrews 1:1-2, which describes God as ―upholding all things by the word of His power.‖ (It should be
noted that Elihu here upends the view of Job‘s friends, as his statement means that all people, including the
wicked, are blessed by God‘s grace.)
God, Elihu notes, is the pinnacle of justice (see verse 17). Indeed, the Almighty Creator is the very definer of
justice. We get our concept of justice from God‘s just rule, not the other way around. Whether He is just or not is
not up to human judgment. If God were unjust, Elihu seems to be saying, how could He rule the world with any
sense of justice, rebuking kings and nobles for ruling contrary to justice? (compare verses 17-18, NIV). God‘s
impartiality between rulers and commoners, between rich and poor, should further illustrate God‘s justice—here
in the sense of fairness (see verses 19-20). Again, God is the One who has set these parameters of justice.
Moreover, the fact that God is omniscient ensures that He will make no mistakes in punishing the wicked for
disobeying Him and afflicting others (see verses 21-28). And, Elihu attests, God does hear the cry of the
afflicted (verse 28). This is evidently to respond to Job‘s complaint in chapter 24 that God allows the powerful to
freely oppress the weak in this age. Elihu counters that God does often intervene.
The beginning of 34:29, which follows, is more likely rendered, as in the NIV, ―But if he remains silent, who can
condemn him?‖ It follows from the question in verse 17: ―Will you condemn Him who is most just?‖ Comparing
various translations, the difficult wording at the end of verse 29 and in verse 30 could perhaps be paraphrased
as: ―Even if God chooses to hide his face so that people can‘t see what He‘s doing, He still rules over nations
and individuals to [generally speaking] keep the worst people from governing and thereby destroying everyone.‖

393

Or the latter clause might have to do with keeping wicked rulers in power in this age to prevent society from
descending into anarchy and chaos.
Translators agree that the wording of verses 31-33 is difficult. But, comparing various translations and
commentaries and considering the context, Elihu seems to be saying this to Job: ―Suppose someone says to
God, ‗Okay, I‘ve had enough (of affliction presumably). I will stop offending. Just tell me what I need to stop
doing. If I have sinned, I‘ll stop.‘ Should God now make things right just because the person has recanted?
What do you think? You know the answer.‖ Clearly God is under no obligation to immediately bring people‘s
suffering to an end even when they say they are ready to get right with Him.
He is the determiner of when to make it cease. It is not ultimately up to the sufferer. Perhaps there are yet
lessons to be learned, sincerity to be demonstrated or other reasons known only to God. Verse 34 sets up a
quote in the NKJV. But it may well instead sum up verses 31-33 as in the earlier KJV: ―Let men of
understanding tell me [the answer to the question I just posed], and let a wise man hearken unto me.‖
In verse 35, the NKJV and some other versions have Elihu quoting others in this assessment of Job‘s remarks:
―Job speaks without knowledge, his words are without wisdom.‖ But this seems more likely to be Elihu‘s own
assessment, as in the KJV. In 35:16, Elihu says that Job ―multiplies words without knowledge.‖ God later affirms
this assessment by referring to Job as one who ―darkens counsel by words without knowledge‖ (38:1-2). This
does not mean that all Job said was wrong, for we know that he said much that was right. But his accusations
against God were unwise and not well thought out. Job will admit as much at the end of the book (42:3).
The NKJV rendering of 34:36 makes it look like Elihu wishes the worst on Job—for him to be ―tried to the
utmost‖—for what he has said about God. This would go far beyond Elihu‘s earlier stated desire to see Job
cleared. The King James wording is better: ―that Job may be tried unto the end.‖ That is, that Job would be
brought all the way to the trial‘s conclusion or, better yet, to its intended end or goal. This fits with Elihu‘s
question in verses 31-33. Consider also the wording of James 5:11: ―You have heard of the perseverance of
Job and seen the end intended by the Lord.‖ The charge of ―rebellion‖ in verse 37 may seem rather extreme.
Yet we should note that the common word for rebellion, from the Hebrew root marah, is not used here. Rather,
the word here is pesha, meaning transgression (Strong‘s No. 6588; see ―Transgress,‖ Vine‘s Complete
Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, 1985, p. 266). It can imply deviation from God‘s way in
a specific area rather than a wholesale turning away from God. Elihu clearly limits the transgression to Job‘s
excessive complaining against God and God‘s justice. Yet as before, considering Job‘s circumstances, Elihu
appears to lack sensitivity in delivering his evaluation.
―You Must Wait for Him‖ (Job 34–35)
In chapter 35, Elihu takes to task Job‘s statements about God‘s apparent indifference. He begins by addressing
what he deems a major inconsistency in Job‘s reasoning. In the NKJV translation of verse 2, Elihu asks if Job is
saying that he is more righteous than God. Yet the New International Version rendering is probably more
accurate here. Notice verse 2-3 in the NIV: ―Do you think this is just? You say, ‗I will be cleared by God.‘ Yet
you ask him, ‗What profit is it to me, and what do I gain by not sinning?‖ The Zondervan NIV Study Bible
explains that the Hebrew for the word ―cleared‖ here ―is translated ‗vindicated‘ in Job‘s statement in 13:18. Elihu
thinks that it is unjust and inconsistent for Job to expect vindication from God and at the same time imply that
God does not care whether we are righteous (see v. 3). But allowance must be made [as Elihu does not seem
to] for a person to express his feelings. The psalmist who thirsted for God (Ps 42:1-2) also questioned why God
had forgotten him (Ps 42:9) and rejected him (Ps 43:2)‖ (note on Job 35:2).
Expositor‘s notes on the chapter: ―Elihu had missed Job‘s point, that he wanted to be vindicated because he did
believe God was just. Of course Job, in his struggle to understand what God was doing, had sent out two
signals, one of which Elihu, like the others, had not been able to hear.‖
Elihu turns the concept of serving God for no benefit around by saying that it is God who gets no benefit if Job
serves Him (verses 4-7). People‘s wickedness or righteousness impacts only themselves and other people, not
God (verse 8). Eliphaz had made a similar point (22:2) yet further wrongly claimed that God did not even care
one way or the other (verse 3). Elihu does not appear to go this far in what he is saying. His point, in drawing a
contrast, is to say that in any relationship between God and man, it is man who stands to gain, not God. And
man should appreciate this fact. But this is usually not the case, which is the basis on which Elihu addresses
―Job‘s concern over God‘s apparent indifference to the cries of the oppressed (cf. 24:1-12). Elihu maintained
that God is not indifferent to people, but people are indifferent to God. People want God to save them; but they
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are not interested in honoring him as their Creator, Deliverer, and Source of wisdom (vv. 9-11). Human
arrogance keeps God from responding to the empty cry for help (vv. 12-13)‖ (same note).
In verse 14, Elihu seems to be saying that even if Job does not see God or what He is doing, he should accept
that God really is just and that he will have to wait on Him. Job should be glad, Elihu implies in the next verse,
that God does not immediately punish for people‘s foolishness. Otherwise Job himself would not be able to say
the foolish things he has been saying about God. As harsh as this may sound, Elihu‘s point seems to be that
God‘s justice is tempered by patience and mercy.
―Remember to Magnify His Work‖ (Job 36–37)
Chapters 36 and 37 record Elihu‘s last address. He begins by further defending God‘s justice and ends by
proclaiming God‘s majesty. In his defense of God (compare 36:2), Elihu says he obtains his knowledge from
afar (verse 3)—that is, apparently, from God Himself and, as the latter part of the discourse illustrates, from the
majesty of God‘s creation (compare verses 24-25).
The end of verse 4 may sound like the height of conceit on the part of Elihu—that he is claiming to be perfect in
knowledge. While some interpret this as meaning eloquent of speech, that seems a needless point to make
here—and it is not a literal rendering. Far more likely is that the statement ―One who is perfect in knowledge is
with you‖ refers to God. After all, Elihu later in the same speech clearly describes God as ―Him who is perfect in
knowledge‖ (37:16). Moreover, the statement at the end of 36:4 parallels the next verse, which says that God is
mighty in strength of understanding.
In verses 6-7, Elihu turns again to the idea of retribution and reward. But he is here speaking in an ultimate
sense. In contrast to the NKJV translation of verse 6, God does indeed preserve the life of even the wicked for
the time being. The word translated ―does not preserve‖ should in context be understood as ―does not (or will
not) grant,‖ in contrast to God‘s granting justice later in the verse. The tense in verses 6-7 and 9-10 is open,
meaning that it can be either present or future (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 6). Since
the reign of the all the righteous in verse 7 is yet future, a better translation of verses 6-7 would seem to be: ―He
will not [ultimately] grant life to the wicked, but will give justice to the oppressed. He will not withdraw His eyes
from the righteous; but they will be kings on the throne, for He will cause them to sit forever, and they will be
exalted.‖
Job certainly knows this but it has diminished as his focus. His mind has been consumed with why it is wrong
for him to suffer as he now does. Elihu then explains that if people are afflicted, God will reveal why, making
known to them their sins (if that is the cause) and what they need to do to get right with Him. If they submit to
Him, their lives will be blessed. But if not, they will perish. Again, Elihu seems to be viewing this in an ultimate
sense—or at least as a general principle for life. Those who will humble themselves before God in their affliction
will be delivered (Job 36:15).
Verse 16-17 in the NKJV seem to contain a very harsh judgment from Elihu—that God would have delivered
Job but he is being judged for his wickedness. This would appear to make Elihu have the same basic
perspective as Job‘s three friends. But verse 16 is better in the New International Version. Elihu tells Job: ―He
[God] is wooing you [present tense] from the jaws of distress to a spacious place free from restriction, to the
comfort of your table laden with choice food.‖ That is, Elihu seems to think that his words are God‘s way of
communicating to Job. And this does appear to be the case, at least to some degree.
Verses 17-20 may appear to make Elihu even more off base, thinking Job wicked and that he has been reliant
on wealth and power. But these particular verses, as The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains, are some of
the hardest to translate in the entire Old Testament (note on verses 15-21). The same commentary offers the
following variant translation, wherein Elihu seems to be preparing Job for the outlook he should have when the
trial is over: ―Since you have had your fill of judgment due the wicked, since judgment and justice have taken
hold (of you), beware that no one entice you to want riches again. Do not let the great price you are paying
mislead you. Of what value was your wealth apart from affliction? And of what value are all your mighty efforts?
Do not long for the night, when peoples will vanish from their place [i.e., the time of God‘s judgment]. Beware of
turning to evil, for that is why you are tested by affliction.‖ These are some of the lessons Job needs to walk
away with. As Elihu says of God in the next verse, ―Who teaches like Him?‖ (verse 22).
Of course, Elihu doesn‘t claim to know all the reasons Job is being tried. But he next turns to what is vital in all
trials. Rather than accuse God of wrong (see verse 23), Elihu tells Job: ―Remember to magnify His work‖ (verse

395

24). And Elihu then proceeds to do just that through the remainder of his speech, extolling God‘s mighty works
in creation. This is the right approach, for it is even what God Himself will present to Job in His speeches
(chapters 38–41).
Note that the NKJV translation of Job 36:26 says that we do not know God. Yet the word ―Him‖ is in italics,
meaning it has been added to the text. A more appropriate insertion here might be the ―it‖ from the previous
verse, referring to God‘s work. So verse 26 could be rendered, ―Behold, God is great, and we do not know His
work.‖ That is, we can‘t know all that He is doing—it is beyond us. Elihu reaffirms this in 37:5: ―He does great
things which we cannot comprehend.‖ Job himself actually touched on this theme before, but his point was to
show his friends that they were foolish for thinking that they had God all figured out. What Job needed to do
was reflect on God‘s creation as proof that God is infinitely wise—that He knows exactly what He is doing in all
circumstances even when we don‘t.
As his first illustration of God‘s unfathomable wisdom in creation, Elihu presents the hydrological cycle of
evaporation, cloud formation and rain. Expositor‘s comments: ―Rain in the O[ld] T[estament] world was
considered one of the most needed and obvious blessings of God. The phenomenon of condensation (v. 27b)
and precipitation (v. 28), while not technically understood, was certainly observable. But evaporation (v. 27) is
not. [One commentator] therefore considered this proof that the Elihu speeches came a few centuries later than
the divine speeches since such meteorological knowledge would have been obtained from the Greeks…. Elihu
did not need a knowledge of physics since God is the one who does this (an idea even we who know the
physics can still affirm), but he may have known more about the phenomenon [in his ancient context] than
[some commentators are] willing to admit‖ (note on verses 27-33). Perhaps God inspired him.
In verse 29 Elihu mentions the spreading of clouds and thunder from God‘s canopy, paralleling the mention of
God‘s canopy of dark clouds in Psalm 18:11 in describing the coming of God. Note also the next verse in Job
36: ―Look, He scatters His light upon it…‖ (verse 30). It seems from what follows that Elihu is mostly describing
presently observable phenomena. We see here the thunder and lightning of a coming storm (36:29–37:5), the
thunder causing Elihu‘s heart to pound (37:1). A whirlwind, perhaps a massive tornado, is coming (verse 9). Ice
forms, possibly describing hail (verse 10). The clouds are swirling yet there is brightness within them (verses
11, 15, 22). As the next chapter will show, Almighty God will at last answer Job out of this whirlwind.
We can envision the scene. As Elihu points toward the menacing clouds, the thunder is getting louder. The
howling wind is growing stronger. Elihu must raise his voice to be heard. He argues that God is in command of
the clouds (verse 12). He says that God sends such storms for various reasons—whether to correct people, to
nourish the land, or to mercifully provide for people (verse 13). In this he seems to also be making a metaphor
out of the storm—referring to the storms of life, which God directs and that are ultimately for people‘s own good.
Job had used a similar metaphor when he accused God of crushing him with a tempest (9:17). But he was
mistaken. He could not fully understand God‘s motivations in his trial just as he could not understand the
present actual thunderstorm—or any storm for that matter. As the gusts build, sweeping up debris and causing
people and structures to sway, thunder booms and the oncoming tornado rages louder still. ―Listen to this, O
Job!‖ Elihu cries out. ―Stand still and consider the wondrous works of God!‖ (see verse 14). He then challenges
Job to explain how God is doing all this (verses 15-16). The Almighty acts beyond human comprehension. Who
are we to instruct Him? Job‘s concept of contending with God in court is thereby shown to be absurd (verses
19-20).
Elihu‘s conclusion? God is awesome, beyond understanding, omnipotent and perfectly just and righteous
(verses 22-23). He is not an oppressor, as Job has implied (verse 23). Rather, the trials He brings are, in His
omniscience, intended for good. Therefore men should show God the reverence due Him—and that includes
Job. This is appropriate instruction in any trial and throughout life. It is why Jesus instructed us to begin our
prayers extolling God‘s name and to finish them praising His immortal power and glory (Matthew 6:9, 13). If this
remains our focus, we will have greater confidence in the fact that God is working out what is best for us and
that, come what may, He will see us through.
―Then the LORD Answered Job Out of the Whirlwind…‖ (Job 38)
We arrive now at the beginning of the grand climax of the book. At last God arrives—and in an awesome
display of power. Yet as terrifying as the great whirlwind must have been, God is not here to destroy Job. He is
here to help Job put things into proper perspective before restoring him to health and to God‘s service.
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It may appear that God has completely ignored all that Elihu has said. This is one of the reasons some believe
that the Elihu speeches were added to the book of Job by a later author. Yet without Elihu‘s description of a
coming storm, there would be no antecedent for God answering Job out of the whirlwind. That being so, some
see the absence of God‘s acknowledgment of Elihu as an intentional snub to the young man. But this discounts
the substance of God‘s speeches, which follow right on from Elihu‘s last theme. God in fact does acknowledge
him by picking up right where Elihu has left off—stressing His divine power and majesty throughout the creation
as the focus Job needs to have.
God refers to Job as one ―who darkens counsel by words without knowledge‖ (verse 2), the latter part echoing
Elihu‘s earlier assessment (see 34:35; 35:16). Yet ―how did Job darken (obscure) God‘s counsel (v. 2)? There
can be no doubt that this refers to the extreme language of Job during his moments of poetic rage when he
struggled with concepts of a deity who was his enemy—a phantom deity, one his own mind created. Here he
needed to brace himself and wrestle with God as he really was (v. 3)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
verses 2-3).
Job had wanted an audience with God so as to present his case and to question God about what He was doing
in regard to his own trial as well as the sufferings of innocent people in general. But God is not here to subject
Himself to such an interrogation. Just the opposite, God says, ―I will question you, and you shall answer Me‖
(verse 3). As the Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments: ―Now God speaks to Job, but not to give Job the
justification of his ways that Job had been demanding. Out of the awesome majesty of the thunderstorm, he
reminds Job that the wisdom that directs the Creator‘s ways is beyond the reach of human understanding [as
Elihu had been saying]…The format of God‘s response is to ply Job with rhetorical questions, to each of which
Job must plead ignorance. God says nothing about Job‘s suffering, nor does he address Job‘s problem about
divine justice. Job gets neither a bill of indictment nor a verdict of innocence. But, more important, God does not
humiliate or condemn him—which surely would have been the case if the counselors had been right. So by
implication Job is vindicated, and later his vindication is directly affirmed (see 42:7-9…). The divine discourses,
then, [as we will see, will] succeed in bringing Job to complete faith in God‘s wisdom and goodness without his
receiving a direct answer to his questions‖ (notes on 38:1, 3).
What is God‘s point in all that He says to Job? We must be careful in how we read God‘s response. Given the
exciting build up of the mighty thunderstorm, we are probably inclined to imagine Him blasting Job with a
thunderous voice and grilling questions so as to scare and unsettle him. Indeed, some see God‘s speeches as
intended to essentially browbeat Job into an admission of his nothingness before God‘s mighty power. This is
surely wrong. Job needed no such convincing of God‘s power. As he mourned over all that had befallen him,
writhed in the agony of his illness and struggled to understand why this was happening to him, he was already
afraid of God, whom he imagined as watching his every step to determine how to further wound him.
The reality is that God is here as a loving parent to comfort a hurting, confused child. He does have a rebuke for
Job but it is a soft one, as we will see in chapter 40. Leading up to that, God presents His awesome,
incomprehensible works to remind Job of who He is and to demonstrate that Job does not need to worry and
fret. The Almighty cares deeply for His whole creation and tends to this vast, unimaginable complexity in ways
that people cannot remotely fathom. He cares for Job too, and Job will just have to trust that what is happening
to him is part of God‘s grand design—a design that in the end will somehow be of supreme benefit to Job and
others. God is throughout gently chiding Job, basically saying, ―Do you understand all this? No, you don‘t—you
can‘t! But I do. I‘ve got it all taken care of. And when it comes right down to it, that‘s all you really need to know.‖
The angels shouting for joy when the earth was formed (38:7) provides the perspective that all should have in
considering the wonders of God‘s creation. (This verse also gives us a rare glimpse into both the spirit realm
and the history of creation.) Verses 8-11 tell us that God has set specific boundaries for the sea. As ancient
societies saw the sea as a symbol of chaos and destruction (probably due to the great Flood of Noah‘s day), we
can perhaps also see an analogy here—that God sets limits on destructive and harmful forces. Job understood
this in theory concerning the sea (see 26:12-13). But he needed to apply this important truth to his own life.
Job 38:16, regarding the springs of the sea, is remarkable in an ancient context. Author Grant Jeffrey
comments in The Signature of God: ―In this verse the Bible refers to the existence of springs of water flowing
beneath the depths of the sea. It is only in the last thirty [now 40] years that underwater exploration of the ocean
depths has revealed a remarkable phenomenon of numerous huge springs of fresh water pouring out of the
ocean floor‖ (1996, pp. 119-120). Of course God, who knew about them, had no difficulty reporting on them.
Jeffrey further comments: ―The Book of Job also contains questions that suggest a level of knowledge that
would be impossible for a human writer living in the Middle East during ancient times. For example, Job refers
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to deep oceans whose surface waters are frozen hard like a stone…(Job 38:29, 30). How could someone like
Job, living in the area of Saudi Arabia in ancient times, have known about Arctic ice caps?‖ (p. 120).
Verses 31-32 present to us the star cluster known to the Greeks as the Pleides and the constellations of Orion
and the Great Bear, all mentioned earlier by Job (9:9). It would seem from this that God intended the
configuration of the stars to form connect-the-dot pictures in the sky. Verse 32 of Job 38 also mentions
Mazzaroth, which is usually understood to mean ―Constellations.‖ The seasonal aspect in the same verse
shows this to likely refer to what the Greeks named the Zodiac, probably replacing some of the original Zodiacal
images with pagan, mythological figures. We should understand no astrological overtones in any of this, as God
disapproves of astrology (compare Jeremiah 10:2). The stars exert no special power over human lives. The
King James Version translation of verse 31, ―…the sweet influences of Pleides,‖ is incorrect. The NKJV ―cluster‖
is a much better translation (see Expositor‘s, footnote on verses 31-33). In verse 33, the ordinances of the
heavens are probably the scientific laws that govern the movements of heavenly bodies—and these laws
control the earth also. God then asks Job if he can, on his own, call down rain upon himself or send out
lightning (verses 34-35). He further implies that Job could not even entertain such thoughts if someone had not
given him a mind with which to imagine and consider (verse 36)—and that Someone, of course, is God. Yet the
mind that God has given man is limited. For what person could ever figure out just how to properly regulate the
earth‘s climate? (compare verses 37-38). Even to modern scientists, the concept would be mind-boggling. With
all this, the Almighty Creator has only just begun his discourse. He has much more to say to Job, as we will see
in the next few chapters.
―Who Provides Food for the Raven…?‖ (Job 38–40)
God next turns to the animal kingdom to illustrate His sovereignty and wisdom as Creator as well as His great
care and concern for His creation. God hunting prey for the lion and providing food for the raven (38:39-41)
could signal that God specifically intervenes in the natural realm to make sure animals are nourished. Or it
could simply mean that God has set up the world‘s ecosystem in such a way to ensure that its creatures are
regularly fed—that he has established an important balance in nature between predators and prey. Perhaps it
means both—that God has established a self-perpetuating natural order but sometimes directly intervenes to
make necessary adjustments due to the impact of other natural or unnatural circumstances. The portrayal of the
young ravens crying out to God does not mean that they are consciously calling to Him—simply that they are
crying out for relief and He is the One who hears them and can answer them.
Surely we can see that God is not only talking about ravens here. God‘s care for His creatures implies
something else: that He must also have great care for His highest physical creatures—human beings. Job
might as well have been hearing the words of Jesus Christ uttered more than 1,500 years later: ―Consider the
ravens, for they neither sow nor reap, which have neither storehouse nor barn; and God feeds them. Of how
much more value are you than birds?‖ (Luke 12:24).
Job 39:1-4 shows that God has concern not just for predators but for prey—mountain goats and deer—having
ensured that they are cared for at birth when they are most vulnerable. The illustration of the wild donkey in
verses 5-8 is rather interesting because Job used it as a symbol of the oppressed poor in 24:5. Job complained
about the poor, like the wild donkey, having to eek out an existence in the wilderness. Yet God here says that
the wild donkey is actually happier in the wilderness than in the tumult of the city serving a hard master. Beyond
the literal meaning, perhaps God is implying by analogy that human beings will experience freedom if we find
contentment in whatever circumstance He has placed us (see Philippians 4:10-12). He could also be saying
that it may actually be better to be among the poor than to be rich and powerful and enslaved to the vices of
that life. After all, as Jesus will later explain, it is very hard for a rich man to enter God‘s Kingdom (Matthew
19:23-24).
God next presents the powerful wild ox (verses 9-12). It has great strength and is capable of much but generally
will not submit to serving people‘s needs. Is God drawing another analogy with people here? Perhaps. Why,
Job might have wondered, would God create an animal like the wild ox, which cannot be domesticated? The
answer is: only God really knows. He has not revealed his motivations. Of course, He requires no express
reasons. If it pleases Him to do so, that is enough.
The next animal, the ostrich (verses 13-18), would surely evoke even more questions. It is simply bizarre to our
understanding. Part of the lesson here ―is that God can and does make creatures that appear odd and crazy to
us if that pleases him. Imagine a bird that can‘t fly. Though it has wings it can run faster than a horse (v. 18).
Job could not understand what God was doing in his life, and God was telling him the created world is just as
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difficult to rationalize‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 13-18). Indeed, there is more here. God says that this bird
exposes the eggs of its offspring to danger by leaving them on the ground and is even harsh with its young,
probably referring to the fact that yearlings are driven off at mating season. Recall that Job had basically
accused God of indifference to human beings. Now God draws Job‘s attention to a parent in the animal world
that really is practically indifferent to the plight of its young—―without concern,‖ God says. Why? Because God
did not give her wisdom and understanding (verse 17). This means that parental care and concern is part of
what God Himself considers to be wisdom and right understanding—so surely He must have this care for His
own human children, including Job.
God‘s discourse then moves on to the horse (verses 19-25). Here is a great and powerful animal, brave and
fearless. In verse 20, the words ―Can you frighten him like a locust…?‖ (NKJV) do not seem to fit in context. The
NIV translation asks, ―Do you make him leap like a locust…?‖—hurdling obstacles on his way into battle. This
animal, we should observe, is not wild. It devotes it strength, boldness and courage to serving its rider—and it is
a wonder to behold.
Finally God mentions the hawk and the eagle. In contrast to the ostrich, these birds fly, they have incredible
eyesight (―eagle eyes‖), they have the wisdom to build their nests in a high stronghold and they provide for their
young (verses 26-30).
In the skies above and in the untamed wilds, to the ends of the earth and beyond, all creation bears witness to
the glory and majesty of God—far above the ways of man. It is a humbling lesson for Job. Then, after God‘s
first long volley of evidence proving His vast wisdom and care for His creation, He calls on Job to respond
(40:1-2). ―God reverses Job‘s accusation that God has brought a lawsuit against him (see 10:2 for the same
Hebrew word). It really has been Job accusing God, not the other way around‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
40:1-2). God gives an implicit reprimand to Job. Yet notice that it is not harsh, stern or even direct. God does
not say, ―Shame on you, wicked man. You are cursed for daring to rebuke Me.‖ All He says is, ―Okay, after all
you‘ve heard, are you still going to press your case against Me and try to correct Me? You who would presume
to rebuke God, let‘s hear what you have to say now.‖
Job is stunned and overwhelmed—probably at both the experience and at what God has said to him ending
with this calling to account. What can he possibly say in response? All he can answer in verses 3-5 is that He is
vile—worthless—and He covers his mouth, probably as a symbol of his unworthiness to say anymore. Job is
humbled but, as we will see next, God still has more to say.
Can Job Do a Better Job of Being God Than God? (Job 40–41)
As we saw in Job 40:1-5, Job had come to see himself as nothing before the Great God and considered that he
dared not say anymore. Yet this was not exactly God‘s point. God had been illustrating His great care for His
creation (Job 38–39)—implying great care for Job as well. It seems that Job, as stunned as he was at God‘s
presence and reply, had not fully grasped this yet.
We should recall that Job had actually anticipated that if God ever confronted him, he would be unable to say
anything or that, if he somehow managed to, it would not really matter. Note Job‘s earlier words from chapter 9:
―How then can I answer Him, and choose my words to reason with Him? For though I were righteous, I could
not answer Him; I would beg mercy of my Judge. If I called and He answered me, I would not believe that He
was listening to my voice. For He crushes me with a tempest, and multiplies my wounds without cause…. If it is
a matter of strength, indeed He is strong; and if of justice, who will appoint my day in court? Though I were
righteous, my own mouth would condemn me; though I were blameless, it would prove me perverse‖ (verses
14-20).
So it is not enough that Job is silenced in God‘s presence. That is not the answer God is looking for—especially
as Job may still be thinking along the same lines quoted above. God wants him to really think about all this and
come to a reasoned conclusion. Job needs to come to some important realizations about God and himself. God
therefore repeats His previous introduction from Job 38:3, saying that He is asking Job questions and that Job
needs to give an appropriate response (40:6-7).
God then moves to the heart of Job‘s problem, asking, ―Would you indeed annul my judgment? Would you
condemn me that you may be justified?‖ Again, we should observe that though this obviously constitutes a
reprimand, God is extremely gentle here with Job, softly chiding him to bring him to his senses. As to
substance, Job has certainly maligned God‘s justice in his agony-induced ranting, imagining that God

399

oppresses innocents, laughs at their suffering and practically smiles on the wicked who harm the innocent (see
9:21-24; 10:3; 24:1-12). We should recognize that due to his intense physical and emotional suffering, Job was
in certain respects going out of his mind. Proper perspective and a good attitude are exceedingly hard to
maintain in great trials. So God, in perfect empathy and understanding, is here to comfort Job, reason with him
and help him to see reality.
In this vein, God issues a challenge to Job. In its note on Job 40:9-14, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―The
absurdity of Job‘s defiant criticism of the way the Lord runs the universe (see 29:2-17 for Job‘s claim to be fair
in his judicial duties) is forcefully brought to his attention by God‘s ironic invitation to become ‗king for a day‘
over the whole universe. If Job had the power, let him don the royal regalia of God‘s majestic attributes and
humble the proud and wicked forces in the world. Job had criticized God for not doing this well enough (21:30,
31; 24:1-17).‖
Basically God is saying to Job, ―If you think you can do a better job of being God and Supreme Judge than Me,
okay let‘s see it.‖ And if Job can, then God will admit that Job can save himself (40:14)—that is, that Job
wouldn‘t even need God. Consider that Job has been seeking from God vindication and deliverance for himself
and judgment on the wicked. Yet why would he seek this from an unfair and unjust God bent on harming him
and rewarding evil? If Job‘s characterization of God in this regard is right, then Job‘s only option is to save
himself—which is of course not really an option at all.
It seems that Job has had some self-righteousness in this regard. That is, he has in effect been trusting too
much in his own character to serve as his vindicator. He had spoken of maintaining his integrity to the very end.
He had imagined himself going before God and presenting his righteousness as the basis on which God should
overturn His judgment—that is, the judgment Job incorrectly perceived God had brought on him. Recall that
God said Job was without knowledge (38:1-2). This wording is interesting in light of the apostle Paul‘s
evaluation of the people of Israel: ―For I bear them witness that they have a zeal for God, but not according to
knowledge. For they being ignorant of God‘s righteousness, and seeking to establish their own righteousness,
have not submitted to the righteousness of God‖ (Romans 10:2-3). The Israelites needed to throw themselves
on God‘s mercy and look to Christ‘s sacrifice to justify them and His righteous life to save them. Job essentially
needed to do the same thing.
Job‘s character and focus had served him well when affliction first came—indeed, remarkably so. But over time
the immensity of his trial began to affect him severely—distorting his perspective of God. Job had probably
never imagined that such a thing could happen to his thinking. Perhaps he was like Peter who said to Christ,
―Even if all are made to stumble because of You, I will never be made to stumble‖ (Matthew 26:33). Peter was
of course wrong. He needed to come to understand that of his own power and strength he would not be able to
live up to his good intentions. Similarly, Job needed to see that his own righteousness was not selfperpetuating. He was, as all men are, subject to the dark forces of the world and the downward pull of his own
mind. Righteous though he demonstrably was, he nevertheless desperately needed God to not merely declare
him righteous, but to make and keep him righteous throughout his life. Job had been thinking just the opposite.
He considered that God had only to recognize his righteousness. God in response says that if Job can fill His
shoes as God, ―…then I will also confess to you that your own right hand can save you‖ (Job 40:14).
God goes on to provide examples of His sovereignty (and Job‘s lack) with two powerful creatures—the
behemoth (verses 15-24) and Leviathan (41:1-34). God‘s intent here is not the same as it was in chapters 38–
39, where He was illustrating His care over the vast complexities of the natural realm. Rather, we should
understand God‘s present point in light of his challenge to Job to deal with the proud and wicked forces of the
world. Only God can take down the behemoth (40:19). And only He can subdue Leviathan, the king of the
proud (see 41:34). We examine the specifics of these creatures in the comments that follow.
Behemoth and Leviathan (Job 40–41)
In Job 40:15, the untranslated Hebrew word behemoth, intensive in form, seems to have the meaning of ―great
beast‖ or ―beast of beasts.‖ It appears, from the description given, to be a literal creature that God has created.
God says He made this animal with man (same verse). Its identity is disputed. Some reckon it to be the
hippopotamus or the rhinoceros. Since these animals have small tails, those who advocate one of them argue
that ―tail like a cedar‖ must be a hyperbolic euphemism for the male member. Others maintain that the word
refers to the trunk of an elephant. Of animals currently living, the African bull elephant would best seem to fit the
description ―first of the ways of God‖ (verse 19) since it is unquestionably the most powerful animal alive. Yet
gulping river water into its open mouth (verse 23) seems to not fit the elephant, which sucks up water through
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its trunk and squirts it into its mouth. And there is no mention of tusks. If bringing the sword near in verse 19 is
restricted to one-man sword combat, any of these animals full grown would have been rather hard to bring
down. But even in Job‘s day men could hunt and kill these creatures with spears, especially in teams.
All of this being so, it may well be that a much larger, now-extinct creature is intended. Some have suggested
an herbivorous dinosaur. This would better fit a more literal meaning for ―tail like a cedar‖ and make more sense
of the creature‘s imperviousness to human attack. Such creatures inhabited the world that was destroyed
before the creation of Adam. Yet it is possible that God made new varieties to live in man‘s world that have died
out since the time of Job. Others have suggested the now-extinct giant hornless rhinoceros known as
Baluchitherium (named after Baluchistan in Pakistan, where its fossil remains were found). This massive
animal, 25 feet long, standing 18 feet or nearly two stories high at the shoulder, with a thick, 8-foot-long tail, is
thought to be the largest land mammal that ever lived.
Paleontologists date the creature to more than 10 million years ago, yet this is based on an evolutionary
interpretation of geologic strata. It could be that this animal was contemporary with human beings even as late
as Job‘s day.
Verse 24 could be translated as a question: ―Can one take him by his eyes or pierce his nose with a snare?‖
Recall that God had just implied that only He could bind the faces of the proud in secret (verses 11-13, KJV).
Whatever creature the behemoth actually is, it is apparently used to represent the mighty and powerful of the
earth. Here is a great force that Job is ultimately powerless to deal with. But God who made the creature is
easily able to overcome it. It is interesting to consider that the great gentile empires of the earth and their
leaders are later represented by powerful beasts in Bible prophecy (see Daniel 7; Revelation 13; 17). And God,
the One who establishes earthly authority, is the One who is able to abase the world‘s powers, no matter how
great they are (see Daniel 4).
That brings us next to Leviathan in Job 41. Leviathan is basically a transliteration of a Hebrew word whose root
means ―twist‖ or ―writhe.‖ Psalm 104:25-26 shows Leviathan to be a great sea creature. Many think the
reference in Job 41 is to a crocodile. They see the fire and smoke going out of its mouth and nose respectively
(verses 19-21) as sunlight reflecting off of water vapor the crocodile churns up or breathes out, thereby creating
the illusion of fire. But why would God in His description be passing along a false illusion as if it were real? And
why would He make the specific statement that the creature‘s breath kindles coals? This is not adequately
explained by the flashing of reflected sunlight. It seems obvious that the description here is of some kind of firebreathing sea dragon.
Is a literal creature portrayed here? It would seem so, but it may not be a physical animal. Even if such an
animal species does exist, the greater reference here is evidently to something else. Job had mentioned
Leviathan in Job 3:8 in conjunction with those who called upon dark powers of cursing. Psalm 74:12-14
presents Leviathan as a beast whose multiple heads were broken when Israel was brought out of Egypt and led
through the sea. This parallels the reference to Egypt as ―Rahab‖ in Isaiah 30:7—a name meaning ―Fierce‖ or
―Violent‖ and perhaps identifiable with the Egyptian crocodile god Sobek, whose name meant ―Rager.‖ Job
mentioned Rahab in 9:13 and 26:12, referring to him as ―the fleeing serpent‖ that God has pierced (verse 13).
Isaiah 26:21–27:1 says that when God comes to punish the inhabitants of the earth for their iniquity at the end
of the age, He will ―punish Leviathan the fleeing serpent, Leviathan that twisted serpent; and He will slay the
reptile that is in the sea.‖
At the time of future judgment, we know that God will destroy a final human empire described as a sevenheaded beast rising up out of the sea (Revelation 13; 17). Yet the seven heads of this beast are also portrayed
as emerging from the great, fiery red dragon or serpent of old, Satan the devil (see 12:3, 9). Drawing the scaly
monster Leviathan out with a hook in his jaw (Job 41:1) parallels the description in Ezekiel 29:3-4 of God putting
hooks in the jaws of the Egyptian pharaoh, described there as a river monster likened to a crocodile. So a great
physical empire or ruler seems intended in part by the references to Leviathan throughout Scripture, but the
even greater spiritual power behind the throne of all human kingdoms and false gods, Satan the devil, is surely
also in mind. Indeed, this seems to be the primary meaning, especially in Job 41. Consider the words that
conclude the description of Leviathan here: ―He is king over all the children of pride‖ (verse 34). Who or what
does this phrase describe better than Satan? His ―heart as hard as stone‖ (verse 24) most likely refers to his
cruelty and stubborn unwillingness to submit to God.
Now consider verses 3-4. God challenges Job regarding Leviathan: ―Will he make many supplications to you?
Will he speak softly to you? Will he make a covenant with you?‖ This makes little sense if a mere animal is

401

intended. The implication here is that Leviathan has made requests of God in a soft-spoken way as part of
striking some kind of deal or agreement with God. This is exactly what Satan was described as doing at the
beginning of the book of Job—he appealed to God to allow him to try Job and God agreed to let him do so
within certain limits.
Yet God was the real master of what was going on. He is the one who provoked Satan into the challenge so
that his purpose would be fulfilled. God was using Satan for His own greater design. This helps to make sense
of what God says next of Leviathan: ―Will you take him as a servant forever?‖ (verse 4). Not that Satan wants to
serve God. He simply has no choice. God allows Satan to rule the world throughout this age as part of a great
plan. Yet the ultimate Sovereign—who sets the limits of Satan‘s rule—is still God. Then: ―Will you play with him
as with a bird?‖ (verse 5). Again, Satan thought he was really getting away with something in the trial of Job.
But God was just toying with him to fulfill His own greater purpose. This is ever the case. Consider when Satan
succeeded in leading Judas to betray Christ. Whose will was ultimately served in what happened? That‘s right.
Once again, Satan was unwittingly played—this time to fulfill what God had explicitly foretold and to accomplish
the supreme sacrifice to redeem humanity.
Notice also: ―Or will you leash him for your maidens?‖ (verse 5). God puts a leash on Satan, imposing certain
restrictions on him, for the sake of His people. And God will later completely imprison Satan (Revelation 20:13). The next questions in this series are: ―Will your companions make a banquet of him? Will they apportion him
among the merchants?‖ Perhaps the idea here is that the wealth and kingdoms that spring from Satan will be
apportioned among survivors at the end of the age, just as Egypt‘s wealth was dispersed at the time of the
Exodus, when God ―broke the heads of Leviathan in pieces and gave him as food to the people inhabiting the
wilderness‖ (Psalm 74:14).
Any human attempt to subdue this being would fail (Job 41:7-10). Only God can stand against him. And God
will. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary offers this alternative translation of verses 11-12: ―Who can confront me
and remain safe? When under all the heavens he dares oppose me, will not I silence his boastings, his powerful
word and his dubious arguments?‖ (see footnotes on verses 11-12).
This is just what God is accomplishing through Job. Consider this analysis from Expositor‘s: ―By telling of his
dominion over Behemoth and Leviathan, the Lord is illustrating what he has said in 40:8-14. He is celebrating
his moral triumph over the forces of evil. Satan, the Accuser, has been proved wrong though Job does not know
it. The author and the reader see the entire picture that Job and his friends never knew. No rational theory of
suffering is substituted for the faulty one the friends proffered. The only answer given is the same as in
Genesis. God permitted the Accuser to touch Job as part of his plan to humiliate Satan. But now that the
contest is over, God still did not reveal his reason to Job. Job did not find out what the readers know. That is
why Job could be restored without destroying the integrity of the account. To understand this is to understand
why the forces of moral disorder are veiled underneath mythopoeic language about ferocious, uncontrollable
creatures…. We emphasize that if the specific and ultimate reason for his suffering had been revealed to Job
even at this point—the value of the account as a comfort to others who must suffer in ignorance would have
been diminished if not cancelled‖ (note on 41:1-34).
Yet without giving away the specifics of what has been going on, God is revealing to Job some important
general principles that all of God‘s people should bear in mind during this age. Job probably understands
Leviathan to be Satan. And Job likely knows that Satan is out to harm him. Perhaps he even realizes that Satan
is the one afflicting him, though he blames God for this since he knows that God could prevent it. God in
response assures Job that He does not step aside and cooperate with evil forces in allowing harm to come to
His people. Rather, God bends the forces of evil to serve His will with the intent of working out the ultimate
benefit of His people. It may appear on the surface that evil is triumphant. But God in His high and mysterious
ways is using these circumstances to accomplish His awesome purposes. Job himself could never achieve the
like. No man could. Only God has everything under control. Only God can rule and judge supreme—in
omnipotent power and omniscient justice. Job has only to trust Him and submit to whatever He is doing.
Repentance and Restoration (Job 42)
In Job‘s encounter with God, the Lord never directly explained why He permitted Job to suffer. But He doesn‘t
have to. Job finally realizes what God has been trying tell him for the past few chapters. He responds to God
with what he has learned—with what God has taught him: ―I know that You can do everything, and that no
purpose of Yours can be withheld from You‖ (verses 1-2). He admits that God is right to have pointed out his
lack of knowledge for, he confesses, he was talking about things he didn‘t really understand—wonderful things
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beyond his comprehension (verse 3). Job at last sees that God has immense care for His creation—including
him. He sees that God is in total control of His creation to accomplish His own inscrutable aims. And he realizes
his complete foolishness in coming to wrong conclusions about God‘s justice (compare verse 3).
So Job is now ready to answer God as God has told him to (verse 4). His response? As a prelude he says that
what he understood of God was based on what he had been taught by others—and that now he is at last able
to really see God for himself (verse 5). What exactly did he see? He saw what God had pointed out—mostly
regarding the creation. Notice what the apostle Paul said: ―What may be known of God is manifest in [people],
for God has shown it to them. For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes are clearly seen, being
understood [through] the things that are made, even His eternal power and Godhood‖ (see Romans 1:19-20).
The loving, caring disposition of Almighty God is powerfully illustrated by the intricacy and complexity of design
in nature for the benefit of all living things—especially for man. The creation and sustenance of the universe
also illustrates God‘s infinite mind and wisdom. Elihu, we should recall, had started onto this great theme with
the words, ―Remember to magnify His work‖ (Job 36:24). When this becomes the focus, everything else will fall
into place.
With the evidence powerfully before him, Job now gives God the answer God has been preparing him for. Job
abhors what he has foolishly uttered, and he repents of it in total humility (Job 42:6). He realizes that his
accomplishments cannot be compared with God‘s accomplishments, and that what little we accomplish is
enabled by God. So Job now sees that nothing in him is worthy of exaltation before God. Rather, he is
absolutely dependent on the undeserved love and mercy of his Creator.
God then speaks again, this time addressing Eliphaz, saying that He is angry with him and his two friends
Bildad and Zophar because they have not spoken of Him what is right as Job has and that they must go to Job
with offerings lest God deal with them according to the foolishness of their words (verses 7-8). This must have
stung deeply. These men had come to think that they were defending God‘s honor against a blaspheming
hypocrite. But they had it all wrong. Still, while we can see that they were wrong about Job, why does God
consider that they have spoken ill of Him? And why does God say that Job has spoken of Him what is right?
Remember that the friends had basically portrayed God as an uncaring arbiter of justice—a robotic judge who
instantly doles out punishments for sin and rewards for righteousness who is unmoved as to which way things
go in this regard. This picture effectively disregards God‘s patience, love, compassion and mercy. Recall also
that Job actually warned the friends about lying against observable evidence in their defense of God—that God
would not accept insincere flattery and false witness even if meant to exalt Him (13:7-12). Moreover, their
accusations against Job have misrepresented God. In charging Job with being a great sinner and hopeless
hypocrite who along with his slain children has received just desserts, they have claimed to stand for God‘s
principles and so imply that God Himself is behind their charges—and thereby credit God with adding to Job‘s
torment through their words. Yet, as these charges are really from Satan the Accuser, whose instruments they
have unwittingly become, the three friends have essentially labeled the devil‘s lies as coming from God. So God
now calls them to account.
What about Job? Despite his questioning of God‘s justice, Job had all along still fundamentally believed in
God‘s justice because he had counted on it to vindicate him in the end. Indeed, in the midst of his struggle—
even when he felt like God was treating him like an enemy—he still put his hope and faith ultimately in God. He
had remarkably stated, ―Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him‖ (13:15). As mentioned above, Job maintained
that God would not accept someone defending Him through suppressing truth. For, though conflicted and
confused, Job still attributed to God the highest standards of integrity. Unlike the almost mechanical God the
three friends imagined, Job had argued that God‘s infinitely majestic ways were beyond human understanding.
(He needed only to more diligently apply this to his own situation.) Job further argued that, contrary to his
friends‘ contention, God does care whether people choose righteousness or wickedness. Indeed, Job had so
much correct. And now at last God had come to help Job clear away the fog of faulty, emotionally charged
imagination and let this buffeted man‘s thoughts settle on a reasoned conclusion—whereupon Job was quick to
repent of his ill-thoughtout words and submit to God‘s will for his life, whatever that might be.
For all that he had said, Job‘s willingness to hang in there with God to the very end spoke even louder. Indeed,
it is Job‘s perseverance that the apostle James calls attention to in the New Testament as an example for us
(see James 5:11). And through it victory is achieved over the Accuser. Yes, Job had fallen into doubt and deep
confusion. But he had never cursed God and rejected Him as Satan predicted he would. Instead, he came to a
new depth of understanding and faith—so that he was now a stronger servant of God than ever.
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To their own credit, Job‘s three friends immediately follow God‘s order to present sacrificial offerings to Him
through Job and have him pray for them (Job 42:9)—as humiliating as this must have been after all the prideful
scorn they had heaped on him. Job is then shown here as a wonderful example of intercessory prayer for
others. He could have borne a grudge and really stuck it to his friends at this point for what they had said about
him. Instead, he appealed to God to forgive them. And we know his prayer was sincere, or else God would not
have accepted it. Then, following this outward demonstration of the humility expressed in his own repentance,
God at last restores Job to health and prosperity, giving him double what he had before (verse 10).
Some Bible critics see a problem in Job now being rewarded. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains: ―The
restoration, it is claimed, contradicts the purpose of the book, which is to present an alternate to the counselors‘
orthodox view of suffering held as normative in so much of the O[ld] T[estament, wherein the righteous are
rewarded and the wicked are punished]. When Job received again his prosperity, righteousness was rewarded
and his whole case defeated. But we would remind the reader that the purpose was not to contradict normative
O[ld] T[estament] theology but to provide a balance of truth. All things being equal, sin brings suffering and
righteousness blessing. Since Job had successfully endured the test and proved that his righteousness was not
rooted in his own selfishness, there was no reason for Job to continue to be tested; his sufferings needed to
cease. God created humans so that he might bless them, not curse them. Job had been declared innocent of all
those false accusations; so he could not continue to suffer as punishment. And God‘s higher purpose had been
fulfilled; so there was no reason why Job should not be restored‖ (note no verse 10).
Indeed, an ending of blessing is part of what God wanted to demonstrate through all this. James tells us: ―My
brethren, take the prophets, who spoke in the name of the Lord, as an example of suffering and patience.
Indeed we count them blessed who endure. You have heard of the perseverance of Job and seen the end
intended by the Lord—that the Lord is very compassionate and merciful‖ (James 5:10-11).
We should not take from this that all trials that believers face will end with rich material and family blessings in
this life. The point here is to show that God‘s objective is ultimately to reward those who put their trust in Him
and live as He directs. In the end, all believers who suffer will be richly rewarded. And even in this life, the
spiritual blessings will be great. These are in fact the greatest blessings, just as they were for Job. Far more
significant than his restored health and wealth and rebuilt family and circle of friends was coming to know and
understand God in a deeper way with a strengthened commitment and relationship.
Finally, we might ask: Did Job ever learn of the challenge between God and Satan? Certainly whoever wrote
the book came to know it—yet perhaps this was through God‘s later inspiration. Maybe Job himself never knew.
If he did come to know it, God decided not to reveal this fact to us in the account. Perhaps that would mislead
us into thinking that the purpose for all our own trials will be made known to us in this life—and that is simply not
the case. Whatever happens, let us always and ever remember to maintain our trust in God even when we
don‘t understand what He is doing in our lives. For as Romans 8:28 assures us: ―All things work together for
good to those who love God, to those who are the called according to His purpose.‖

404

PSALMS
Introduction to Psalms
As we have seen, the early Hebrew arrangement of the Old Testament was in three parts—the Law, the
Prophets and the Writings. Mentioning this arrangement, Jesus Christ referred to the last section as the Psalms
(Luke 24:44). This was evidently a common designation for the Writings that arose from Psalms being the first
book of this section and occupying a rather significant portion of it.
The English titles by which we know this great book of songs, prayers and poetry—Psalms and the Psalter—
derive from Greek. Psalmoi is the book‘s title in the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old Testament and the
name used in the original Greek of the New Testament (Luke 20:42; 24:44; Acts 1:20).
Meaning a song sung to a stringed instrument (such as the harp, lyre and lute), the word was apparently a
translation of the Hebrew mizmor, a term used in the introductory prescripts or superscriptions of 57 individual
psalms. No original title for the book has been preserved in Hebrew. However, in rabbinic literature the
accepted name was Sefer Tehillim (―Book of Praises‖).
The predominant author of the book is Israel‘s King David. Of the 150 psalms making up the collection, 73 are
designated in the introductory superscriptions as le-David, translated ―of David.‖ While the terminology is not
clear, as it could mean by David, concerning David, for David or to David, it is traditionally understood to mean
an attribution of authorship. Psalm 18‘s superscription says explicitly that David ―spoke to the LORD the words
of this song.‖ This psalm varies only slightly from David‘s psalm in 2 Samuel 22. And the end of Psalm 72 refers
to preceding psalms in the book as ―the prayers of David the son of Jesse.‖ The Psalms are referred to in one
of the ancient Jewish histories as ―the writings of David‖ (2 Maccabees 2:13). The Talmud likewise attributes
them in the Midrash on Psalm 1. The New Testament confirms David as the author of at least seven psalms:
Psalm 2 (Acts 4:25-26); Psalm 16 (Acts 2:25-28; 13:35-36); Psalm 32 (Romans 4:6-8); Psalm 69 (Acts 1:16-20;
Romans 11:9-10); Psalm 95 (Hebrews 4:7); Psalm 109 (Acts 1:16-20); and Psalm 110 (Matthew 22:41-45;
Mark 12:35-37; Luke 20:41-44; Acts 2:34-35).
David was certainly suited to this task. He is described as a ―skillful player on the harp‖ (1 Samuel 16:16-23), an
inventor of musical instruments (1 Chronicles 23:5; 2 Chronicles 29:26-30; Nehemiah 12:36; Amos 6:5), a
composer of laments or dirges (2 Samuel 1:17; 3:33), and ―the sweet psalmist of Israel‖ (23:1). As king, David
took on the task of organizing the singers and musicians for tabernacle and later temple worship (1 Chronicles
6:31-32; 16:4-7, 41-42; 25:1, 6; 2 Chronicles 7:6; 8:14; 23:18; 29:26-27, 30; Nehemiah 12:24).
Yet David is not the only composer of the Psalms. We also find some attributed to men David placed in charge
of worship in Jerusalem—Asaph (with 12 psalms) as well as Ethan and Heman (with one psalm each). The
name of David‘s son Solomon appears twice. Ten psalms are attributed to the Levitical family of Korah (the
designation ―sons of Korah‖ meaning ―descendants of Korah‖). This is the same Korah who rebelled in the
wilderness in Numbers 16, so obviously these descendants did not share his mindset.
One composition, Psalm 90, is attributed to Moses—making it the psalm of oldest recorded origin. Fifty psalms
have no attribution, though two of these, Psalms 2 and 95, are referred to in the New Testament as the work of
David, as noted above. A number of other anonymous psalms are probably also the work of David. Yet other
people must have contributed as well, as Psalm 137 was written following the Babylonian destruction of
Jerusalem—centuries after the time of David and Solomon. Women, such as Deborah (see Judges 5) and
Hannah (see 1 Samuel 2), are known to have written songs and poetic prayers. The prophet Habakkuk wrote a
psalm to be used in temple worship (Habakkuk 3). King Hezekiah curiously declared, ―We will sing my songs
with stringed instruments all the days of our life, in the house of the LORD‖ (Isaiah 38:20). Perhaps some
psalms were composed as late as the time of Ezra, when the final compilation of the book of Psalms took place.
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Actually, the book of Psalms is composed of five books, each ending with a doxology (expression of praise) to
God:
Book I (Psalms 1–41): ―Blessed be the LORD God of Israel from everlasting to everlasting! Amen and
Amen‖ (41:13).
Book II (Psalms 42–72): ―Blessed be the LORD God, the God of Israel, who only does wondrous things!
And blessed be His glorious name forever! And let the whole earth be filled with His glory. Amen and Amen.
The prayers of David the son of Jesse are ended‖ (72:18-20).
Book III (Psalms 73–89): ―Blessed be the LORD forevermore! Amen and Amen‖ (89:52).
Book IV (Psalms 90–106): ―Blessed be the LORD God of Israel from everlasting to everlasting! And let all
the people say, ‗Amen!‘ Praise the LORD!‖ (106:48).
Book V (Psalms 107–150): No similar short closing formula. Rather, the entirety of Psalm 150 apparently
serves as the doxology.
The doxologies ending Books I, II and III do not appear to have originally been part of the final psalms to which
they are appended. It seems that the three books once formed independent collections—separate hymnals so
to speak. The note concluding Book II stating that the prayers of David end with Psalm 72 supports this since
there are at least 19 psalms of David in later books. (Thus the prayers were ended as far as that particular
collection went.) The repetition of psalms also supports this. Psalm 14 in Book I reappears as Psalm 53 in Book
II. Psalm 40:13-17 in Book I reappears as Psalm 70 in Book II.
Parts of two psalms in Book II, Psalm 57:7-11 and 60:5-12, become Psalm 108 in Book V. Many believe Book I
of Psalms to have been compiled before David‘s death. Perhaps it was initially put together early in his reign to
serve as the hymnal for tabernacle worship. This does not rule out later additions and rearrangement—as
Psalm 3 concerns events late in David‘s life. Some have speculated that Book II was also compiled before
David‘s death—shortly before it, with the total of 72 psalms (3 x 24) intended to be sung in succession by the 24
priestly courses David appointed for temple worship. There is some disagreement about this numbering
however, with a few psalms as we currently have them appearing to have originally been one psalm and some
questioning whether Psalms 1 and 2 originally served as an introduction to Book I. Another issue concerns the
superscription of Psalm 72, the last psalm in Book II. It is labeled as le-Solomon. Since the end of this psalm
concludes with ―The prayers of David the son of Jesse are ended,‖ some see it as a psalm of David concerning
Solomon or intended for Solomon to use. But it could well be that Solomon wrote it prior to David‘s death and
that David simply included it in his own collection. It could also be that, following David‘s death, Solomon
appended his own psalm to the end of his father‘s psalms—either having received the compilation of Book II
from David or having authorized the compilation himself.
Book III is often considered to have been compiled during the Babylonian Exile, while the compilation of Books
IV and V appears to have come after the return from Babylon (though some place Book IV during the Exile). It
should be noted that the break between Books IV and V might have been artificial. The doxology ending Book
IV seems to be integral to Psalm 106 and may not originally have applied to the entire collection. There is no
―Amen and Amen‖ to conclude Book IV as in previous divisions. Books IV and V share common distinctions
from the other books. For one, many more psalms have no superscriptions (18 of the 61 as opposed to only six
without superscriptions in the preceding 89).
For another, Books IV and V have a near absence of musical references and technical terms like lamenasse‘ah
(―To the Chief Musician‖) and selah (probably indicating a pause or interlude). Also, Hallelujah (―Praise the
LORD‖ in the NKJV) occurs only in Books IV and V. And these latter two books share similar subject matter—
psalms of praise and thanksgiving suitable for temple worship services. All of this leads us to suspect that
Books IV and V were originally one collection that was later divided into two. This may have been done to fit the
pattern of the five books of the Law, as they were apparently read according to a weekly schedule in
conjunction with the Law and Prophets in a three-year cycle—a practice that seems to have begun in Ezra‘s
time. The Talmud in its Midrash on Psalm 1 draws a correspondence between the five books of the Law and
the five books of Psalms. There are thematic correspondences here as well, as we will see.
The Psalms give us the heart and feeling of God‘s law. God‘s law is an expression of His character—revealed
in Scripture as love. For us, living this way of love means following His commandments. The first four of the Ten
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Commandments tell us how to love God, and the last six tell us how to love our fellow man. God‘s
commandments are further delineated and demonstrated through the first division of the Old Testament, the
five books of the Law. The next division, the Prophets, gives an added dimension.

The Former Prophets (the books of Joshua through 2 Kings) show us how, historically, blessings came by
obedience to God‘s law and curses came through disobedience. The Latter Prophets (the books of Isaiah
through Malachi) carry the same lessons of blessing and cursing into the future. The next Old Testament
division, the Writings, gives further and finer specifications of the application of God‘s law.
The book of Psalms in particular gives the whole heart, feeling and approach one needs to have toward God‘s
law. God looked on David as a man after His own heart (Acts 13:22), and the outpouring of David‘s (and
others‘) thoughts and feelings in prayer, or in song, before God is a tremendous example to be carefully studied
and personally applied.
Here are five specific applications of the Psalms:
1. Prayers: Psalms can provide examples of how to pray. They can be a guide to getting started in prayer, or
become your own personal prayers in particular cases.
2. History: Many psalms show what went through David‘s mind in certain situations in his life. The Psalms even
contain added details about the history of Israel.
3. Songs and poetry: Hymnals used in the Church of God today are a prime example of this, as they often make
use of the translated lyrics of the psalms.
4. Prophecy: Psalm 22, for example, is a prophecy of the Messiah‘s sufferings. Others speak of His return and
other future events.
5. Practical: The Psalms contain direct how-to instruction, though not typically in the same specific way as
Proverbs.
The five books of Psalms, like the five books of the Law, cover an interesting progression of historical and
prophetic themes. The historical themes of the Psalms by book respectively appear to be: (I) Man and creation;
(II) Israel and redemption; (III) Public worship and the temple; (IV) The sojourn of God‘s people on the earth; (V)
Praise and the Word of God. The prophetic themes appear to be: (I) The beginning of salvation; (II) God‘s
relationship with His Church; (III) The time of the Great Tribulation; (IV) God‘s Kingdom; (V) Mankind‘s complete
salvation. Correspondence has also been shown with the five Megilloth (―Scrolls‖)—i.e., the festival scrolls read
by the Jews during particular festivals. These are as follows:
1. Song of Solomon: Read at Passover.
2. Ruth: Read at Pentecost, the time of the wheat harvest, though there may also be a connection with the
closely related Days of Unleavened Bread commencing the earlier barley harvest. Both harvests are mentioned
in Ruth.
3. Lamentations: Read on the fast of the 9th of Ab commemorating the temple‘s destruction, though there could
be a thematic connection with the Feast of Trumpets.
4. Ecclesiastes: Read in conjunction with the Feast of Tabernacles, though this sober reflection seems to
correspond with the Day of Atonement‘s focus in the run-up to the Feast.
5. Esther: Read in conjunction with the Jewish feast of Purim commemorating the deliverance of the Jews as
told in the book, yet this may prefigure on some level the ultimate deliverance of all mankind foreshadowed in
the Eighth Day following the Feast of Tabernacles, often referred to today as the Last Great Day.
Time and space prevents us from exploring all the parallels with the five books of Psalms here, but this makes
for a fascinating study. At the outset, we should take a moment to consider the literary quality of the Psalms.
The Bible Reader‘s Companion says in its introduction to the book: ―The Psalms are lyric poems, heart songs
that touch us deeply. Much of their power derives from a distinctive form of Hebrew poetry, which does not rely
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on rhyme but on rhythmic patterns of thought. Ideas, emotions, and images are repeated or developed in a
variety of ways to create an intuitive response in the reader. While it is not necessary to understand Hebrew
poetry to be captivated by the Psalms or to sense their impact, it‘s important to grasp its principles if we try to
interpret them.
―Simply put, the key to Hebrew poetry is parallelism. That is, its tendency to arrange ideas, emotions, and
images side by side in a variety of ways. The three simplest forms of parallelism are synonymous, antithetic,
and synthetic. In synonymous parallelism a thought is repeated in different words:
―‗Our mouths were filled with laughter, our tongues with songs of joy‘ (Ps. 126:2).
―In antithetic parallelism the initial thought, emotion, or image is emphasized by contrasting it with an opposite:
―‗A kind man benefits himself, but a cruel man brings himself harm‘ (Prov. 11:17).
―In synthetic parallelism the second line completes the thought of the first:
―‗I will lie down and sleep in peace, for You alone, O Lord, make me dwell in safety‘ (Ps. 4:8).
―There are more complex types of parallelism found in Psalms. Yet the basic concept is simple. The power of
Hebrew poetry flows from the arrangement and repetition of the emotions, ideas, and images presented by the
poet‖ (p. 346).
A note on the superscriptions or prescripts of the Psalms is also in order. In the psalm of Habakkuk 3, the
phrase ―A prayer of Habakkuk the prophet, on Shigionioth [apparently denoting a poetic style]‖ appears at the
beginning, while appended to the end are the words ―To the Chief Musician. With my stringed instruments.‖ It
has been suggested by some that this is the proper formula for psalms in general and that it should be
extended to the book of Psalms. This would mean that the beginning of many a superscription actually belongs
to the previous psalm. For instance, Psalm 3 would begin with the superscription ―A Psalm of David when he
fled from Absalom his son‖ and end with what Bible translations place at the beginning of Psalm 4: ―To the
Chief Musician. With stringed instruments.‖ Psalm 4 would begin with ―A Psalm of David‖ and end with the
beginning of the next superscription, ―To the Chief Musician. With flutes.‖ And on it goes.
In his New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties, Gleason Archer cites a treatise (J.W.Thirtle, The
Titles of the Psalms, Their Meaning and Nature Explained, 1905) suggesting ―that many of the Psalms had not
only a prescript but also a postscript. Some of the ancient Egyptian and Akkadian hymns have been preserved
to us with a final notation. This makes it quite possible that in the later compilation of the canonical Psalms the
scribes became confused by the presence of postscripts and assumed that they should be taken as part of the
prescript for the psalm following‖ (1982, p. 243). Bear this in mind through the readings, as we will not always
touch on this in commenting on individual psalms.
Finally, it should be mentioned that we have already read 19 psalms and part of another one in the Bible
Reading Program, mainly in conjunction with events in David‘s life. This will be noted when we encounter these.
We are reading them again here to see their context in the Psalter, sometimes with additional comments.
Follow Righteousness and Submit to the Lord‘s Anointed (Psalms 1–2)
Neither Psalm 1 nor 2 have a superscription giving attribution. The apostles Peter and John ascribe Psalm 2 to
David in Acts 4:24-26, as does Paul in Acts 13:33. David may be the author of Psalm 1 as well, as it opens
Book 1 of the Psalms, which along with Book 2 is generally attributed to him (see 72:20). On the other hand, it
could well be the work of another composer, as it may have been placed here by a later editor to serve as an
introduction to the entire collection of the Psalms. Of course, a psalm of David himself could have been used for
the same purpose, as Psalm 2 seems to be part of the introduction as well.
Regarding Psalms 1–2, The Zondervan NIV Study Bible notes: ―These two ‗orphan‘ psalms (having no title) are
bound together by framing clauses (‗Blessed is the man…{whose} delight is in the law of the LORD‘; ‗Blessed
are all who take refuge in him‘) that highlight their function as the introduction to the whole Psalter. Together
they point on the one hand to God‘s law and to the instruction of the wisdom teachers (Ps 1) and on the other
hand to a central theme in the Prophets…namely, what [God] has committed himself to accomplish for and
through his anointed king from the house of David (Ps 2). In this way these two psalms link the Psalter with the
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rest of the [Old Testament] literature and alert those who take it in hand that to hear these psalms aright they
must be understood within that larger frame of reference. At the same time, as the port of entry into the Psalter
they make clear that those who would find their own voice in the psalms and so would appropriate them as
testimonies to their own faith must fit the profile of those called ‗blessed‘ here.‖
In Psalm 1, the psalmist contrasts the way of the righteous, which brings blessings, with the destiny of the
wicked. ―For a prime indicator of the psalm‘s central theme [compare] the first and last words, which frame the
whole (―Blessed…perish‖)‖ (note on Psalm 1). The word translated ―blessed‖ can also mean ―happy.‖ However,
as The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary points out, it is important to remember that this state of true happiness is
―not merely a feeling. Even when the righteous do not feel happy, they are still considered ‗blessed‘ from God‘s
perspective. He bestows this gift on them. Neither negative feelings nor adverse conditions can take His
blessing away‖ (note on verse 1). Because the righteous delight in God‘s law (verse 2; 119:6) they bear good
fruit for God.
God blesses those who are trying to live the right way (verse 6) and gives them a sense of joy and purpose. He
does not bestow that same attention on the ungodly (verses 4-5). In terms of productiveness for God, the
wicked are as useless as wind-blown chaff. Jeremiah makes a similar pronouncement about ungodly men:
―Cursed is the one who trusts in man, who depends on flesh for his strength and whose heart turns away from
the LORD. He will be like a bush in the wastelands‖ (17:5-6, NIV). Evil men are prone to engage in deepening
wickedness (verse 1). They move from walking alongside of evil, to openly standing in sin, then sitting as
teachers of evil.
The godly, in contrast, ―are devoted to the Lord (Deut. 6:7, cf. Joshua 1:7-8). In all their activities they keep
distant from the ungodly, lest they get under their influence. They carefully guard themselves in their family,
business, and social relations as they set the terms of their relations, while being polite and gracious‖
(Expositor‘s, note on verse 1).
Psalm 2 is a royal psalm that speaks of David and His descendants reigning in Jerusalem—ultimately pointing
to Christ‘s millennial rule on the earth. ―I have set My King on My holy hill of Zion…I will give You the nations for
Your inheritance, and the ends of the earth for Your possession‖ (verses 6, 8). ―Israelite kings and priests were
anointed with oil when they took office. The ‗Anointed One‘ probably originally meant ‗king.‘ It came, however,
to stand for more. The Hebrew word is masiah, which became Messiah and is translated into Greek as Christos
or Christ. This psalm was understood in the New Testament as referring to Jesus—for no Old Testament king
ever gained the control of the nations implied here‖ (Zondervan New Student Bible, note on verse 2).
Considering that God announced His plan and has all power to fulfill it, the psalmist wonders at the audacity of
plotting against Him. To take counsel against God and His Anointed is a vain thing. God laughs scornfully at the
long history of human insubordination (verse 4). Kings and leaders have been warned in advance. They should
―wise up‖ and serve the Lord in fear and trembling (verse 11; Deuteronomy 10:12-13). At the end of the age, a
union of nations will mount another rebellion against God—this time an attack on the returning Jesus Christ.
With all power at His command, Christ will destroy the rebel armies and commence to rule the nations ―with an
iron scepter‖ (verse 9; Revelation 2:27; 12:5, NIV).
―You are My Son, today I have begotten You‖ in Psalm 2:7 ―is the public proclamation that the Son is to inherit
the kingdom from His Father…establishing the Son‘s right to rule over God‘s kingdom‖ (The Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verse 7). God has not said this to His angels (see Hebrews 1:5). He reserved this for
Jesus (Acts 13:33) as well as other human beings who would be spiritually begotten as God‘s children (see
Hebrews 1–2).
―Kiss the Son‖ (verse 12) is perhaps meant ―as a sign of submission (see 1Sa 10:1; 1Ki 19:18; Hos 13:2…).
Submission to an Assyrian king was expressed by kissing his feet‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm
2:12). The New Testament shows kissing on the cheek as a means of greeting, which would signify welcome
and acceptance. The Jewish Tanakh translation renders the entire phrase ―pay homage in good faith,‖ leaving
out the word ―Son‖—perhaps with some concern over Christian interpretation—but declaring the Hebrew
uncertain in a footnote. It is true that the word for ―son‖ would here be the Aramaic bar rather than the Hebrew
ben. However, as Expositor‘s states in its footnote on verse 12, ―In favor of the traditional translation
[‗Son‘]…are the context of the psalm (submission to the Lord and to the anointed), the proposal by
[commentator] Delitzsch that the sequence bar pen (‗Son, lest‘) avoids the dissonance of ben pen…and the
suggestion by [another commentator] that the usage of the Aramaism may be intentionally directed to the
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foreign nations‖—as Aramaic was the common language of the entire ancient Middle East. Interestingly, it
would also be the language of the Jews when Jesus the Son actually came among them.
―You Have Relieved Me in My Distress‖ (Psalms 3–6)
Psalm 3 begins a thematic grouping of 12 of David‘s psalms (3–14), as we will later see in conjunction with
Psalm 8 and Psalm 14. We read Psalm 3 earlier in the Bible Reading Program. It is the lament David composed
when he fled from his son Absalom (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 2 Samuel 15:1–16:14 and
Psalm 3). Driven by ambition to become king himself, Absalom turned the hearts of the people away from
David. David despairs that so many have turned against him (verse 1). They no longer believe God is with him
to help him (verse 2).
The phrase ―lifts up my head‖ (verse 3) expresses David‘s belief that God will raise him up from the humiliation
he suffers. In 2 Samuel 15:30 we read of the sad occasion of David being driven out of Jerusalem: ―So David
went up by the Ascent of the Mount of Olives, and wept as he went up and he had his head covered and went
barefoot. And all the people who were with him covered their heads and went up, weeping as they went up.‖
In spite of intense enemy opposition, David is able to sleep without fear, ―for the LORD sustained me‖ (verses
5-6). The KJV and NKJV translation of verse 7 says that God has come to David‘s defense before. However,
the NIV translates verse 7 as a present request for God to ―strike all my enemies on the jaw; break the teeth of
the wicked.‖ Even if the latter is correct, God has indeed intervened for David before and will certainly do so
again—just as He will for all of us who place our trust in Him.
Psalm 4 is one of David‘s prayers for deliverance. It ―is linked to Ps. 3 in mood and concept. Both speak of the
possibility of finding such peace in God‘s presence that even when torn by physical and emotional pain, a
person may still have restful sleep (3:5; 4:8)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 4). In the superscription,
where the King James Version leaves a word untranslated, ―on Neginoth,‖ the New King James Version
properly translates this as ―With stringed instruments.‖ (As noted in the Bible Reading Program introduction to
Psalms, this may be the postscript for Psalm 3.) Getting into the words of Psalm 4 itself, ―O God of my
righteousness‖ in verse 1 ―can also be translated ‗O my righteous God.‘ The phrase has two meanings: (1) Only
God is righteous. (2) All of a person‘s righteousness is found in him alone‖ (note on verse 1).
David addresses those who are currently troubling him: ―How long, O you sons of men, will you turn my glory to
shame?‖ (verse 2). ―That is, through slander rob David of the public honor he had enjoyed under the Lord‘s
blessing and care (see 3:3…) and bring him into public disrepute‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on 4:2).
David knows that God has set certain godly people ―apart for Himself.‖ David was such a person, set apart by
God to be king over Israel (1 Samuel 16:12-13). For this reason, he is confident that God hears his prayers and
intervenes to help him.
David calls on his enemies to search their hearts, saying, ―In your anger [against me] do not sin‖ (verse 4, NIV).
Since anger can lead to sin, his detractors need to quiet down, bring their requests and sacrifices to God and
trust Him to resolve their complaints (verse 5). This is remarkable in that the wicked are offered a way to
redemption rather than a pronouncement of doom. In the New Testament the apostle Paul quotes verse 4
about being angry and yet not sinning in a different context—to describe the proper exercise of righteous
indignation (Ephesians 4:26).
In Psalm 4:6, David recognizes that many have become discouraged, asking, ―Who can show us any good?‖
(NIV). David knows that only God can restore confidence in the nation and end the present crisis. ―Lift up the
light of your countenance upon us‖ (verse 6). The related priestly blessing in Numbers 6:26 adds an additional
phrase: ―The LORD lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.‖ With that in mind, it is interesting to
note that David concludes with a determined focus on joy and peace. Again, he is able to sleep peacefully even
in the present circumstances because God provides safety.
Psalm 5. The superscription (the first part of which may refer to Psalm 4, as the Bible Reading Program‘s
introductory notes on Psalms explains) apparently describes accompaniment ―with flutes,‖ the latter word
seeming to translate the Hebrew ―Nehiloth‖ (KJV). Psalm 5 is a morning prayer (verses 2-3) in which David
seeks help for another day. Because the world is corrupt, God makes Himself a refuge and shield for the
righteous (verses 11-12). Because the world is confused, He provides clear guidance if we will seek it: ―Lead
me, O LORD, in Your righteousness…make Your way straight before my face‖ (verse 8).
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Only the righteous can come into God‘s presence and enjoy His blessings (verses 5, 11-12). David says in
verse 5, ―You hate all workers of iniquity.‖ The Hebrew word for hate ―is a strong term that speaks primarily of
rejection‖ (Nelson, note on 11:4-6). We should understand this in terms of ultimate judgment, as the next verse
continues: ―You shall destroy those who speak falsehood; the LORD abhors the bloodthirsty and deceitful man.‖
What God really hates (what He rejects and wants to destroy) is what the wicked think and do—that is, the
things that classify them as wicked. God in fact loves all humanity so much that He has provided an atonement
for them through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ (see John 3:16)—if they will repent and accept it. Yet ultimately, if
they still reject God, then all that will constitute them are the things God hates—and He will in perfect justice
utterly annihilate them (for their own good and the good of everyone else).
David immediately balances his reference to God‘s just hatred of evil by referring to ―the multitude of Your
mercy‖ (verse 7). ―Mercy here is hesed, a term also translated as ‗love,‘ ‗covenant love [or loyalty],‘ and ‗lovingkindness.‘ Hesed reminds us that God is totally committed to humankind. The love we see in Calvary‘s ultimate
sacrifice draws us, as God‘s mercy drew David, to worship and serve the Lord‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion,
note on verse 7). Relying on God‘s mercy, David expresses his intent to worship God and asks for help in
following Him—to provide no basis for his enemies‘ accusations—as he knows he would not succeed in
obedience on his own (verses 7-8).
It is interesting that David says he will worship toward God‘s holy temple (verse 7) when there was as yet no
temple in Jerusalem. Perhaps David was speaking of God‘s temple in heaven (compare Hebrews 9:23-24;
Revelation 15:5–16:1). Or perhaps during his preparations for the building of the physical temple late in his life,
David wrote this psalm (or modified an earlier one) to be sung when the temple was standing. Note that the
psalm‘s superscription (or alternatively the postscript at the beginning of Psalm 6) is addressed ―To the Chief
Musician.‖ For us today, the temple of God, in a spiritual sense, can also refer to the body of believers with
God‘s Holy Spirit—the Church of God (Ephesians 2:19-22; 1 Corinthians 3:17).
David asks God to pass sentence on his enemies because they have ―no faithfulness in their mouth‖ (Psalm
5:9). They boast, flatter, lie and curse. ―Not a word from their mouth can be trusted; their heart is filled with
destruction‖ (same verse, NIV). ―Their throat is an open tomb; they flatter [deceivingly] with their tongue.‖ Paul
used these words to argue for the depravity of all humanity (Romans 3:13). Jesus stated that a man is defiled
by what comes out of his heart: ―Those things which proceed out of the mouth come from the heart, and they
defile a man. For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness,
blasphemies. These are the things which defile a man‖ (Matthew 15:18-29). The sins of the wicked (verses 4-5,
9-10)—which means everyone until they repent—spring from rebellion against God: ―Banish them for their
many sins, for they have rebelled against you‖ (verse 10, NIV). As mentioned above, ultimately the wicked will
be cast out: ―Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire‖ (Matthew 7:19).
But God surrounds the righteous—those who repent and seek His will—with protection and favor, making
Himself their refuge and shield (Psalm 5:11-12). Of course, this does not mean that God will allow no calamity
to overtake His people, as we saw in the book of Job. But everything happens within His oversight, as He
directs all things to a positive outcome for those who faithfully serve Him (see Romans 8:28). And in general,
He does maintain a protective defense around His people, and He provides them with constant blessings.
Psalm 6. Where the King James Version gives the superscription (perhaps the postscript of Psalm 5) as ―on
Neginoth upon Sheminith,‖ the New King James gives the likely translation ―On an eight-stringed harp.‖ In
Psalm 6, David is distressed by an illness that he senses God has sent as a punishment for his own sinfulness
(verse 1). He suffers intense pain—―my bones are troubled‖ (verse 2)—with no remission in sight: ―My soul is in
anguish. How long, O LORD, how long?‖ (verse 3). He believes the illness to be mortal (verse 5).
We do not know when this situation occurred. David wrote a number of psalms associated with serious illness
that may concern the same time. Some have speculated that this came on him after the episode of taking a
census of Israel, which focused more on national strength than the need for God‘s help (see 2 Samuel 24; 1
Chronicles 21). God sent a plague on the people, who were likely complicit in self sufficient thinking. Yet David,
who had ordered the census despite Joab‘s warning, took responsibility. As 2 Samuel 24:17 says: ―Then David
spoke to the LORD when he saw the angel who was striking the people, and said, ‗Surely I have sinned, and I
have done wickedly; but these sheep, what have they done? Let Your hand, I pray, be against me and against
my father‘s house.‘‖ Perhaps his concluding words here came to pass when the plague on the nation was
halted, though we cannot know for sure.
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Whatever sin it was that apparently brought on his illness, David calls on God‘s mercy—His unfailing love
(Psalm 6:4). As in Psalm 5, the word here again is hesed. Says The Nelson Study Bible: ―Perhaps the most
significant single term in the Hebrew text regarding the character of God is the word rendered mercies here.
The Hebrew word describes what some prefer to call the loyal love of God. The translations vary because the
word has much depth. Aside from the personal name of God (Yahweh), it may be the single most important
term describing Him as the object of praise in the Book of Psalms‖ (note on 6:4).
David warns his enemies in verses 8-10 that he is confident in God‘s healing and that they will be ashamed,
dismayed, and suddenly disgraced for reviling him and, in so doing, dishonoring God, who declared David His
servant.
―That You May Silence the Enemy‖ (Psalms 7–10)
The superscription of Psalm 7 in the New King James Version calls it a ―meditation‖ of David. The Hebrew for
meditation is higgaion, as in Psalm 9:16, but the word at the beginning of Psalm 7, as the KJV superscription
shows, is actually shiggaion, which occurs only here in the Bible. Its plural form, however, is used in the psalm
of Habakkuk 3. Repeating from the Bible Reading Program comments on that passage, ―The word shiggayon
comes from shagah, ‗to wander,‘ a wandering song‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, note on Psalm 7; see note
on Habakkuk 3:1). ―It may derive from a verbal root meaning ‗to reel‘ or ‗to err,‘ and if so points to some
irregular rhythmic mode‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on Habakkuk 3:1).
David names Cush the Benjamite in Psalm 7‘s superscription. This man, mentioned nowhere else in Scripture,
has apparently spoken on behalf of a group of persecutors who accused David of wrongdoing and were bent on
his destruction. Whether they actually believed him guilty of wrong or were just making this up to justify action
against him is not clear. Some today speculate that the distinct reference to Cush being a Benjamite may
indicate his being a supporter or agent of King Saul. In any case, Cush and his comrades must have been
dangerous opponents because David cries out that, if God does not deliver him, his persecutors would ―tear me
like a lion, and rip me in pieces‖ (verses 1-2).
In his appeal to God, David takes an oath of innocence in which he invites God to give him into the hands of the
enemies who seek to take his life if he is guilty of any of the charges they bring against him (verses 3-5). David
is so confident of his innocence that he asks God to judge his righteousness, his integrity (verse 8), his heart
and mind (verse 9). ―In the Hebrew, hearts and minds is literally ‗hearts and kidneys‘—an ancient way of
describing the innermost person‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 9-10).
We should note that in praying to God the words ―Judge me according to my righteousness,‖ David does not
mean for God to judge every aspect of his life by this standard. (As with any of us, God would in such an
inventory find sins worthy of condemnation. Indeed, other prayers of David show him praying for forgiveness
where he has fallen short.) Rather, David in his prayer here is asking for God‘s judgment in the matter at
hand—to judge him according to his deeds and even inward motivations with respect to the accusations that
have been made against him. In these, he knows that the righteous and just God will see his complete
innocence and fully absolve him.
Against the wicked, however, David describes God as a just Judge and an angry Warrior who will ―sharpen His
sword,‖ prepare ―deadly weapons‖ and make ready ―flaming arrows‖ to satisfy justice (verses 11-13). Yet David
recognizes that the wicked create their own problems for themselves, reaping what they sow (compare
Galatians 6:7-8). They conceive trouble, which then returns on their own heads (verses 14, 16). ―The wicked
become ‗mothers‘ to trouble. They will give birth to their own destruction‖ (note on verses 14-16). They fall into
the pits they themselves have dug to trap their prey (verse 15). David therefore knows that those who have
plotted his destruction have set up the circumstances for their own demise. Perhaps it was in the midst of his
prayer that God inspired David with this reminder—moving him to sing God‘s praises (see verse 17).
Psalm 8. ―At this juncture in the Psalter,‖ says the Zondervan NIV Study Bible in its note on Psalm 8, ―this
psalm surprises. After five psalms [3–7] (and 64 Hebrew poetic lines—following the introduction to the
Psalter…Ps 1–2) in which the psalmists have called on Yahweh to deal with human perversity, this psalm‘s
praise of Yahweh for his astounding endowment of the human race with royal ‗glory and honor‘ (v. 5) serves as
a striking and unexpected counterpoint. Its placement here highlights the glory (God‘s gift) and disgrace
(humanity‘s own doing) that characterize human beings and the corresponding range of difference in God‘s
dealings with them. And after five more psalms [9–13] (and 64 poetic lines), this psalm in turn receives a
counterpoint…[in Psalm 14, as we will later see].‖
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Where the NKJV superscription of Psalm 8 has ―On the instrument of Gath,‖ the KJV has ―upon Gittith‖ and the
NIV has ―According to gittith.‖ ―The Hebrew word perhaps refers to either a winepress (‗song of the winepress‘)
or the Philistine city of Gath (‗Gittite lyre or music‘; see 2Sa 15:18)‖ (note on Psalm 8).
David opens and closes the psalm praising the excellence of God‘s name (verses 1, 9)— representing God‘s
power, His character and His purpose. The name here is the Hebrew YHWH—the Tetragrammaton (i.e., four
letters)—often transliterated into English as Yahweh, as above. The name means ―He Is Who He Is‖ (the
Eternal One). David declares God‘s name excellent ―in all the earth.‖ Wherever one looks on earth—and up
from earth to the heavens above—the glory of God is revealed. God introduced Himself to Moses by the first
person form of the Tetragrammaton, saying, ―I AM WHO I AM‖ (Exodus 3:14). ―The One who spoke to Moses
declared Himself to be the Eternal One—uncaused and independent. Only the Creator of all things can call
Himself the I AM in the absolute sense; all other creatures are in debt to Him for their existence‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on Exodus 3:14).
David observes that ―from the lips of children and infants you have ordained praise because of your enemies‖
(verse 2, NIV). While the word for ―praise‖ could also be rendered ―strength,‖ as in the KJV and NKJV, ―praise‖
seems the better translation since Jesus quoted the verse this way when the common people (figuratively
children) praised Him while the ―mature‖ religious leaders who opposed Him wanted to squelch them but could
not (Matthew 21:16). Perhaps David simply meant that despite the scorn of the wicked, there were always new
generations of children to gaze in wonder at God‘s creation and express awe. Yet God who inspired the psalm
also had the more specific prophetic fulfillment in mind. David‘s reflections on the grandeur of the heavens
(verse 3) gives rise to the question, ―What is man?‖ (verse 4). ―The Heb[rew] word here [for man] is ‘enos, which
emphasizes man‘s mortality and weakness. David is stunned that the all-powerful Creator should exalt in such
puny beings by caring for us and by giving us dominion over His earth‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on
Psalm 8). Who are we in comparison to the Creator? Why would He even think of us? Why would He care for
us or have anything to do with us? (verse 4). The word for ―visit‖ here in the NKJV has the sense of ―see to‖ or
―deal with,‖ which can have either a positive or negative sense. Here the meaning is positive.
In verses 5-8, David muses further about man‘s place in the scheme of things—that he is the pinnacle of God‘s
earthly creation. In verse 5, the word translated ―angels‖ is elohim, the word used throughout the Old Testament
for
God. The Moffatt Translation says, ―Thou hast made him little less than divine.‖ Yet it does not seem
reasonable to say that man is only a little lower than God. After all, David himself was thinking about how man
was basically nothing next to God‘s majesty as revealed in the sky above. And God Himself tells human beings,
―For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways, and My thoughts than
your thoughts‖ (Isaiah 55:9). Perhaps it was because of this that the Targums (ancient Jewish paraphrases of
Scripture) and the Septuagint (the Jewish rendering of the Old Testament in Greek) translated the word elohim
here as meaning ―angels.‖ Yet human beings seem rather far below the amazing power and abilities of angels
too.
It should be noted that the words ―little less‖ or ―little lower‖ could also be rendered ―for a little while lower.‖ The
literal meaning would then be that man has been created for a little while lower than God, implying that man
after that little while will ultimately share God‘s plane of existence. This is in fact man‘s destiny—to be part of
Elohim, the family of God (see also Psalm 82:6 and our free booklet, Who Is God?). Yet such a rendering would
no doubt have made early Jewish translators even more uncomfortable. So we can see why they would prefer
the word ―angels‖ over ―God‖ in Psalm 8:5 in any case. Of course, it is certainly true that for the time being man
has been made lower than the angels as well as God, so the writer of the New Testament book of Hebrews
(probably the apostle Paul) had no problem using the translation the Jews were familiar with, giving the Greek
word for angels rather than God (see Hebrews 2:7).
Psalm 8:6 speaks of God giving man dominion over His creation. This is quoted in Hebrews 2:8. Yet where
David goes on in Psalm 8:7-8 to focus on man‘s dominion over the animals of the earth, recalling Genesis 1–2,
the book of Hebrews ends its quotation with Psalm 8:6, emphasizing the ―all things‖ committed to man‘s rule in
this verse—meaning, in its fullest sense, the entire universe and spirit realm. Man, Hebrews 2 explains, has not
yet received this ultimate dominion with God—except for Christ, who is our forerunner. We will see more about
this in our later reading of Hebrews 2.
Psalm 9 and Psalm 10 may have initially been composed as one single psalm. ―A number of indicators point in
that direction. Ps 10 is the only psalm from Ps 3 to 32 that has no superscription, and the Hebrew text of the
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two psalms together appears to reflect an incomplete (or broken) acrostic structure‖ (Zondervan NIV Study
Bible, note on Psalm 9). ―Acrostic refers to the poetic practice of opening each line, verse, or stanza with a
different letter of the alphabet. The acrostics are sometimes complete (Ps. 25; 34; 37; 111; 119; 145). Psalms 9
and 10 form an incomplete acrostic‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introduction to Psalms). The Greek
Septuagint translation of the Hebrew Bible treats them as a single psalm.
―Ps 9 is predominantly praise (by the king) for God‘s deliverance from hostile nations…. It concludes with a
short prayer from God‘s continuing righteous judgments (see v. 4) on the haughty nations. Ps 10 is
predominantly prayer against the rapacity of unscrupulous people within the realm—as arrogant and wicked in
their dealings with the ‗weak‘ (v. 2) as the nations were in their attacks on Israel (vv. 2-11 can serve equally as
a description of both). The conjunction of these two within a single psalm is not unthinkable since the attacks of
‗the wicked‘ (9:5; 10:4), whether from within or from without, on the godly community are equally threatening to
true Israel…. Probably Ps 9-10 came to be separated for the purpose of separate liturgical [i.e., religious
worship service] use‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm 9).
―To {the tune of} [a now unknown song] ‗Death of the Son‘‖ could be the meaning of the Hebrew phrase almuth
labben in the superscription of Psalm 9, as in the NKJV and NIV. However there are other possibilities (see
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 1). David says that those who seek God are those who know
His name and put their trust in Him (verse 10). Those who reject God come to experience Him in a different
way: ―The LORD is known by the judgment He executes‖ (verse 16). David includes words relating to judgment
six times in the psalm. God judges individuals (verse 3), nations (verses 5, 19) and the entire world (verse 8).
God judges so that individuals and nations may learn that they are but men (verse 20) who live under the
authority of the Creator.
God has the power to destroy wicked men (verses 5-6) and to advance the cause of righteous men (verses 810, 12, 19). God‘s righteous judgment is a major factor in leading the humble to seek Him. David, we should
further note, also points out that the wicked bring about their own destruction (verses 15-16), just as was
pointed out in 7:15-16. After making this point, the end of Psalm 9:16 notes: ―Meditation. Selah.‖ While the word
translated ―meditation‖ may be a musical notation, it could well be meant literally. Perhaps in conjunction with
the musical term selah, which seems to indicate a pause or interlude, the idea here is to stop and think about
what has just been sung. For all who would pursue a life of sin, it should be remembered that your sins will
catch up with you. As Numbers 32:23 tells us, ―Take note…be sure your sin will find you out.‖
Psalm 9:17 in the NKJV says that the wicked are headed for ―hell.‖ The Hebrew word here is sheol, which the
NIV correctly translates as ―the grave.‖ (See our free booklet Heaven & Hell: What Does the Bible Really
Teach?) The righteous, on the other hand, are brought ―up from the gates of death‖ (verse 13) to praise God ―in
the gates of the daughter of Zion‖ (verse 14). Besides speaking of present deliverance, this seems to anticipate
the future actual resurrection of the saints and their dwelling with Christ in Jerusalem.
Verses 19-20 call on God to act in accordance with His righteous judgment in the sight of all nations,
foreshadowing the end of the age when God will do just that.
Psalm 10. Continuing with the theme of God‘s righteous judgment, especially the last two verses of Psalm 9,
the psalmist (probably still David) asks why God does not immediately act in the face of evil (10:1). Things often
seem to be going so well for the wicked (verse 5).
To strengthen his plea for God to take righteous action, the psalmist describes his enemies‘ disregard for God.
The wicked man says, ―Nothing will shake me; I‘ll always be happy and never have trouble….God has
forgotten; He covers His face and never sees…. He won‘t call me to account‖ (verses 6, 11, 13, NIV).
Emboldened by such reckless thinking, the wicked man persecutes the poor, murders the innocent, crushes the
helpless and curses God. He plots, boasts, lies and deceives (verses 2-13). The psalm summarizes, ―In all his
thoughts there is no room for God‖ (verse 4, NIV). Wickedness does not escape God‘s notice, however—and
He will justly punish (verse 14). God will call for an accounting: the wicked will no longer terrorize the earth
(verses 16, 18). The reference to the nations perishing in verse 16 ties back to Psalm 9. When Christ returns to
rule the earth, He will put an end to wickedness and establish true justice (10:15-18).
―Help, LORD, for the Godly Man Ceases!‖ (Psalms 11–14)
David composed Psalm 11 when others around him (the ―you‖ in verse 1 is plural) were counseling him to flee
from encroaching enemies. The NKJV closes the quote of the counselors at the end of verse 1, but it makes
more sense to close the quote at the end of verse 3, as the NIV does. It is not clear whether the threat of
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enemies secretly shooting with arrows in verse 2 is literal or figurative (see 64:3-4), though the advice of flight
would seem to imply mortal danger.
The advisers see no alternative to a hiding out in the hills because they believe ―the foundations are destroyed‖
(verse 3). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says: ―The word ‗foundations‘ (shathoth) occurs only here with this
meaning…. The ‗foundations‘ appear to be a metaphor for the order of society (75:3 {NIV, ‗pillars‘}; 82:5; Ezek
30:4): the ‗established institutions, the social and civil order of the community‘…. This order has been
established by the Lord at creation and is being maintained…. [Yet to the advisers it now appears that] God‘s
justice and law are being replaced by human autonomy and its resultant anarchy‖ (note on Psalm 11:1-3).
David counters that the foundations are not destroyed because the Lord Himself is the true foundation. God
may be testing the righteous at this time (verse 5), but He is in charge and sees what is going on (verse 4).
David knows that ―God is alive and at work in His holy temple [not the one in Jerusalem that was yet to be built
but the one in heaven, as made clear by verse 4]; that He is hearing prayer, forgiving sins, welcoming home
sinners, waiting for people to flee or to take refuge in Him, and not away in the mountains; that God is ruling His
world from on high, noticing and testing every little detail of human life‖ (George Knight, Psalms, OT Daily Bible
Study Series, 1982, comments on 11:1-7).
God hating the wicked and lovers of violence in verse 5 refers to His ultimate rejection of them (see the Bible
Reading Program comments on 5:5). The phrase ―the portion of their cup‖ (11:6) refers to ―their lot‖ (NIV; see
16:5). The cup for the wicked is one of punishment (see 75:8; compare Jeremiah 25:15-29). It is shown in
Psalm 11:6 to contain fire, brimstone (sulfur) and burning wind—images we later see in John the Baptist‘s
warning of God‘s ―winnowing fan‖ and ―unquenchable fire‖ (Matthew 3:12) as well as the book of Revelation‘s
prophecy of the future ―lake which burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death‖ (21:8). The
unrepentant will be completely burned up in this fire, not tormented forever (see our free booklet Heaven & Hell:
What Does the Bible Really Teach?).
Yet God faithfully loves the righteous and will in His righteous justice ultimately preserve them. The concluding
phrase ―His countenance beholds the upright‖ (Psalm 11:7) could also be rendered in reverse, ―Upright men will
see his face‖ (NIV), implying free access to God‘s throne.
In the superscription of Psalm 12, the word sheminith, as in Psalm 6, is likely properly translated in the NKJV
as ―eight-stringed harp.‖ As to substance, David in Psalm 12 laments the perversion of language he witnesses
everywhere, with people using words to hurt each other. Conversation is filled with lies, flattery, deception,
boasting, idle words (verses 2-4). ―Everyone lies to his neighbor‖ (verse 2, NIV). The wicked say whatever
promotes their own interests (verse 4). ―We‘ll talk our way to the top, we‘ll outtalk the simple; no one can stop
us‖ (Knight, Psalms, comments on 12:1-8). Christ warned his followers to be careful about what they say: ―But I
say to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of it in the day of judgment. For by
your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned‖ (Matthew 12:36-37).
God doesn‘t speak meaningless, idle words. He backs up what He says. Therefore, when God states that He
will rise up on behalf of the oppressed and provide a safe refuge (Psalm 12:5), the oppressed can confidently
count on His help. ―In contrast to the idle words of the wicked (vv. 1-4), the words of God are altogether
trustworthy. The eternal and steadfast nature of the Lord Himself stands behind His words‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verses 5-7). The words of God here can denote the whole of Scripture. The comparison of refining
silver demonstrates how carefully chosen His words are. That they are purified seven times demonstrates how
complete and perfect they are. It may also hint at numerous patterns of seven, signifying completeness and
perfection, within the Bible.
The psalm ends in verse 8 with the sobering reminder that though God will be faithful to His promises in taking
care of His people, we still in the meantime must be on guard against the reality of living in an evil world.
Psalm 13. In the throes of anxiety over a situation that could spell death for David, he asks God four times how
long He will refrain from intervening to help (verses 1-2). The question ―How long shall I take counsel in my
soul…?‖ (verse 2) could also be phrased as ―How long must I wrestle with my thoughts…?‖ (NIV).
David appeals to God‘s honor, for his death would mean to his enemies either that David was not a legitimate
servant of God contrary to God‘s own testimony or that God was unable to save Him. ―The enemies‘ rejoicing
[over David‘s fall] would be intolerable because it would be aimed in part against God in whom the psalmist has
trusted (35:19)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 13:4).
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In verse 5 we come to a turning point. It appears that God has now granted David a proper perspective. He thus
ends the psalm confidently by focusing on God‘s mercy (hesed)—His covenant faithfulness, His unfailing love—
remembering God‘s goodness to Him in the past (verse 6).
Psalm 14, of which Psalm 53 is a somewhat revised duplicate, is a lament about the foolishness of ―practical
atheism.‖ The fool (nabal, wicked, impious person) convinces himself, ―There is no God‖ (14:1)—or at least no
God who would deign to impact his life. Determining the concept of God to be essentially irrelevant, the fool
―intentionally flouts his independence from God and his commandments‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note
on verse 1).
The Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments on Psalm 14: ―This psalm brings to closure the collection of prayers
that began with Ps 3…. Five psalms (and 64 Hebrew poetic lines) after Ps 8‘s surprising evocation of
humanity‘s ‗glory and honor‘ (8:5), this psalm highlights their disgrace…. In this it serves as a counterpoint to
that earlier recollection of humanity‘s high dignity and thereby exposes more sharply the depth of their
disgrace—from which the petitioners in this and the preceding psalms have suffered.‖ While fools go about
denying God‘s existence, He looks down on humanity, assessing its wickedness (14:2). David says that God
has found everyone corrupt (verses 1-3). The apostle Paul will quote this verdict in Romans 3:10-12. It is not
clear if David intends to include in this indictment those he refers to as ―the generation of the righteous‖ (verse
5). No doubt he realizes that they were not righteous to begin with but had needed to come to God in
repentance. Paul‘s use of this passage is to show that all are guilty of sin and in need of God‘s grace. Yet those
who respond in faith become the godly in contrast to the godless hosts of mankind.
Eventually the wicked of every age who refuse to repent will face the consequences of their foolishness.
―There,‖ at a specific time of judgment, they will greatly fear (verse 5). And at that time, God‘s people, those
who repent of their wayward human nature, will be saved (verses 6-7).
―Preserve Me, O God, for in You I Put My Trust‖ (Psalms 15–17)
Psalm 15 begins a new group of psalms (15–24). As the Zondervan NIV Study Bible notes, ―Ps 15 and its
distinctive counterpart, Ps 24, frame a cluster of psalms that have been arranged in a concentric pattern with Ps
19 serving as the hinge…. [There are] thematic links between Ps 16 and 23, between Ps 17 and 22, and
between Ps 18 and 20-21…. The framing psalms (15; 24) are thematically linked by their evocation of the high
majesty of God and their insistence on moral purity ‗without {which} no one will see the Lord‘ (Heb 12:14). At
the center, Ps 19 uniquely combines a celebration of the divine majesty as displayed in the creation and an
exposition of how moral purity is attained through God‘s law, forgiveness and shepherding care. Together,
these three psalms (15; 19; 24) provide instructive words concerning the petitioners heard in the enclosed
psalms, offer a counterpoint to Ps 14, and reinforce the instruction of Ps 1.‖
Psalm 15 identifies some of the important requirements for someone coming into God‘s presence. The psalm
brings to mind pilgrims making their way to Jerusalem for the annual worship festivals. ―As the pilgrims
approached Jerusalem—the city of God, where His ‗sanctuary‘ was located on the ‗holy hill‘—they had to
examine themselves before entering the courts of God‘s sanctuary‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
verse 1).
In a larger sense, the psalm presents a number of points of examination for anyone who wants to be in God‘s
presence. Such an individual 1) follows what is right as a general way of life, 2) obeys God‘s commandments,
3) speaks truthfully, 4) doesn‘t make spiteful remarks about others, 5) doesn‘t intentionally hurt others, 6)
doesn‘t spread false accusations against others; 7) shuns the wicked and their ways, 8) honors godly people, 9)
keeps promises even when it hurts, 10) doesn‘t take advantage of those in need, 11) doesn‘t act against
innocent people for gain. God‘s sanctuary today, His spiritual temple or house, is the Church. Yet the figure
surely extends to the future temple of God in His Kingdom. Of course, just trying to follow these points will not
gain us access to God through entrance into His Church and Kingdom—because no one is innocent and no
one can succeed in this effort on his own. God imputes true righteousness to those ―who believe in Him who
raised up Jesus our Lord from the dead, who was delivered up because of our offenses, and was raised
because of our justification‖ (Romans 4: 24-25). For those who are so justified, the points of Psalm 15 constitute
one of many ―lists‖ of right things to practice as part of building on a strong foundation (Matthew 7:24-25)—so
that they ―will never be shaken‖ (Psalm 15:5, NIV).
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Psalm 16 is referred to in its superscription as a mikhtam. ―The term remains unexplained, though it always
stands in the superscription of Davidic prayers occasioned by great danger (see Ps 56–60)‖ (Zondervan NIV
Study Bible, note on Psalm 16). The Septuagint renders the word as the Greek steloprapha, meaning ―an
inscription on a slab.‖ Mikhtam is possibly related to the similar-sounding word mikhtav, meaning ―writing‖ in
Isaiah 38:9. Perhaps these particular psalms were originally written not as songs but as poems.
David begins Psalm 16 with a petition for protection and deliverance to God in whom he has placed his trust
(verse 1). David then reflects in verses 2-3 on the basis on which God hears him: 1) he has confessed God as
the Lord of his life; 2) he recognizes that whatever good he has comes only from God and not from himself; and
3) he honors and takes joy in the ―saints‖ or ―holy ones‖—the other followers of the true God.
David thinks next about the sorrows men bring on themselves when they chase after false gods (verse 4).
Indeed, the religions of the cultures surrounding Israel in his day included some obvious examples of this. ―If he
had chosen the god Moloch of the Canaanites, for example, he would have had to sacrifice one of his babies to
that god (Lev. 20:2). If he had gone to live in Carthage, and had adopted its religion, he would have had to
participate in human sacrifice. Obviously he shrank in horror from the very idea of both practices‖ (Knight,
Psalms, comments on Psalm 16:1-11). Of course, David likely meant much more than this. False religion has
spawned many wrong concepts and practices that lead mankind away from true happiness.
David then addresses God again, saying, ―You are the portion of my inheritance and my cup; You maintain my
lot‖ (verse 5). ―The boundary lines have fallen for me in pleasant places‖ (verse 6). Several words here recall
the apportioning of the Promised Land to Israel: ―chosen portion,‖ ―inheritance,‖ ―lot,‖ ―boundary lines.‖ The
Nelson Study Bible comments that ―David had an ancestral inheritance in the land. As king, he also had
extensive royal holdings. But he realized that no inheritance was greater than his relationship with Almighty
God‖ (note on verses 5-8).
In verse 10, where the NKJV has ―You will not leave my soul in Sheol,‖ the NIV has ―You will not abandon me to
the grave.‖ This could be understood as meaning either that God will not allow David to go to the grave in his
present circumstances or that, even if David dies, God will resurrect him from the grave. The latter seems to be
intended by what follows: ―Nor will you allow your Holy One to see corruption‖ or, as the NIV translates it,
―decay.‖ Yet this reference to the Holy One was in fact a prophecy of the Messiah. ―If this could be said of
David—and of all those godly Israelites who made David‘s prayer their own—how much more of David‘s
promised Son! So Peter quotes vv. 8-11 and declares that with these words David prophesied of Christ and his
resurrection (Ac 2:25-28…)‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm 16:9-11). Indeed, Jesus is more exactly meant by
these verses because, unlike David, He was resurrected before His body started to decay. As the apostle Paul
explained in Acts 13:35-36: ―Therefore He also says in another Psalm: ‗You will not allow Your Holy One to see
corruption.‘ For David, after he had served his own generation by the will of God, fell asleep, was buried with his
fathers, and saw corruption; but He whom God raised up saw no corruption.‖
David concludes this psalm by expressing confidence that God will show him the way to eternal life, the ―path of
life‖ in God‘s presence (verse 11), which he describes as full of joy and pleasure forever.
Psalm 17. David calls for God‘s attention and vindication. His is a ―just cause,‖ and he knows that God is aware
of his innocence (verses 1-3). Yet we should recognize that David is not at all prideful over his obedience to
God, as he realizes the need for God‘s help to continue in His ways (verse 5). David bases his request for
vindication on God‘s ―lovingkindness‖ (hesed)—His covenant loyalty, whereby He is faithful to save those who
trust in Him (verse 7).
David‘s request that God keep him as the ―apple of Your eye‖ (verse 8) makes use of an expression also found
in Deuteronomy 32:10, Proverbs 7:2 and Zechariah 2:8. This phrase poetically depicts the sensitivity of the
pupil (apple) of one‘s eye and portrays God as focused on and very attentive to His people. Interestingly, ―in Old
English the pupil of the eye was called a ‗mannikin,‘ meaning ‗little man,‘ because the pupil gave back the
reflection of a grown man as a little man. So too with the Hebrew, for it too means ‗little man,‘ or even ‗dear little
man‘‖ (Knight, Psalms, comments on Psalm 17:1-15).
David‘s desire that God hide him ―under the shadow of Your wings‖ (verse 8) pictures the protection a mother
hen provides her chicks. It also portrays an intimate relationship with God (see the Bible Reading Program
comments on Ruth 3). David pictures his enemies, on the other hand, as young lions, ―lurking in secret places,‖
eager to strike (verses 11-12). Their having ―fat hearts‖ in verse 10 speaks of ―their greedy, self-loving, and
insensitive nature‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 10-12)—their ―callous hearts‖ (NIV).
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Commentators are not clear on the correct translation of the second half of verse 14. Where the first half is
clearly talking about the worldly people who receive their portion in this life, it is not clear whether the second
half is still speaking of these (as in the NKJV) or if the reference changes to the godly (as in the NIV). Related to
this is the question over whether the phrase translated ―hidden treasure‖ in the NKJV denotes something
positive or negative. If negative, the righteous could not be meant. If positive, either the righteous or the wicked
could be meant. The evidence seems to favor the understanding that the eaning is positive and that worldly
people are meant. These are content to amass possessions and leave them to their children. Their sights are
set on nothing higher than what falls to them in this life.
David in contrast looks to the far future for his ultimate reward. His reflection here on the resurrection, ―I shall be
satisfied when I awake in Your likeness‖ (verse 15) reminds us of the apostle John‘s wonderful prophetic
declaration concerning our awesome destiny, ―We shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is‖ (1 John 3:2).
―The LORD Is My Rock and My Fortress and My Deliverer‖ (Psalms 18)
We previously read Psalm 18 in conjunction with the other passage in Scripture where this lengthy psalm is
found, 2 Samuel 22, which contains nearly identical text. Here David expresses thanks to God for delivering him
from trials with all his enemies, including Saul.
In the opening three verses, David compares his strength in God to a rock, fortress, deliverer, shield, horn of
salvation and stronghold. Confident in this security, David states, ―So shall I be saved from my enemies‖—even
impending death (verses 3-5). In verses 7-15 David poetically describes the power of God in word pictures
recalling God‘s description of Himself to Job (Job 38–39). The Nelson Study Bible states: ―Underlying these
poetic words is the understanding that the Almighty will turn the universe inside out, if necessary, to deliver His
servant…. All of the Lord‘s fearsome power is used to save the one who worships Him‖ (notes on Psalm 18:7-9,
15).
This is not to imply that believers will be spared—―saved from‖—every painful trial in life, although God
undoubtedly holds up His hand against many things that would otherwise batter us. But we can have every
confidence that He is working toward our ultimate salvation in the spiritual sense, saving us from perishing
forever to instead live in eternal spirit existence.
Verse 10 gives us the imagery of God riding a cherub. In one sense, this recalls the imagery of Ezekiel 1 and
10, where the throne-chariot of God is shown being transported by four cherubim. Yet the riding of a single
cherub seems more akin to Revelation 19, where Jesus is shown returning on a white horse. While white
horses are symbolic of victory, this may also represent a literal cherub.
When stating that God intervened ―according to my righteousness, according to the cleanness of my hands‖
(verses 20, 24), David isn‘t boasting about any inherent goodness. His righteousness—meaning his pursuit of
the right way, God‘s way, and his efforts to please God—he contrasts with the goals and activities of the
wicked. They turn from godliness to practice evil.
David observes that God deals with people on the terms they themselves set: with the merciful, God is merciful;
with the blameless, God shows Himself blameless; with the pure, God shows Himself pure; with the devious,
God shows Himself shrewd (as God is never devious Himself). The humble He will save, and the haughty He
will bring down (verses 25-27).
David sets up the highest praise: ―As for God, His way is perfect.… For who is God, except the LORD? And
who is a rock, except our God?‖ (verses 28-31). In the remainder of the psalm, David recounts the battle
victories that allow him to lead without opposition. He was now king over the most powerful nation of his day
(verse 43). Yet, as The Nelson Study Bible notes regarding verses 49-50, ―David‘s victories are prototypes of
the victories of the great King to come. The use of the word anointed is appropriate for David, but it points
forward to the Savior who is the Anointed One (2:2). The words to David and his descendants forevermore
connect the previous promises to the only Son of David who inherited an eternal kingdom, the Savior Jesus (2
Sam.7).‖
As noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on 2 Samuel 22, verse 3 of that chapter (also Psalm 18:2) is
quoted in Hebrews 2:13, and 2 Samuel 22:50 (Psalm 18:49) is quoted in Romans 15:9 as applying directly to
Jesus.
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God‘s Perfect Revelation; His Deliverance in Time of Trouble (Psalms 19–21)
Psalm 19 is a wisdom psalm in which David praises God‘s creation and instruction. David calls attention to the
heavens because the sun, the moon, and the stars declare the Creator‘s glorious activity. The radiance of the
sun and the orderly appearance of the moon and stars bear witness to the existence of a Master Designer (see
also Romans 1:20).
Verse 4 of Psalm 19 reads variously, ―their line has gone out‖ (perhaps meaning orbit) and ―their voice goes
out‖ (NRSV). Even in English, the word ―line‖ can denote a geometric line, a line of text or the text an actor is
given to speak aloud. David mentions that the voice of the celestial bodies can be heard everywhere (verse 3).
―The poem talks of hearing the glory of God. It declares that behind the whole majesty of nature there is sound,
the sound of the Word of God. The whole creation, even without the use of words, sounds forth the divine
Word; when put into Greek, this is the word Logos that we meet in John 1:1‖ (George Knight, Psalms, The Daily
Study Bible Series, comments on Psalm 19:1-6).
Some see in these verses the idea that, prior to His written revelation in Scripture, God formed the
constellations to communicate the story of His plan for humanity—imagery that was corrupted in pagan
mythology (see, for instance, E.W. Bullinger‘s book The Witness of the Stars and E. Raymond Capt‘s book The
Glory of the Stars). Yet even apart from that, the heavens certainly have a powerful message to communicate.
As verse 1 shows, they demonstrate the sublime majesty, creativity, genius and power of God.
David compares the sun to a bridegroom, cheerfully leaving his chamber, and to the strength of a champion
prepared for his race. ―Nothing,‖ he adds, ―is hidden from the sun‘s radiance and strength,‖ just as nothing is
hidden from the glory of God. It is interesting to consider that in the New Testament, Jesus Christ, God the
Word made flesh, is referred to as both the ―bridegroom‖ (Matthew 25:1-10) and the ―light of the world‖ (John
8:12)—His followers also have this latter distinction through reflecting the ―light‖ of His character (Matthew
5:14).
Just as God (both Father and Son) is brilliant in glory and illuminating, so also is God‘s law. Indeed, the psalm
now moves from the heavenly revelation to the written revelation of God. The word ―law‖ is translated from the
Hebrew torah and means instruction (verses 7-10). ―This portion of the psalm ―presents six words for the law of
God—law, testimony, statutes, commandment, fear, and judgments; six evaluations of the law—perfect, sure,
right, pure, clean, and true; and six results—converting the soul, making wise the simple, rejoicing the heart,
enlightening the eyes, enduring forever, and righteous altogether‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on vv. 7-10).
Curiously, the terms here are thoroughly elaborated on exactly 100 psalms later—in Psalm 119.
Consideration of God‘s majesty as revealed in the heavens and the stark perfection of His law, David is
reminded of his own inadequacies. He asks a searching question, ―Who can understand his [own] errors?‖
(verse 12). God says that a man‘s heart is desperately wicked and that only He really understands it (Jeremiah
17:9). Since a man can‘t get to the bottom of his nature and rid himself of his faults, God must intervene to
forgive him of his shortcomings and help him to obey (Psalm 19:12). God‘s power can enable us to stay away
from deliberate sins and reveal the secret faults over the course of our years of seeking to follow His way of life
(verse 13; 139:23-24).
David prays that his words and thoughts will be pleasing in God‘s sight, similar to the request he makes in
Psalm 141:3: ―Set a guard, O LORD, over my mouth; keep watch over the door of my lips.‖ Such a ―guard‖ is
the Holy Spirit reminding us of right and wrong, which we learn from our study of God‘s Word. The Spirit helps
us to do what we should. But the choice to do the right and the effort to control the lips remains up to us.
Psalm 20 appears to be a prayer for God to bless an upcoming military battle, yet ―day of trouble‖ can have a
wide application throughout the lives of God‘s people, as we engage in spiritual battles. David states that those
who ―trust in chariots, and some in horses,‖ have fallen on the battlefield, but his forces will triumph in the name
of the Lord (verses 7-8). David cites the custom of soldiers presenting offerings and sacrifices before going into
battle. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary note on verse 3 states, ―The Israelite practice of presenting sacrifices
and offerings before a military campaign was an act of devotion and submission to the Lord (1 Sam.7:9-10;
13:9-12).‖
The word ―salvation‖ (verse 5) is also translated ―deliverance.‖ On this occasion the psalmist speaks of being
delivered from a physical enemy. He is not referring to ultimate spiritual salvation. The New International
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Version translates this verse, ―We will shout for joy when you are victorious.‖ For us today, this can mean God
giving us daily victories over sin and difficult circumstances. The phrase ―lift up our banners‖ (same verse, NIV)
conveys a sense of confidence that those who trust in God will experience His blessings. The word banner
comes from the root word ―to flaunt,‖ ―to be conspicuous.‖ David‘s armies will fly their victory flags so all will
know that ―the LORD saves His anointed; He will answer him from His holy heaven with the saving strength of
His right hand‖ (verse 6).
David himself was God‘s anointed. Jesus Christ is of course the ultimate anointed—and all believers are part of
His spiritual army. Yet all of God‘s spiritual children are also His anointed individually—anointed with the Holy
Spirit.
David concludes with, ―May the King answer us when we call.‖ The Nelson Study Bible notes on veses 7-9 that
―above King David was God the Great King; moreover, one day King Jesus would rule from sea to sea.‖
Psalm 21, as The Nelson Study Bible notes, ―is another of the royal psalms of David. Psalm 20 is a prayer of
the king for God‘s blessing on his army. Psalm 21 is an assurance of God‘s blessing on the king [himself]. Both
psalms, as is the case with all the royal psalms, speak ultimately of the great King to come, the Lord Jesus.‖
Some see this psalm as one of thanksgiving after the victory in the battle referred to in the previous psalm.
David praises God for the blessings given to him as king. The king depended on God‘s strength: ―How great is
his joy in the victories You give!‖ (verse 1b, NIV). Here the NKJV has, ―And in Your salvation how greatly shall
he rejoice!‖ ―One meaning of the Hebrew word salvation is ‗room to breathe.‘ God had given King David a
release from the pressures and constraints that bound him‖ (note on verse 1). Besides the joy of temporary
deliverance from physical conditions, the verse also looks forward to ultimate spiritual salvation.
David enumerates the good acts of God on his behalf: kingship (a crown of pure gold), victory, desire of his
heart, long life (forever and ever through salvation), deliverance, honor and majesty, blessings, God‘s presence
and unfailing love (verses 2-7). David asserts that his enemies are also God‘s enemies because ―they intended
evil against You,‖ (verse 11) and they ―hate You‖ (verse 8). David trusts God to deal with them (verse 9) ―in the
time of Your anger.‖ Looking beyond David‘s own lifetime, God‘s anger will be evidenced to all during the Day
of the Lord, a time of punishment prophesied throughout the Scriptures.
The Suffering Servant, Good Shepherd and Triumphant King (Psalms 22–24)
In Psalm 22, David laments his life-threatening circumstances—danger from enemies (see verses 20-21),
perhaps in the midst of severe illness (see verse 17) wherein his enemies are jostling around him in anticipation
of his death, possibly to be equated with other psalms where David languishes in bodily affliction. Yet here he
uses words that directly foreshadow the suffering and crucifixion of Jesus Christ.
―The language David uses to describe his own predicament is prompted by the Holy Spirit. Thus it could span a
thousand years to describe precisely the experiences of the Savior Jesus—both His excruciating death and
victorious resurrection‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory note on Psalm 22). During His crucifixion ordeal,
Jesus cried out with the words that begin this psalm, ―My God, My God, why have you forsaken Me?‖ (verse 1;
Matthew 27:46; Mark 15:34)—as at this point, Jesus bore the sins of all humanity and God sternly rejects sin. It
does not seem that Jesus just said these words only to fulfill prophecy. No doubt He really felt them for the
moment. And remarkably, He and the Father foresaw a thousand years beforehand that He would feel this
way—and inspired David to record these words and thoughts accordingly.
David suffers intensely through his dire circumstances, but he still trusts in God to deliver him (verses 3-5). At
present, he is humiliated: ―I am a worm, and no man‖ (verse 6). The phrase ―they shoot out the lip‖ (verse 7) is
also translated ―they hurl insults‖ (NIV) and ―they make mouths at me‖ (NRSV). Christ‘s tormentors mocked and
taunted just as David‘s words portend, even in the specific manner of verse 8 (Matthew 27:27-31, 39-44).
David describes his encroaching enemies as ―strong bulls of Bashan‖ (Psalm 22:12)—Bashan being the
northeastern region of Israel ―noted for its fine breed of cattle‖ (Deut. 32:14; Ezek. 39:18)‖ (Unger‘s Bible
Dictionary, ―Ba‘shan‖). Yet they are not only strong and powerful, but are fierce and raging like lions (Psalm
22:13). Jesus faced the hatred of the Jewish religious leadership and the brutality of the Romans.
Where David says, ―My tongue clings to My jaws‖ (verse 15), we should recall Jesus‘ anguished words on the
cross, ―I thirst‖ (John 19:28). In a surprising statement in the next verse, ―They pierced My hands and My feet,‖
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David ―explicitly predicts the crucifixion of the Lord Jesus Christ. The words are merely a figure of speech for
the terrifying experiences of David; but as a prophet (Acts 2:30), David spoke accurately of the sufferings of
Jesus‖ (Nelson Study Bible note on verse 16). It should be noted, however, that instead of ―They pierced,‖ the
Masoretic vowel pointing gives this as ―Like a lion,‖ which is the preferred Jewish translation. Yet this rendering
leaves out a verb. The Jewish Publication Society Tanakh fills in with the word maul: ―like lions {they maul} my
hands and feet.‖ The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says: ―ka‘ari (…lit[erally], like the lion‘) has occasioned
much discussion. The [Greek Septuagint translation] reads a verb—‗they pierced,‘ as does the NIV, from
karah…or from… k-w-r ‗pierce‘…. Some suggest a homonym of the root k-r-h (‗bind‘) and read ‗they have
bound my hands and my feet‘…. The text remains an exegetical problem‖ (footnote on verse 16).
Yet even apart from knowingly or unknowingly prophesying Christ‘s form of execution, it should not be hard to
imagine David thinking of his own body being figuratively nailed up in a shaming display. For penal suspension
was known to that era. As an example, the Philistines literally fastened the dead bodies of Saul and his sons to
the wall of Beth Shan as a public disgrace (1 Samuel 31:8-10). ―I can count all my bones‖ in verse 17 would
seem to refer to David being able to see his bones through his skin, being gaunt from lack of nourishment
because of illness or being on the run. Yet in Jesus‘ case it may refer to the actual exposure of His bones from
the severe, flaying scourging He endures.
David‘s statement at the end of verse 17, ―They look and stare at Me,‖ finds its New Testament counterpart in
Luke 23:35, ―And the people stood looking on.‖ Indeed, this follows right after the end of Luke 23:34, ―And they
divided His garments and cast lots.‖ This was specifically prophesied in the next verse of Psalm 22, verse 18.
Matthew 27:35 actually quotes from this verse and notes its fulfillment. Of course, we should recognize that all
of Christ‘s followers become partakers of His sufferings (Romans 8:17; 2 Corinthians 1:5; 2 Corinthians 1:7;
Philippians 1:29; 3:10; 1 Peter 4:3). Therefore, just as David prayed this prayer for himself, so can all of us pray
in the words of this prayer when we are faced with severe circumstances.
We should note that the psalm does not end with a focus on suffering. Rather, verses 19-21 call on God to
intervene and the end of verse 21 assures us that He has (for David and for Christ), just as He will for us. The
verses to follow speak of the ultimate deliverance and triumph that is found in God. In response to his
deliverance, David speaks of declaring the name of God in the congregation of the faithful—publicly to his
―brethren…in the midst of the assembly‖ (verse 22), ―in the great assembly‖ at the temple (verse 25). The book
of Hebrews notes this as the confession of Christ, who is not ashamed to call us His followers His ―brethren‖
(2:12). The assembly of brethren represents the called-out assembly of God today—His Church. And the great
assembly would seem to denote what we find in Hebrews 12:22: ―Mount Zion…the city of the living God, the
heavenly Jerusalem…an innumerable company of angels…the general assembly and church of the firstborn.‖
Verses 27-28 of Psalm 22 picture the worship of God in the Kingdom. ―All the families of the nations shall
worship before You. For the Kingdom is the LORD‘s, and He rules over the nations.‖ Then, everyone will
declare the wonderful works of God and teach the good news from one generation to the next. As Expositor‘s
notes on verses 30-31, ―The praise of God will extend from generation to generation. The story of redemption
will not only include the nations but also generations yet unborn…each generation will join in with the telling of
the story of redemption and of His kingship (cf. vv.3-5) and will, in the process of transmitting it, add what God
has done for them.‖
Psalm 23 is the ―Shepherd Psalm‖—the most famous, beloved, quoted and memorized psalm of all. It is short
and simple but packed with great meaning. ―One of the most common descriptions of kingship in the ancient
world was that of shepherd‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 23)—wherein the king etaphorically serves as
the shepherd of his ―flock,‖ that is, of his people. Consider, for example, the crook or shepherd staff as one of
the symbols of the Egyptian pharaoh. The rod was another important symbol of ancient kingship. Yet unlike the
other national rulers of his day, David came to the job of king from the background of first actually having
served as a literal shepherd of sheep. (It is interesting to recall that Moses too, though having previously been
trained in the pharaonic court, tended flocks for 40 years before God used him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt
and through the wilderness.) Besides political leaders, the ―shepherd‖ metaphor in the Bible is also used for
religious leaders, with some ministers in the New Testament being referred to as shepherds. (The word ―pastor‖
means shepherd.) Yet we should recognize that all of God‘s people are called to be humble, dedicated
servants—leading by example today and preparing to rule with Christ in His Kingdom tomorrow.
The ultimate Leader, King and therefore Shepherd is, of course, God (see also Psalm 80:1; Isaiah 40:11;
Jeremiah 31:10; Ezekiel 34:11-31; Micah 5:4). God in the person of Jesus Christ is later referred to as the Good
Shepherd (John 10:1-30). In Psalm 23, David considers God in His role of Shepherd from the perspective of

421

one who had taken care of his own literal flock. Yet the perspective within the psalm is not of a human shepherd
but of a sheep within the flock of God, at least in the first four verses. From his own shepherding work, David
well understood the needs, wants and concerns of sheep and drew parallels with his personal needs, wants
and concerns. Likewise, a leader should always be trying to understand everything from the point of view of
those being led, and try to do what is best for them, not what is beneficial for himself.
With God as his shepherd, David said his life would never be characterized by lack (verse 1). He trusted that all
his needs would be met. He would not be left alone to struggle for the necessities of physical and spiritual life
because God would provide them—He knows what and where is best for us (verse 2). God would always
refresh and revive him, leading Him down the right paths (verse 3)—the literal concept here meaning the right
paths for sheep to travel (e.g., so that they don‘t fall off cliff edges and kill themselves or wander into other
danger) but, metaphorically, denoting the proper paths of life (that is, people walking in God‘s moral laws of
righteousness).
Under the care of a competent shepherd, sheep proceed to good pastures without fear. ―The valley of the
shadow of death‖ in verse 4 is literally ―the valley of death-darkness.‖ It gets very dark in the Judean ravines in
late afternoon when the sun sinks below the hilltops. For us, the presence of the Shepherd‘s rod and staff
through any dark valley in life, when it is hard to see where we are going and can be rather frightening, is a
reminder that ―God‘s comfort and strength are ‗with‘ us in all kinds of darkness, in times of depression, serious
illness, rejection by one‘s friends, horror at discovering the disloyalty of one‘s own heart, and so on, as well as
the experience of death itself‖ (Knight, Psalms, comments on Psalm 23:1-6).
Why would the shepherd‘s rod and staff provide comfort? A rod or club was used to defend against wild
predators—just as God defends His people against natural or spiritual forces that seek their harm. It was also
used as a disciplinary tool, perhaps even thrown at or near sheep to startle them away from danger (which was
ultimately for its welfare and, thus, long-term comfort). A shepherd‘s staff was used to guide the sheep and to
rescue them, lifting them up out of dangerous situations when necessary. Even so does God lead and deliver
His people.
With the rod and staff imagery, the metaphor appears to shift in focus from that of a shepherd of sheep to that
of a Middle Eastern king or sheik—as ancient rulers of that region used both emblems. The next verse speaks
of preparing a table in the presence of enemies (verse 5), as in the tent of a great patriarch or sheik in the midst
of roving bands of pursuers. Sheep being protected from animal predators has become people being protected
from human aggressors. And this security is found through the hospitality of a gracious host—accompanied by
a banquet meal, perfumed oil and an overflowing cup of drink or blessings (same verse). Hospitality was and
remains a major focus for such patriarchs and sheiks—as it is even more so for God.
It should be noted, however, that some view the imagery of verse 5 as still consistent with caring for sheep. The
―table‖ is viewed as the highland plateaus, where pasturage is good in the summer. And anointment with oil is
seen as a remedy against flies, insects and parasitic infection. David describes his manifold blessings as
goodness and mercy (hesed, ―unfailing love‖) following him—or, as he seems to mean, pursuing him (verse 6).
That is, in God‘s tent or God‘s green pastures he is safe from enemies and totally secure in every way. The only
thing pursuing him is goodness and mercy all the days of his life. The fact that blessings follow obedient people
rather than precede them is significant. We must step out on faith and obey God even when we don‘t see any
rewards for a long time. They will come eventually. ―Draw near to God and He will draw near to you,‖ we are
told (James 4:8).
Once God calls us, He wants to see us take initiative. David anticipates eternal life as he speaks of ―dwelling in
the house of the LORD forever‖ (verse 6). The Nelson‘s Study Bible comments on verse 6, ―God‘s promise for
the Israelites was not just for the enjoyment of life in the land of promise…it was also for the full enjoyment of
the life to come in His blessed presence (16:9-11; 17:15; 49:15).‖What an awesome privilege it is to be a sheep
in God‘s fold—to have the lavish invitation to dwell forever in the house of the omnipotent Shepherd-King.
To learn more about being a ―good shepherd, read John 10:1-30. A classic work on Psalm 23 well worth
reading is A Shepherd Looks at Psalm 23 by Phillip Keller, who examines the psalm from the perspective of
one who has actually raised and tended sheep. The full version (1970) is now out of print, but lengthy excerpts
from each chapter can be found on the Web at www.west.net/~antipas/magazine/articles/
shepherd_psa23/main.html.
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Psalm 24 is considered a royal psalm. It speaks of God as the Creator and returning King. The psalmist draws
on the Genesis account of creation when he states that God ―founded it upon the seas and established it upon
the waters‖ (verses 1-2) David asks who is worthy to worship such a great Creator God (verse 3). Who could
ascend to the tabernacle—or later temple—in Jerusalem? This recalls the theme of Psalm 15. ―Together with
Ps 15 it frames the intervening collection of psalms and with that psalm sharply delineates those who may
approach God in prayer and ‗dwell in the house of the LORD‘ (23:6…)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on
Psalm 24).
―It may be that the instructions on moral purity were originally part of a ceremony before completing the last leg
of the pilgrimage to Jerusalem [for the annual festivals]…. However….the hymn instructs God‘s people
wherever they may be to live in the presence of the Creator King in order to receive His blessing‖ (Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary, note on verse 3).
Some commentators believe this psalm was composed by David to be sung by a procession of Israelites when
the Ark of the Covenant was at last brought to Jerusalem (see 2 Samuel 6). The mercy seat atop the ark was a
physical representation of the throne of God on earth—so that the King of glory in verses 7-10 was represented
by the ark. The King of glory here, the one the Israelites knew as God in the Old Testament who descended to
the mercy seat in the Holy of Holies, was the preincarnate Jesus Christ (see 1 Corinthians 10:4 and our booklet
Who Is God?).
This would mean that the first part of the psalm concerns the preparation of those permitted to accompany the
King of glory up His holy hill. Continuing with a processional interpretation, many propose two choirs singing
verses 7-10 as the ark reaches the gates of Jerusalem or the tabernacle. The first choir accompanying the ark
says, ―Lift up your heads, O you gates!‖ (verse 7). This addresses either the gates themselves in a personified
sense or the gatekeepers—commanding the gates to be roused and at attention, to rejoice (being no more
downcast apart from God‘s presence), or to be lifted out of their locked position and opened. In any case, the
gates opening up to receive the King of glory is implicit.
The second choir, stationed at the gates, intones, ―Who is this King of Glory?‖ (verse 8)—to which choir one
responds, ―The LORD strong and…mighty in battle‖ (same verse). The sequence is then repeated (verses 910). Yet regarding the closing words of Psalm 24:10, George Knight in his Psalms commentary suggests:
―Probably the whole concourse of priests and people now joyously shout these last two lines in one voice. ‗The
Lord of hosts‘ (meaning the armies both of Israel and of the heavenly beings) ‗that God is the King of glory!‘‖
This song has long been used in Christendom as celebratory ―of Christ‘s ascension into the heavenly
Jerusalem—and into the sanctuary on high‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm 24). Yet the image of His returning
from battle to enter His sanctuary probably better fits, in an ultimate sense, the time of the end—when Jesus
Christ will enter the millennial Jerusalem temple following His triumph over His enemies in the Day of the Lord.
―Let No One Who Waits on You Be Ashamed‖ (Psalms 25–27)
Psalm 25 begins ―a group of nine psalms [ending with Psalm 33] containing an unusual (even for the Psalter)
concentration of pleas for ‗mercy‘ (25:16; 26:11; 27:7; 28:2; 30:8, 10; 31:9) accompanied by professions of
‗trust‘ (25:2; 26:1; 27:3; 28:7; 31:6, 14; 32:10; 33:21) and appeals to or celebrations of Yahweh‘s ‗(unfailing)
love‘ (25:6-7, 10; 26:3; 31:7, 16, 21; 32:10; 33:5, 18, 22). The series begins with an alphabetic acrostic prayer
for God‘s saving help (Ps 25) and culminates in a 22-verse (the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet) hymn
of praise for Yahweh‘s sovereign rule and saving help (Ps 33)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalms
25–33).
Structurally, Psalm 25 itself ―is an alphabetic acrostic (somewhat irregular, with an additional, concluding verse
that extends the lines beyond the alphabet). It is composed of four unequal stanzas (of three, four, eight and six
verses). The first and fourth stanzas are thematically related, as are the second and third (an a-b/b-a pattern)‖
(note on Psalm 25).
―David prays for God‘s covenant mercies when suffering affliction for sins [verses 11, 18] and when enemies
seize the occasion to attack [verses 2, 19], perhaps by trying to discredit the king through false accusations‖
(same note). This is a theme we have seen before. The prospect of experiencing shame from an enemy
triumph concerns David greatly—he mentions ―shame‖ four times in the psalm. Shame should not befall those
who hope and trust in God but should fall instead on people who decide to ―deal treacherously without a cause‖
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(verse 3). ―Shame is the intended end of the enemies of God (35:26)…not of the faithful‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verses 1-2).
David declares that because God is good and upright, He teaches sinners in His way (verse 8). But this is not
so they can continue to live in sinful defiance of Him. Rather, He works with those who are humble and
obedient (verses 9, 12). He will teach them a way of life characterized by justice, mercy, truth and prosperity
(verses 8-10, 13). As Ezra 8:22 tells us, ―The hand of our God is upon all those for good who seek Him, but His
power and His wrath are against all those who forsake Him.‖
In summarizing his afflictions and troubles, David reminds God that his foes are cruel and he needs deliverance
(verses 17-20). He concludes the psalm with a respectful declaration of hope, the same hope with which he
began: ―I wait for you‖ (verse 21; compare verse 3). Even in this prayer for mercy and help for himself
personally, David is not forgetful of others. In verse 22, which is outside the acrostic pattern of the psalm, he
concludes with an intercessory prayer for his people. ―David petitions the Lord to be compassionate with the
nation Israel just as he has been with David. The Lord was not only the personal Savior of David, but also the
Savior of all the Israelites‖ (Nelson, note on verse 22). Here, as in other references to Israel in the Psalms, we
may look beyond the physical nation to the chosen people of God—ultimately all those who constitute spiritual
Israel even if physically from other nations (see Romans 9:6; Galatians 6:16).
Psalm 26 is a protest of innocence (verses 1, 6, 11) in which David asks God to thoroughly investigate him:
―Examine my heart and my mind‖ (verse 2, NIV). It could be that he was facing some false accusations from
others at this point as in the next psalm, though it is possible that he simply saw his life in jeopardy due to
illness or enemies and was pleading with God to not allow him to be destroyed with the punishment due the
wicked. He explains the pattern of his life—not sinless, but consistent: ―I walk continually in your truth‖ (verse 3)
and ―I lead a blameless life‖ (verse 11). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes that David ―is not thinking
about [only] two aspects of his life: spiritual and intellectual or emotional and rational. Rather, he offers himself
completely for a total examination.‖
David aligns his life with two purposes: to worship God—―so I will go about your altar, O LORD,‖ (verse 6)—and
to tell about God‘s wonderful works (verse 7). David speaks of his integrity in the sense of pursuing the
expectations God has for him. He strives to do things that please God and avoid the things God hates (verses
3-8). The apostle Peter states that God has similar expectations for Christians today. Just as David proclaimed
God‘s wondrous works with thanksgiving, we are to show forth God‘s praises now (1 Peter 2:9-10; compare
Psalm 26:7). Because David walks with integrity and trusts God, he stands on level ground (verse 12). David‘s
appreciation of an even place calls to mind Christ‘s teaching on the importance of laying a foundation on good,
solid ground (Matthew 7:24-25).
Psalm 27 is a psalm of confidence and trust. David uses the words ―light‖ and ―salvation‖ to describe his
relationship with God. ―Light indicates deliverance from darkness (Gen. 1:3), which is a biblical symbol of evil.
The word salvation combined with the word light means ‗saving light‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 27).
Like a lighthouse beacon, God shines through the darkness and shows us the way to go. David won‘t fear when
the wicked come against him, because the Almighty God is His guiding light and defending strength (verse 1).
Though surrounded by an entire army of hostile forces, David says, ―…even then will I be confident‖ (verse 3,
NIV).
Come what may, David‘s chief desire is to dwell in God‘s house forever (verse 4; compare 23:6). David wrote
this before the physical ―house of the LORD,‖ the Jerusalem temple, was built. The ―temple‖ in the same verse
likely refers to God‘s temple in heaven—into which David may come through prayer.
However, the tabernacle of David‘s time may have been in view in part, as that was the manner through which
God then dwelt among His people. There is a mention of God‘s ―pavilion‖ and ―tabernacle‖ in verse 5—of
figuratively being hidden away in God‘s tent when trouble comes (compare 31:20). The wording would seem to
imply seeking God in His tabernacle in the midst of adversity and finding divine protection there. (Some, it
should be noted, relate this to God‘s people being protected during the Great Tribulation at the end of the age.)
Verse 6 of Psalm 27 refers to offering sacrifices at the tabernacle.
Yet by dwelling in God‘s house David ultimately meant something more than the physical tabernacle and
temple. As with Christians now, dwelling in the house of the Lord means being part of God‘s very family—and
living forever in His Kingdom. Even in verse 6, offering sacrifices at the tabernacle seems to point, at least in an
ultimate sense, to worshiping God for all eternity as part of His household. David next pleads with God to
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respond to his prayers (verse 7)—to not hide Himself (verse 9)—because David is faithfully seeking Him as
God has commanded (verse 8; see Deuteronomy 4:29-31).
There is no indication that David‘s parents ever abandoned him. But in that unlikely event, David declares that
God ―will take care of me‖ (verse 10). Certainly this applied not only to David but to all people who serve God,
even today. Abandonment could mean complete absence or just emotional detachment—for various reasons.
We should consider that Jesus warned there would be family splits, even from father and mother, for the sake
of God‘s Kingdom—but gave encouragement that God would bless us with other spiritual relations in this life
and greatly reward us in the age to come (compare Matthew 10:34-36; 19:29).
David‘s plea in Psalm 27:11 that God lead him in a smooth path because of his enemies recalls the imagery in
Psalm 23 of the Shepherd leading His sheep down right paths so they may find peace and fulfillment despite
enemies. And in verse 12, just as David faced false witnesses, so would Jesus Christ later face the same
(Matthew 26:60-61). Indeed, many of the sufferings of God‘s people in the Old Testament foreshadowed to
some degree what Jesus would have to go through—and what His followers today still must endure.
In verse 13, the NKJV has added to the beginning of verse 13 the italicized interpolation, ―I would have lost
heart…‖ The NIV translates the verse without this addition: ―I am still confident of this: I will see the goodness of
the LORD in the land of the living.‖ David waits on God‘s intervention with strong confidence, trusting that He
will help and strengthen him now in this life (verses 13). If his hope in God were solely affixed to life after death,
there would be no reason to have any hope in this life. But David does have hope in this life because God has
encouraged him—and David passes this encouragement on to others (verse 14). This should give all of us
hope for today—not just for tomorrow. Of course, our ultimate hope lies in eternity to come. For, as the apostle
Paul later stated, ―If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men most pitiable‖ (1 Corinthians
15:19). What a blessing to know that we have hope in God both in this life and for eternal life to come.
―Ascribe to the LORD Glory and Strength‖ (Psalms 28–30)
David begins Psalm 28, a prayer for deliverance, with an intense supplication: ―I lift up my hands toward Your
holy sanctuary‖ (verse 2; compare 1 Kings 8:6-8). In his prayer to God, David makes two requests: ―Do not take
me away with the wicked‖ (verse 3), that is, to the pit or grave (verse 1); and ―Render to them [the wicked] what
they deserve‖ (verse 4)—a just punishment.
Of course all have sinned and deserve the penalty of sin—death (see Romans 3:23; 6:23). But God has made
provision for forgiving those who repent and devote their lives to him. David rightly states that the wicked have
not met these conditions: ―They show no regard for the works of the LORD and what his hands have done‖
(verse 5, NIV). David then praises God for having heard his supplications (verse 6) and for being his strength
(verse 7) as well as their strength (verse 8)—that is, the strength of His people (verse 9). Ultimately, Jesus
Christ will save and bless His people. As King, He will shepherd them (returning to the imagery of Psalm 23)
and will bear them up forever, lovingly carrying them (see Isaiah 9:6-9; 40:11).
Psalm 29 is a worship hymn composed by David ―in praise of the King of creation, whose glory is trumpeted by
the thunderclaps [constituting His ―voice‖] that rumble through the cloudy mass of winter‘s rainstorms as they
rise above the Mediterranean (‗the mighty waters,‘ v. 3 [NIV]), and move from east to west across the face of
the sky‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 29). The thunderclouds cover the whole land of Israel,
from the northern forests of Lebanon and Sirion, denoting Mount Hermon, to the southern Desert of Kadesh
(verses 6, 8).
The booming thunder shakes the ground (verses 4, 6, 8) and terrifies wild deer into giving birth prematurely
(verse 9). With the thunder come ―flashes of lightning‖ (verse 7, NIV), these strikes splintering great trees in two
(verse 5) and stripping the forests bare (verse 9). David calls on the ―mighty ones‖ to ascribe to God the glory
due Him as the Almighty Creator (verses 1-2). The phrase translated ―mighty ones‖ here literally reads ―sons of
God,‖ this expression appearing to denote God‘s angels, which are referred to this way in the book of Job (Job
1:6; 38:7).
At God‘s great display of power in nature, everyone ―in His temple‖ expresses awe (Psalm 29:9). As David
wrote this before the building of the physical temple, it seems that the temple in heaven is intended—especially
given David‘s urging to the angels in verse 1. However, some suggest that David may be referring to all of
creation as God‘s temple.
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The NKJV translates verse 10 as saying that ―the LORD sat enthroned at the Flood‖—that is, the Flood of
Noah‘s day. The NIV, however, renders this in the present tense: ―The LORD sits enthroned over the flood.‖
The latter seems likely, given that the great thunderstorm was accompanied by torrential flash flooding in the
desert wadis. However, all of this could well have brought to mind the former Flood, a product of God‘s
sovereign rule over the natural realm. Moreover, a great flood is also symbolic of chaotic, threatening
circumstances (compare Psalm 32:6-7).
As a final thought in Psalm 29, David considers in verse 11 that it is this same great and powerful God who
empowers His people—and blesses His people not with the destruction witnessed in nature but, as all forces
are subject to Him, with peace.
The translation of the superscription of Psalm 30 is disputed. The KJV and NKJV explain the psalm as a ―song
at the dedication of the house of David‖—evidently referring to the king‘s royal palace. The NIV and others,
though, think the translation should be ―A song. For the dedication of the temple. Of David.‖ The Hebrew word
here is beyt— ―house‖ in a general sense. Yet the idea of the latter translation is that le-David, as in other
psalms, should denote authorship rather than any connection with this house. And ―the house‖ on its own can
be a designation for the temple, the house of the Lord—though it could also refer to the palace.
Considering the very personal and specific nature of this psalm with regard to the life of the psalmist, it does not
seem to fit very well with the dedication of the temple, which took place several years after David‘s death. The
most likely conclusion appears to be that this psalm was written by David to be sung at the dedication of his
palace. For this reason, we earlier read Psalm 30 in the Bible Reading Program in conjunction with other
passages concerning that period (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 1 Chronicles 14; 2 Samuel
5:11-25; 1 Chronicles 3:5-9; Psalm 30).
David reflects on the events that have led up to the joyful occasion of his now-firm establishment at Jerusalem.
He praises God for lifting him up, healing him, keeping him alive (verses 1-3). He thanks God for not letting his
enemies rejoice over him (verse 1). Indeed, David‘s enemies now have no cause to rejoice because God has
overturned his prior circumstances: ―You have turned for me my mourning into dancing; You have put off my
sackcloth and clothed me with gladness‖ (verse 11).
This is to serve as an example to all of God‘s people—they are always to praise Him for He will ultimately turn
hard and dark times to light and joy (verses 4-5). This is especially good to remember in the years before us as
we approach the darkening end of the age. In verse 6, David declares that he is now prosperous and firmly
established. He further says to God, ―By Your favor You have made my mountain stand strong‖ (verse 7). The
reference here ―may be to David‘s security in his mountain fortress, Zion; or that mountain fortress may here
serve as a metaphor for David‘s state as a vigorous and victorious king, the ‗mountain‘ on which he sat with
such secureconfidence in God‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 7).
David ends the psalm with an important reason God has lifted him out of affliction. ―You turned my wailing into
dancing; you removed my sackcloth and clothed me with joy so that my heart may sing to you and not be silent‖
(verse 12, NIV). All of God‘s people have been called out of spiritual darkness to do the same—to sing praise
and give thanks (1 Peter 2:9-10).
God is intimately attuned to the fact that we can endure only so much. (Typically, He knows we can endure
more than we would choose to on our own!) The promise of 1 Corinthians 10:13 remains a comfort to us when
we are afflicted: ―No temptation has overtaken you except such as is common to man; but God is faithful, who
will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will also make the way of
escape, that you may be able to bear it.‖
―He Shall Strengthen Your Heart‖ (Psalms 31–33)
Psalm 31 is a lament arising from affliction, yet one in which David places full trust and confidence in God,
realizing, ―My times are in Your hand‖ (verses 14-15). David suffers from a wasting illness (verse 10) that
makes him, as he says, ―repulsive to my acquaintances; those who see me outside flee from me‖ (verse 11).
David‘s enemies take advantage of his weakened state and ―scheme to take away my life‖ (verse 13). Unless
God intervenes, David reckons himself a dead man (verse 12).
Come what may, David throws himself into God‘s keeping, declaring, ―Into Your hand I commit my spirit‖ (verse
5). Jesus would later use these as His final words before His dying breath (Luke 23:46). That being so, the rest
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of this psalm likely also foreshadows the Messiah‘s suffering of bodily agony, anguish, ridicule, enemy
conspiracy and abandonment by friends. The disciple Stephen uttered these words too, as he was being stoned
to death (Acts 7:59). All Christians should find Psalm 31 of tremendous help and encouragement when facing
great difficulties.
The hating of idolaters in verse 6 of this inspired prayer should be understood in the sense of rejection of them
and their ways and considering them as enemies of the ―LORD God of truth‖ in verse 5. (Yet elsewhere in
Scripture we learn that even they will ultimately receive the opportunity for redemption and salvation.) For
Christians today, even if we are aware of no human enemies to speak of, we wrestle constantly with spiritual
enemies who seek to destroy us (Ephesians 6:12).
Though the situation for David looks grim, he recalls that God has brought him safely through adversity in times
past: ―You have known my soul in adversities and have not shut me up into the hand of the enemy; You have
set my feet in a wide place‖ (Psalm 31:7-8). The latter expression here speaks of freedom and ultimately of
salvation—as the Hebrew word for salvation has the sense of having room to breath.
Reflecting on God‘s prior faithfulness, David prays: ―Make Your face shine upon Your servant‖ (verse 16). The
expression here, like the prayer in Psalm 4:6 for God to lift up His countenance, is taken from the priestly
blessing of Numbers 6:22-27: ―The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make His face shine upon you,
and be gracious unto you; the LORD lift up His countenance upon you, and give you peace.‖ This is a request
for God to show favor—to ―smile.‖ As in Psalm 25:3, rather than shame and disgrace falling on him, a faithful
servant of God, David asks that it go to the wicked (31:17-18)—and he knows that this is how things will work
out in the end (verse 23).
The imagery of God laying up goodness prepared for those who trust in Him in the presence of the sons of men
(verse 19) is similar to Psalm 23‘s picture of God preparing a table for His people in the midst of their enemies.
And the metaphor of keeping His people secretly hidden in His pavilion away from threatening plots (31:20)
recalls Psalm 27:5. David concludes with strong encouragement for all of God‘s people (verses 23-24).
The superscription of Psalm 32 refers to it as a maskil. The Greek Septuagint translation takes this obscure
word to mean ―instruction,‖ from the root s-k-l (―be wise‖ or ―instruct‖). Appearing in the superscription of 13
psalms, the term may designate a teaching song (compare verse 8). However, the NKJV translates the word as
―Contemplation.‖
The Nelson Study Bible states in its introductory note on Psalm 32: ―It is generally believed that this psalm—like
Ps. 51—has its origin in David‘s response to God following his infamous affair with Bathsheba [and murder of
Uriah] (2 Sam. 11)‖ This conclusion is based on the fact of David waiting for a long period before confessing the
sin mentioned in the psalm—and the impression that his sin is public knowledge so that he is able to use it as
an example.
David contrasts the joy of being forgiven with the misery of hiding a sin. ―Happy‖ is the man who no longer
deceives himself (verse 2). ―Happy‖ is the man whose sin is taken away (verse 1). ―Happy‖ is the man who is no
longer guilty in God‘s eyes (verse 2). It was not so while he tried to pretend that his sin hadn‘t happened. His
―silence was a stubborn resistance to admitting guilt, a hope that in time the sin and its penalty would go away.
The more David delayed his confession, the more he suffered. David realized it was not just his conscience or
his feelings that were assaulting him, but the heavy hand of God (38:1, 6-8)‖ (note on 32:3-5).
When David did at last confess in repentance, God forgave him (verse 5). David declares, ―For this cause [i.e.,
the blessing of forgiveness] everyone who is godly shall pray to You in a time when You may be found‖ (verse
6). Repentance and forgiveness are the starting points of a relationship with God—or of restoring a relationship
with Him. A flood of trouble follows sin (verses 6, 10). But the grief that comes from hiding a sin will not come
near those who repent and take refuge in God (verses 6-7).
Verse 8 says, ―I will instruct you and teach you in the way you should go; I will guide you with My eye‖—the
latter part of this in the NIV being rendered, ―I will counsel you and watch over you.‖ Clearly God is no longer
being addressed. Indeed, some believe that God Himself is directly speaking here and in verse 9. The Nelson‘s
Study Bible states: ―The speaker changes. The Lord ‗comes into the psalm‘ to instruct the people. He exhorts
the people not to be like a horse that will not go where its rider wants it to go; it has to be disciplined because it
is stubborn‖ (note on verses 8-9).
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However, it could well be that David is still speaking. As The Zondervan NIV Study Bible says, ―Some believe
that the psalmist himself here turns to others to warn them against the ways into which he had fallen (see
51:13)‖ (note on 32:8-10). Psalm 51:13, cited here, speaks of what David would do following God‘s forgiveness:
―Then I will teach transgressors your ways, and sinners shall be converted to You.‖ See also 34:11. Either way,
the instruction is of course from God, who inspired the psalm.
Psalm 33 is one of the few anonymous psalms in Book I of the Psalter. However, its placement here makes it
likely one of David‘s (see 72:20). It is interesting to note that the last verse of Psalm 32 seems to lead right into
the first verse of Psalm 33. Yet Psalm 33 is clearly independent, ending the section of psalms beginning with
the alphabetic acrostic of Psalm 25. Though not itself an alphabetic acrostic like the psalm that follows it, Psalm
33 is arranged in 22 Hebrew verses—22 being the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet. (Perhaps there
was a thought of making this into an alphabetic acrostic.)
The psalmist states that God finds pleasure and beauty in the rejoicing of the righteous (verse 1). He
encourages others to praise God with various instruments (verse 2) and to ―sing to Him a new song‖ (verse 3).
Note here that worshipful music is directed ―to Him‖—He is the audience. And the singing of a new song,
besides implying finding new ways to praise God in music (especially as we constantly discover new things to
praise Him for), probably also means always singing with renewed appreciation and love—always thinking
anew about hymns we are singing and not just droning out stanzas by rote.
Capable musicians are told to ―play skillfully‖ (verse 3), as we must offer only our best to God. And our attitude
in musical praise is to be expressed in joy (same verse). Indeed, there is so much to be joyful for, as the psalm
goes on to detail. God‘s Word is right and all His actions are done in truth, righteousness and justice, which He
loves (verses 4-5). And despite the evil that Satan‘s present rule has wrought, ―the earth is full of the goodness
of the LORD‖ (verse 5)—―the goodness that manifests itself every time the sun rises, a bird sings, and a mother
lovingly embraces her child. Out of His goodness, God holds together the earth and provides for the
sustenance of all people.
One day God‘s goodness will prevail over all evil (98:2)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 4-5). There is joy
and praise to be found in God‘s awesome work of creation (verses 6-9) and the fact that His plans and purpose
will never be thwarted (verses 10-11). The people of God are so wonderfully blessed (verse 12).
God is to be praised as Sovereign above all nations. He watches from heaven over everyone on earth and is
aware of everything they do—understanding them better than they do themselves as He is the one who
fashioned their hearts (verses 13-15). And in His watchfulness, He is lovingly attentive to ―those who fear
Him…who hope in His unfailing love‖ (verse 18, NIV). For them He is a shield, a deliverer, a helper, so that they
may truly rejoice (verses 19-21). The psalm closes in verse 22 by addressing God Himself, praying for and
affirming hope in the blessings of God‘s covenant love.
The Righteous Redeemed, the Wicked Removed (Psalms 34–35)
Psalms 34–37 form a ―small grouping of four psalms…framed by two alphabetic acrostics that contain wisdomlike instruction…in godliness and related warnings concerning the fate of the wicked—instruction and warnings
that reinforce key themes in the two enclosed prayers (Ps 35; 36)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalms
34–37).
In introducing Psalm 34, The Nelson Study Bible says it‘s ―an acrostic, with one verse for each letter of the
Hebrew alphabet…[except that] one verse appears to have dropped out at some point; there is no verse for the
Hebrew letter waw, that would otherwise appear after v. 5.‖ However, this ―missing‖ letter is found at the
beginning of the second line of verse 5.
We read this psalm earlier in the Bible Reading Program in conjunction with the events described in the
superscription (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 1 Samuel 21:13-15; Psalm 34). David had fled
from Saul to the Philistine city of Gath and the protection of King Achish (Abimelech here, meaning ―My Father
King,‖ being the title of Philistine rulers rather than a personal name). Yet in this situation David might have
been set to work against Israel or tortured for information. To render himself worthless to the Philistines and to
keep himself out of the king‘s court, he feigned madness. The superscription here tells us how the episode
ended—with David being driven away, which spared his life.
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David composed this psalm in thanksgiving for God‘s deliverance (verse 4). He welcomes others to experience
God and His blessings (verse 8). Verses 9-10 assure us that God will meet all of our needs As in 33:18, the
instruction in 34:9 to ―fear the LORD‖ does not mean one is to be terrified of God. These words ―gradually
became a standard phrase for a good relationship with God. A good relationship begins with a reverent sense
that God is so powerful and righteous that we dare not take Him lightly. But it goes on from awe to a sense of
deep security, as this psalm fully demonstrates‖ (Zondervan The New Student Bible, note on verse 9).
David advises those who want to have long life to not speak evil or lies, to turn from wrong ways to right ways
and to seek and pursue peace (verses 12-14)—counsel found in many other verses. God blesses those who
follow Him. He sees the righteous (verse 15). He hears the righteous (verses 15, 17). He is close to the
righteous (verse 18). They can rely on Him for help in time of physical and spiritual trouble (verses 18-22). In
contrast, God sets His face against those who live in opposition to Him (verse 16). They ultimately bring on
themselves death and condemnation (verses 16, 21)—―evil‖ in verse 21 denoting calamity.
But God redeems His servants from condemnation (verse 22). And although the righteous will experience many
difficulties, God will in time deliver them out of all of them (verse 19). Guarding the bones of the righteous, with
not one broken (verse 20), is figurative of God‘s special care to protect the person‘s whole being in all its
aspects (compare 35:9-10). Yet this may also entail ensuring that His servants are perfectly presentable to
Him—deriving from the fact that the Passover lamb was to have no broken bones (Exodus 12:46; Numbers
9:12). These words from Psalm 34:20 are applied literally in John 19:33-36 as prophetic of Jesus Christ‘s bones
not being broken when He was executed, the death of this perfectly righteous Man—the sinless Lamb of God—
being the actual fulfillment of the Passover sacrifice.
Psalm 34:22, the psalm‘s concluding verse, is outside the acrostic pattern of the psalm—just as the final verse
of Psalm 25 lies outside of its acrostic pattern. Curiously, both psalm endings begin with the letter pe and both
deal with the subject of redemption.
In Psalm 35 David proclaims his innocence and calls on God to destroy his enemies. ―Some of the most
troubling psalms are those that contain prayers asking God to curse the wicked. These imprecatory psalms are
sometimes thought to conflict with the sentiment of the gospel, but in fact they accurately reflect God‘s
abhorrence of evil‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introduction to Psalms).
David is not specific about his trouble, but he speaks of betrayal and injustice—―they hid their net for me without
cause‖ (verse 7). David asks God to intervene: ―Plead my cause!‖ ―Fight for me!‖ ―Rescue me!‖ (verses 1-3).
David calls for God to pour out judgment on his enemies: Bring on them ―shame‖ (military defeat). Make them
―chaff‖ (worthless and scattered thin). Lead them into ―dark and slippery‖ paths (troubles and uncertainties).
Orchestrate their ―ruin‖ (sudden and complete desolation) (see The Expositors Bible Commentary, notes on
verses 4-8). After God has dealt with these enemies, ―Then,‖ David says, ―my soul will rejoice in the LORD and
delight in His salvation‖ (verses 9-10).
David is dumbfounded that people for whom he had shown concern (verses 13-14) have become enemies,
detractors and false witnesses (verses 11-16). They gloat, ―Aha! Aha! With our own eyes we have seen it‖
(verse 21, NIV). David‘s distress in the face of people who hated him without cause (verse 19) and ―ruthless
witnesses‖ (verse 11, NIV) foreshadowed the suffering of Jesus Christ (see John 15:24-25; Mark 14:57-59).
The closing section of the psalm states that those who rejoice at David‘s hurt will be ―ashamed‖ (verse 26)—
figuratively ―clothed with shame‖ (same verse). This refers ―not to simple embarrassment, but to the revelation
of the complete emptiness of wickedness before the judgment seat of God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses
26-28). This section also informs us that there are other people on David‘s side (verse 27), evidently from
among those referred to in verse 20 as the ―quiet ones in the land.‖ David is confident that they will shout for joy
and praise God with him when he is at last delivered.
―Those Blessed by Him Shall Inherit the Earth,
But Those Cursed by Him Shall Be Cut Off‖ (Psalms 36–37)
Psalm 35 concluded with reference to the prosperity of God‘s servant—i.e., David (verse 27). Now, the
superscription of Psalm 36 refers to David as ―the servant of the LORD.‖ The psalm begins by addressing the
nature of wickedness, but this is soon contrasted with God‘s faithfulness and righteousness and His rewarding
of His servants such as David with an abundance of true prosperity. The word ―oracle‖ in verse 1 can simply
mean ―utterance.‖ The actual order of the verse is ―An oracle of transgression of the wicked within my heart.‖
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Some see ―of the wicked‖ as actually meaning ―to the wicked.‖ However, the psalm‘s focus on God rewarding
the righteous and the request for the righteous to be kept from wickedness goes against that being the aim of
the psalm. Some translations give ―within my heart‖ as ―within his heart,‖ thinking the wicked person is intended.
However, the Hebrew lebi in the Masoretic Text does mean ―my heart.‖ Simply put, David is expressing his
deep thoughts about the sinful way of the wicked.
David‘s consideration of the sinful course of the wicked (verses 2-4) is followed by contemplation of God‘s
mercy, faithfulness, righteousness, justice and unfailing love (verses 5-7). ―The contrast of these verses with the
previous ones is extreme. Just as the revelation of the depravity in vv. 1-4 is awful, the revelation of the Lord‘s
love is even more wonderful…. The contrasts continue with David ranging from the highest mountains to the
depths of the sea to describe the perfect character of God. The height of the great mountains can be compared
to how great God‘s righteousness is; the depths of the seas can be compared with how mysterious and
inaccessible God‘s true judgments are‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 5-6).
Like nestlings seeking shelter and nourishment from a mother bird, so may people find protection and provision
from God (verse 7). If the wicked would only cease from their headlong pursuit of fleeting self-gratification
through sin and turn to God, they would find true and abundant satisfaction through the fullness of life in His
family (verse 8). For the righteous ―drink from the river of [God‘s] pleasures.‖ What a beautiful word picture this
is—of an endless, flowing supply of joyful experience forevermore! This river flows from the ―fountain of life‖—
God‘s Holy Spirit bringing eternal salvation and all its rewards (see also Isaiah 12:3; 55:1-2; Jeremiah 2:13;
John 7:37-39).
It is only in God‘s ―light‖ that we ―see light‖ (Psalm 36:9). In context, this may mean that we don‘t even really
know what it means to live and be happy until we experience life in the way God intended. Rather than groping
in the blindness of human plotting to find our way, the truth of God reveals the path to ultimate and lasting bliss.
On the other hand, the idea here could be that it is through God shining on us (favoring and guiding us) that we
will live to see a bright outcome for our lives (compare 37:3-6; see also Isaiah 60:19-20).
In closing, David prays that God‘s loyal love will continue for those who ―know‖ Him and are thereby ―upright in
heart‖ (Psalm 36:10). Indeed, truly knowing God implies more than knowing about Him. It means having a
relationship with Him, which is based on obedience to His laws (see 1 John 2:3-4; John 15:14). To have a
relationship, we have to spend quality time with God through prayer, Bible study and contemplative meditation.
Even fellowship with likeminded believers is an important way to fellowship with the Father and Christ (1 John
1:3)—as the Father and Christ dwell in faithful believers through the Holy Spirit.
David further asks for protection from the wicked who refuse to submit to God‘s way (Psalm 36:11)—perhaps
thinking of some who were scheming to overthrow him. And he concludes with a final consideration (or
prophetic glimpse) of the doom of the wicked (verse 12), which we see more about in the next psalm.
Psalm 37 ends an apparent grouping of four related psalms (34–37). Like Psalm 34, this one is an alphabetic
acrostic, though in this case two verses are usually devoted to each letter of the Hebrew alphabet. Because the
acrostic style makes it easier to memorize the songs that use it, some see these as ―classroom‖ or ―teaching‖
psalms. This is particularly the case with Psalm 37, as it is essentially a series of related proverbs or wise
sayings. (Observe that verse 1 is nearly identical to Proverbs 24:19.)
David‘s message in the proverbs of Psalm 37 is rather similar to what he said in Psalm 36. The Zondervan NIV
Study Bible notes in its introduction to Psalm 37: ―This psalm‘s dominant theme is related to the contrast
between the wicked and the righteous reflected in Ps 36. The central issue addressed is: Who will ‗inherit the
land‘ (vv. 9, 11, 22, 29), i.e., live on to enjoy the blessings of the Lord in the promised land? Will the wicked,
who plot (v. 12), scheme (vv. 7, 32), [intentionally] default on debts (v.21), use raw power to gain advantage (v.
14) and seem thereby to flourish (vv. 7, 16, 35)? Or will the righteous, who trust in the Lord (vv. 3, 5, 7, 34) and
are humble (v. 11), blameless (vv. 18, 37), generous (vv. 21, 26), upright (v. 37) and peaceable (v. 37), and
from whose mouth is heard the moral wisdom that reflects meditation on God‘s law (vv. 30-31)?‖
Where the NIV has the ―land‖ as the inheritance (verses 9, 11, 22, 29, 34), the KJV and NKJV have ―earth‖
(except in verses 29 and 34, though the Hebrew is the same). Either is correct, especially when we realize that
the Promised Land of God‘s Kingdom will encompass the entire earth, not just the land of Israel. Note that the
inheritance will be dwelt in ―forever‖ (verses 18, 29). Through these verses we see that the eternal inheritors will
be ―those who wait on the LORD‖ (hoping and trusting in Him), ―the meek‖ (those who are humble and
teachable), ―those blessed by Him‖ (those who are faithful in their dealings, as implied by the previous verse)
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and ―the righteous‖ (verse 29). These are of course all the same people—who with their inheritance will receive
eternal life, deliverance from enemies, salvation and peace.
Jesus Christ quoted from verse 11 in His famous Sermon on the Mount. Giving what are referred to as the
Beatitudes, Jesus in Matthew 5:5 said, ―Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth.‖ Some may be
surprised to learn that this in not an exclusively New Testament teaching. Once again we see that, far from
inventing a new religion as many now think, Jesus was building on the teachings of the Old Testament.
The phrase ―the LORD knows the days of the upright‖ (Psalm 37:18) has ―several meanings: (1) God knows our
circumstances and provides for us; (2) God knows how long we will live and will sustain us to the end (90:12);
(3) God knows that our days on earth [in this age] are only the beginning of our days with Him in eternity‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 37:18).
Psalm 37 also sets forth what lies in store for those who do not serve God and live according to His teachings.
An individual has only two choices when it comes to directing his life—the way of blessing and life or the way of
cursing and death (see Deuteronomy 30:15-20). The way of righteousness, of obeying God through outflowing
love to Him and others (summarized as the way of give), is the one that leads to blessings and life (Psalm 37:36). The other choice, the selfish way of disobedience or wickedness (summarized as the way of get), leads to
misery and death (verses 10, 34-36). The wicked will be cut off—to perish and be forgotten. David uses the
metaphor of grass to describe man‘s brief life on earth. Grass flourishes for a while, then is cut down and
withers. So, too, will evil men perish as surely as mown grass withers (verse 2). In His Sermon on the Mount,
Jesus also spoke about ―the grass of the field, which today is, and tomorrow is cast into the oven‖ (Matthew
6:30).
Another idea David expresses here is that fretting about life is harmful (Psalm 37:1, 7-8). He warns against
worry, being overly anxious or succumbing to envy and anger. A righteous person looks to God instead. The
literal rendering of verse 5 instructs us to roll our lives over onto God. He will direct a righteous man‘s steps,
picking him up when he falls (verses 23-24) and taking care of his needs (verses 25-26). We see, then, that the
righteous at times will fall; they aren‘t guaranteed trouble-free lives. Yet, ―though he fall, he shall not be utterly
cast down; for the LORD upholds him with His hand‖ (verse 24).
With wisdom and love, God shapes a person through trials. In that light, verse 25 should not be misunderstood
to mean that God‘s people never suffer physical deficiency—but that God will always provide for them. Though
they may at times have to ask others for help, as David himself did on occasion, they are not destitute beggars
in a hopeless sense (and certainly not over the long haul of life). Trusting God, they ―feed on His faithfulness‖
(verse 3). Indeed, even if they lack, the righteous are far better off than the wicked (verse 16)—and are even
generous givers of whatever they do have (verse 26). Jesus observed in the Sermon on the Mount that it is
futile to worry. A man can‘t change his circumstances by worrying. God knows our needs and will take care of
them if we remain committed to Him (Matthew 6:25-33). Indeed, Jesus said in this context that one‘s focus
should be on God‘s Kingdom and righteousness (verse 33)—which is, not coincidentally, also the focus of
Psalm 37.
Trusting God, as Psalm 37 instructs, requires one to wait on Him and to do good (verses 3-5, 7; compare 1
Peter 5:6-7). As we wait for resolution to problems, as we wait for the return of Jesus Christ, we have work to
do: ―For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that
we should walk in them‖ (Ephesians 2:10). If we remain faithful to Him and continue to trust Him, God will
remain faithful to us—to provide help for today and to save us in the end (Psalm 37:39-40).
―O LORD…. Remove Your Plague From Me‖ (Psalms 38–39)
Psalm 38 begins a group of four related psalms that closes Book I (i.e., Psalms 38–41). These four psalms are
linked by central themes. All are confessions of sin in the midst of troubles—the troubles in at least three of
these being serious illness and enemies (while the other, Psalm 40, concerns enemies rising during a time of
distress, which could also be related to a time of illness).
As the sicknesses in these psalms are a result of sin on David‘s part, it is possible that they are all one and the
same sickness resulting from the same sin. It could be, as suggested in the Bible Reading Program comments
on Psalm 6, that the plague David suffers is the one he prayed to come on him in place of the populace after he
sinned in the numbering of Israel (see 2 Samuel 24; 1 Chronicles 21). However, the Bible does not actually say
whether or not David was then afflicted. The sicknesses in these psalms could well concern another time. The
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betrayal in Psalm 41 may hint at the time of national rebellion under Absalom with the assistance of David‘s
friend and counselor Ahithophel (if deep depression contributed to David becoming physically ill at that time,
though the Bible does not tell us).
The NIV translation of Psalm 38‘s superscription refers to the psalm as a ―petition.‖ The King James and New
King James give the more literal rendering of this verbal phrase (which is also found in the superscription of
Psalm 70) as ―To bring to remembrance.‖ Though God knows our needs, He nevertheless expects us to remind
Him of them in prayer—perhaps to remind ourselves of our need for Him and His help.
David confesses his sin, which he labels foolishness, and asks for relief from God‘s heavy hand. God chastens
him because of His sin (verses 3, 5). Sickness is not always due to a person‘s sins (see Job 1–2; John 9:1-3).
But sometimes it is, as the numerous instances of God sending plague as punishment attests. Proverbs 3:1112 explains that God‘s chastening is done out of love—just as a father disciplines his son. The book of Hebrews
quotes these verses (12:5-6) and goes on to comment further, explaining how it all works toward a positive
outcome (verses 7-11).
The ordeal leaves David weak from festering sores (verse 5) and inflammation (verse 7). He is depressed by
guilt (verse 4) and a lack of peace (verse 8). In verse 10, David speaks of his failing strength and the light
having gone out of his eyes. We saw similar expressions in 6:7 and 13:3. In its note on 6:7, the Zondervan NIV
Study Bible says: ―In the vivid language of the O[ld] T[estament] the eyes are dimmed by failing strength (see
38:10; 1Sa 14:27, 29…Jer 14:6), by grief (often associated with affliction: 31:9; 88:9; Job 17:7; La 2:11) and by
longings unsatisfied or hope deferred (see 69:3; 119:82, 123; Dt 28:32; Isa 38:14).‖ This idiom has passed over
into English. We sometimes speak of the light, spark or sparkle having left someone‘s eye—meaning the
person has no further sense of joy in living.
Friends and family won‘t come near David in his illness (verse 11). Enemies conspire against him (verse 12).
Isolated and absorbed in his suffering, he has no way to know what‘s going on and no one to talk to—like a
deaf and mute person (verses 13-14). His silence may also be part of a conscious effort to avoid saying
something rash or foolish to or before others and thereby sinning further, as he says in the next psalm (39:1-2).
But David hopes in God to hear and answer His prayer (38:15). His silence is only before other people. To God
He pours out His heart, confessing his sin and pleading with God to deliver him soon (verses 15-22). Indeed, if
the other sickness psalms concern this period, then David had much to say to God as He composed these
prayerful hymns.
The middle of the superscription of Psalm 39, which may be part of a postscript to the previous psalm, says ―To
Jeduthun,‖ referring to ―one of David‘s three choir leaders (1Ch 16:41-42; 25:1, 6; 2Ch 5:12; called his ‗seer‘ in
2Ch 35:15). Jeduthun is probably also Ethan of 1Ch 6:44 [and] 15:19; if so, he represented the family of Merari,
even as Asaph did the family of Gershon and Heman the family of Kohath, the three sons of Levi (see 1Ch
6:16, 33, 39, 43-44)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 39 title). The end of the superscription, ―A
Psalm of David,‖ no doubt goes with Psalm 39.
In this prayer David is ―deeply troubled by the fragility of human life. He is reminded of this by the present illness
through which God is rebuking him (vv. 10-11) for his ‗transgression‘ (v. 8)‖ (note on Psalm 39). As the psalm
opens, we see that David has made a determination to not speak aloud, presumably of his anguish, lest this
make its way to his or God‘s enemies. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on verse 2 that he ―fears that
he may be misunderstood or that he may speak irreverently and give occasion to the enemy. For the sake of
God, he vowed to be silent in his suffering.‖ Yet verses 8-9 make it appear that David did not want to admit to
detractors that his sickness was a result of God punishing him for sin. So the sin he was now guarding against
could have been that of defending his reputation against criticism that might have been just (if not coming from
hypocrites). Whatever the reasoning, it may help to explain his silence in the previous psalm, especially if it
concerns the same illness (see Psalm 38:13-14).
At last, David says that he had to vent his anguish and frustration (verse 3). But it seems that he does the
venting to God (verse 4). He begins by basically asking, ―Okay, when am I going to die? How much time do I
have left?‖ (as it seemed this could be the end)—and complaining that human life is fleeting, like the few inches
of a handbreadth in length and a wisp of vapor in substance (verses 4-6, 11). All that people did seemed so
pointless (verse 6). This is the theme running through the book of Ecclesiastes.
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Still, David hopes in and prays for God‘s healing (verses 7, 10, 12-13). He notes that he has lived not as one
tied to this world but as a ―stranger‖ or ―alien‖ (a foreigner to this evil world) and a ―sojourner‖ (a traveler or
passing guest). And this has not been on his own but rather, as he says to God, ―with You‖ (verse 12). The
book of Hebrews says that God‘s saints ―all died in faith, not having received the promises, but having seen
them afar off were assured of them, embraced them and confessed that they were strangers and pilgrims on
the earth. For those who say such things declare plainly that they seek a homeland…a better, that is, a
heavenly country‖ (Hebrew 11:13-16; compare 1 Peter 2:11-12). So in saying what he did, David was not only
reminding God of his relationship with Him, but he was also expressing his hope in God‘s Kingdom. If it was
time for him to die, he trusted in His future with God.
Yet David is not resigned to death. He still prays that God will remove His gaze so that he may regain strength
and not die (Psalm 39:13). This does not mean, as some commentators suggest, that David is praying for God
to leave him alone. For on his own David could never recover. Rather, we should understand the terminology in
light of Psalm 80:16, which says that God‘s people perish at the rebuke of His countenance. The idea is that
when He gazes on them in anger, they wither and are consumed. So Psalm 80 repeatedly asks that God would
cause His face to shine—to smile favorably. David is likewise pleading for God to turn away His angry gaze of
judgment—and, as stated in verse 7, he is hopeful that God will.
―I Am Poor and Needy; Yet the LORD Thinks Upon Me‖ (Psalms 40–41)
In its note on Psalms 40–41, the Zondervan NIV Study Bible states: ―Book I of the Psalter closes with two
psalms containing ‗Blessed is the man who‘ statements (40:4; 41:1), thus balancing the two psalms with which
the book begins (1:1; 2:12). In this way, the whole of Book I is framed by declarations of the blessedness of
those who ‗delight in the law of the LORD‘ (1:2), who ‗take refuge in him‘ (2:12), who ‗do not look to the proud‘
but make the Lord their ‗trust‘ (40:4) and who have ‗regard for the weak‘ (41:1)—a concise instruction in
godliness.‖
Some Bible commentators have proposed that Psalm 40 itself is actually two separate psalms combined into
one—a conclusion deriving from the fact that verses 1-10 praise and thank God for deliverance He has brought
while verses 11-17 lament and plead with Him for deliverance that has not yet come. Moreover, most of this
latter section (verses 13-17) is substantively identical to Psalm 70. Yet we may recall that Psalm 27 was also a
combination of thanksgiving and lament. As in that psalm, the idea here may be recalling God‘s past
deliverance to muster confidence that He will deliver David from his present circumstances. Zondervan states in
its introductory note on Psalm 40: ―The prayer begins with praise of God for his past mercies (vv. 1-5…) and a
testimony to the king‘s own faithfulness to the Lord (vv. 6-10…). These form the grounds for his present appeal
for help (vv. 11-17…).‖
Psalm 70 is probably best explained as a borrowing of part of the lyrics of the appeal section of Psalm 40 to
stand on their own as a different song—or at least a special rendition. (The tune was probably different since
the words have been altered somewhat.) As we will see, David‘s words in Psalm 40 foreshadowed the
circumstances of the Messiah, Jesus Christ, as the book of Hebrews quotes Psalm 40:6-8 as referring to Him.
In verse 1, ―the Hebrew translated I waited patiently is literally ‗waiting I waited‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
verse 1). Though time was moving on and no rescue seemed forthcoming, David still trusted. He would not give
up hope in God‘s deliverance. And his confidence was well placed—for God did deliver him. The ―horrible pit‖ of
verse 2 could represent death. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The ‗pit‘ is a frequent synonym of
Sheol, the grave (88:3; Prov.1:12; Isa.14:15). In the ‗pit‘ people are powerless (88:4), held down by the slime
and mud (40:2)‖ (note on Psalm 88). Yet here in Psalm 40 it may simply represent a seemingly inescapable
situation into which he was sinking lower and lower (compare 69:2)—as contrasted with him then being lifted
from the mud and set upon a rock (40:2).
Perhaps a double metaphor is intended. Jesus may have been alluding in part to this verse when He spoke of
establishing His Church on a rock (i.e., Himself) so that the gates of Hades (the grave) would not prevail against
it (Matthew 16:18). And given the messianic prophecy of this psalm, we may also see in all these verses Jesus
thinking of times God the Father had previously delivered Him as He prayed to God while enduring His final
trial.
David next states that God ―has put a new song in my mouth‖ (Psalm 40:3a). God may have inspired him to
compose an entirely new psalm. Or David may have meant that God gave him a sense of renewed wonder and
appreciation accompanied with renewed energy and joy (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 33:3).
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And from David‘s praise and rejoicing, many would realize what God had done and would be led to place their
trust in Him (40:3b)—the key to blessing and happiness (verse 4).
David declares that no one can understand the enormity of God‘s works or of His thinking (verse 5). How many
thoughts He has. How He organizes His thoughts. What He thinks about each of us. ―The things You planned
for us no one can recount to you; were I to speak and tell of them, they would be too many to declare‖ (verse 5,
NIV; compare 139:17-18). God does reveal some of His thoughts and intents concerning His people—and they
are wonderful: ―For I know the thoughts that I think toward you…thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give you a
future and a hope‖ (Jeremiah 29:11).
David then mentions his understanding of what God is really looking for from people. It was not the physical
sacrifices of the sacrificial system but a desire to follow His way—a desire David himself had (Psalm 40:6-8).
The words here, describing various offerings in the sacrificial system generally, may have followed his
presentation of a ritual offering. Verse 6 should not be understood to mean that there was no actual
requirement for physical sacrifices. There certainly was at that time—but only as part of a desire to obey God.
What God required was not the sacrifices and offerings in and of themselves—but a heart of obedience from
which sacrifices and offerings would naturally flow as God so determined. David surely remembered the story of
Samuel correcting Saul for failing to grasp what God thinks is important: ―Has the LORD as great delight in
burnt offerings and sacrifices, as in obeying the voice of the LORD? Behold, to obey is better than sacrifice, and
to heed than the fat of rams‖ (1 Samuel 15:22; compare also Psalm 51:16-17; Jeremiah 7:22-23). We will see
more about this in going through Psalms 50 and 51.
David recognizes in Psalm 40 that rather than just a token physical offering, what God really wants is the
devotion of David‘s entire self. So David offers himself as an offering (compare Romans 12:1; 2 Corinthians
8:5). He says, ―Behold I come; in the scroll of the book it is written of me‖ (Psalm 40:7). What was David talking
about? It concerned having God‘s law written in his heart (verse 8). Perhaps he realized that the Torah (the
Law) and indeed all of Scripture was written for him personally, just as it is for all of us—to describe the
character that he and all of us must have. But in David‘s case there may have been more to it. As the Lord‘s
anointed king, David had to write out on a scroll his own personal copy of the Book of the Law, keeping it with
him and reading it all his days, internalizing it and living by it for the sake of himself, his kingdom and his family
(Deuteronomy 17:18-20). So David expressed his continuing commitment to fulfill all of it.
Of course, the One who completely and absolutely fulfills all of Scripture‘s requirements, including the sacrifices
and the ultimate role of Anointed King—who presented Himself before God as the very quintessence of all
offerings—is Jesus Christ. And in the book of Hebrews we see Psalm 40:6-8 quoted as the words of Jesus
(Hebrews 10:1-10)—as they in fact were, David having been inspired by Him—and are told that the entire
sacrificial system pointed to Christ‘s ultimate sacrifice. Jesus lived His life wholly dedicated to God and then
offered Himself as the true atoning sacrifice for the sins of all mankind. Psalm 40 is thus a messianic psalm—
making the rest of it likely applicable to Jesus as well.
It should be noted that the second line of verse 6 as translated from the Hebrew Masoretic Text, ―My ears you
have opened [or ‗dug‘ or ‗pierced‘]‖ (to hear and accept God‘s law, it would seem), is not quoted this way in the
New Testament. Rather, the same translation found in the Greek Septuagint is given: ―But a body You have
prepared for me‖ (see Hebrews 10:5)—that is, to offer up to God. In a footnote on Psalm 40:6, Expositor‘s says
that the Septuagint rendering ―represents a paraphrastic interpretation of a difficult Hebrew phrase‖ (that is, it
paraphrases what seems to be the point here based on surrounding clauses). Even if not technically accurate
(though it could be), the Septuagint rendering used in the New Testament is true and is certainly implied in
context—that God wanted not animal bodies but David‘s own body presented as an offering for serving God‘s
purposes (and, in ultimate fulfillment, that the body of Jesus Christ was to be the consummation of sacrificial
offering—in both life and death).
David goes on in Psalm 40 to remind God of what he has done since being saved from death. ―O LORD, you
Yourself know…‖ he says at the end of verse 9. And what had he done? Besides determining to continue in
obedience to God, as we saw in verses 6-8, we further read that he saw the need to spread the word about
God and His deliverance. David was the king of Israel and a prophet. He had a great responsibility to teach His
people. ―I have proclaimed the good news of righteousness in the great assembly‖ (verse 9a). That is, he hadn‘t
kept it to himself but had proclaimed it to the throngs at the temple gathered for worship.
Interestingly, the phrase ―proclaimed the good news‖ is found in the New Testament as ―preached the gospel‖—
and Jesus Christ, prophesied in this psalm, certainly did that (as did those He commissioned with the same
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task). Note that David uses the phrase ―good news of righteousness.‖ Expositor‘s notes on verses 9-10: ―The
Lord‘s righteousness (sedeq) is expressed in any act ordered on behalf of his people‘s welfare and the
execution of his kingdom purposes. By his righteous acts they are delivered, prosper, and enjoy the benefits of
the covenant relationship…. Righteousness in this sense is synonymous with ‗salvation‘ in the broadest sense.
The nature of God‘s righteous acts is explicated by the other perfections. He is faithful to his covenant people,
in accordance with his promises (33:4), resulting in the ‗salvation‘ of his people.‖
David further stated how he declared God‘s faithfulness and salvation and hadn‘t concealed the truth from
anyone (40:10). We should realize that one important way David proclaimed all this is through these very
psalms we are studying. He composed them to be performed publicly—so the people could learn from them,
learn to sing them and join in. And again, we should further consider that the One who inspired not just Psalm
40 but all the psalms was the living Word of God, who later became Jesus Christ.
In the remaining verses (11-17), David makes his present appeal, seeing his troubles as the result of his sins
(verse 12) and enemies who want to destroy him (verses 13-15). Though it is not specifically stated, it could be
that his present crisis is serious illness, as in the other three psalms of Book I‘s concluding group of four—his
weakened state and isolation giving opportunity to his enemies to rise up. Jesus Christ, we realize, committed
no sins—but He took the sins of the whole world onto Himself when He was crucified. In that light, it is
interesting in verse 12 that David does not ask for forgiveness (as Christ did not need to). David merely speaks
of his iniquities overwhelming him. Perhaps David had already repented but still saw what was happening as
the consequences of his sins. Yet when applied to Christ, this would mean that the sins of others (including
David‘s)—now committed to Christ as the sinbearer—were bringing on Him the horrible consequences He had
to face at the end of His human life.
And of course Jesus had to face taunting enemies just as David had to (verses 13-15). In verse 16 David
declares that even in the midst of troubles, those who love God and His salvation should ―say continually, ‗The
LORD be magnified!‘‖ This gives further explanation to the first part of the psalm and argues in favor of Psalm
40 being one psalm.
David closes in verse 17 with a final appeal. The reference to himself as ―poor‖ is not meant materially (see also
34:6; 41:1). The sense here is of being lowly and oppressed—of being ―weak‖ instead of powerful (see 41:1,
NIV). David is speaking of his condition of humility and abasement (and perhaps poor health)—and, as he also
says here, his grave need for help. The help he needs can come only from God, and he prays that God will
intervene quickly—as Jesus must have prayed during His final ordeal (and as all of us should pray during our
trials today).
Like Psalms 38 and 39 (and perhaps 40), David composed Psalm 41 when he was severely ill. And like Psalm
40, this song contains a prophetic foreshadowing of events in the life of the Messiah. Before asking God to heal
him in verse 4, David first lays a foundation for that request: ―Blessed is he who considers the poor‖ (verse 1)—
or ―weak‖ (NIV). God will deliver, preserve, bless, protect, strengthen and—directly pertinent to David‘s
situation—―sustain him on his sickbed and restore him from his bed of illness‖ (verse 3, NIV). David is a
compassionate man. It is his practice to pray, fast and mourn for others when they are sick (Psalm 35:13-14).
He trusts that God will intervene for him now in his own need (41:3).
Indeed, note that the final verse of the previous psalm reflected on God thinking on David himself in his poor
and needy state (40:17). Such concern for others in need is the heart of godly character, which God‘s people
must emulate. David well understood this, being a ―man after [God‘s] own heart‖ (Acts 13:22). The qualities of
mercy and compassion figure prominently in the New Testament. The apostle James declares that showing
concern for others is an essential element in true religion: ―Pure and undefiled religion before God and the
Father is this: to visit the orphans and widows in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world‖
(James 1:27). Jesus taught, ―Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy‖ (Matthew 5:7). He gave
His disciples a sobering parable on the subject of compassion (Matthew 18:21-35) and stated that mercy (the
word here denoting compassion or pity) is one of the weightier matters of God‘s law (Matthew 23:23).
Yet as important as it is for all to have concern for the weak—for the lowly and downtrodden—it is especially so
of a king such as David, whose duty is to emulate God‘s righteous rule in defending the powerless (compare
Psalm 72:2, 4, 12-14; 82:3-4; Proverbs 29:14; 31:8-9; Isaiah 11:4; Jeremiah 22:16). Again, David well knew
this—and lived accordingly (as did and does Jesus Christ, who is prefigured in this psalm).
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David then prays for mercy and healing, confessing his sin. When we consider parallels with Jesus in this
psalm, we realize that He did not sin. Yet the great suffering and anguish that came upon Him at the end of His
physical life was the result of bearing the penalty of sin—not His own but that of the rest of mankind (David‘s
included). David speaks of enemies relishing the thought of his imminent death (verses 5-8), which Christ also
endured.
We then arrive at verse 9, which ties directly to the life of Jesus. David speaks of betrayal by a ―familiar friend,‖
a close companion, who dined with him. Some have suggested that the reference here and in Psalm 55:12-14
is to David‘s friend and counselor Ahithophel, who joined Absalom‘s rebellion against David. This seems a
rather likely explanation—although the Bible does not mention David being severely ill at that time (though it
would not be surprising for deep anguish and depression on that occasion to have made him physically sick).
Since the companion is not named, and since the Bible does not record every detail of David‘s life, it‘s of course
possible that this was a different friend on a different occasion—the illness, as previously mentioned, perhaps
being the plague that struck after the numbering of Israel.
Whatever the case, the most significant meaning here is not actually David‘s personal situation at all—but the
fact that this was a prophecy of what would happen in the life of Christ. The Nelson Study Bible notes on Psalm
41:9: ―The outrage of betrayal by one so close is nearly unbearable (Matt. 26:14-16). The fulfillment of this
verse in the experience of Jesus and Judas is remarkable. Not only did the two eat a meal together (Matt.
26:21-25; Mark 14:18-21; Luke 22:21), but Jesus also called Judas a ‗friend‘ at the moment of betrayal (Matt.
26:50). Moreover Jesus quoted this verse, noting its fulfillment in Judas (John 13:18).‖
In Psalm 41:10, ―Raise me up‖ was again David‘s prayer for healing—to be brought up from his sickbed. Yet ―in
another sense [given the clear messianic context of this psalm], these words look forward to Jesus‘ resurrection
(16:10, 11; 118:17, 18)‖ (note on Psalm 41:10-12). David expresses his belief in eternal life when He says
confidently of God‘s salvation: ―You…set me before Your face forever‖ (verse 12). The psalm closes in verse 13
with the doxology (word of praise) that was most likely appended to the end of the psalm sometime later in
compiling Book I of the Psalter or in even later arrangement.
Downcast but Hoping in God; A Royal Wedding (Psalms 42–45)
Like Book I, Book II of Psalms is primarily a collection of Davidic prayers (compare 72:20). However, the book
begins with psalms possibly composed by others—Psalms 42–49 by the sons of Korah (i.e., descendants of the
Levite leader Korah who rebelled against Moses in Numbers 16) and Psalm 50 by Asaph (one of the musical
leaders David appointed). However, it could be that the Hebrew le- before these names means ―for‖ and not
―of‖—so that perhaps David wrote them for these others to perform (or perhaps David composed the music and
these others wrote the lyrics or vice versa). ―‗Sons of Korah‘ refers to the Levitical choir made up of the
descendants of Korah appointed by David to serve in the temple liturgy [i.e., rites of public worship]. The
Korahites represented the Levitical family of Kohath son of Levi. Their leader in the days of David was
Heman…just as Asaph led the choir of the Gershonites and Jeduthun (Ethan) the choir of the Merarites (see
1Ch 6:31-47…). This is the first of a collection of seven psalms ascribed to the ‗Sons of Korah‘ (Ps 42–49); four
more occur in Book III (Ps 84–85; 87–88)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 42 title).
It is interesting to observe that ―Book II of the Psalter begins with three prayers [Psalms 42–44]…and an
attached royal psalm [45] in perfect balance with the ending of Book II [Psalms 69-71 and 72]‖ (note on Psalms
42-45). In composition, however, it should be observed, as is widely acknowledged, that Psalms 42 and 43
seem to have originally constituted a single psalm. Note the same basic lengthy refrain throughout (see 42:5,
11; 43:5) at the end of three stanzas of comparable length (five, six and five verses), the repetition of ―Why do I
go mourning because of the oppression of the enemy?‖ (42:9; 43:2), the running theme of longing to appear
before God at His tabernacle (42:2, 4; 43:3-4) and, given all this, the absence of a superscription at the
beginning of 43. The full psalm was likely divided to fit a particular worship schedule at the tabernacle or
temple—and perhaps to achieve the parallel book arrangement mentioned above.
The superscriptions of Psalm 42 (with 43), 44 and 45 all contain the obscure Hebrew designation maskil. As
noted on Psalm 32, this term may be derived from a word meaning ―wisdom‖ or ―instruction,‖ yet in all psalm
title occurrences the NKJV translates this word as ―Contemplation.‖ Psalm 42 (with 43) is written from the
perspective of a single composer—though ―sons of Korah‖ may denote a group effort in either writing or
performing (though it could just mean the psalm came from among them as one out of a collection of their
psalms, with different psalms in the collection having been composed by different individuals). For the purposes
of commentary, we will assume a single author for each psalm. The psalmist here, then, who is also a harpist
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(43:4), is unhappy and troubled. With constant tears (42:3), he expresses an intense yearning for God: ―My soul
thirsts for God, for the living God‖ (verse 2). Just as a deer in times of drought searches desperately for water,
the psalmist longs to be in the presence of God (verse 1).
It appears that he is prevented from going to God‘s tabernacle for festival worship as he used to (42:2, 4; 43:34). This may be because of enemy oppression, perhaps even capture in war (42:9; 43:2), which would parallel
the experience of those in the related psalm that follows, Psalm 44. It could be in 42–43, however, that enemies
are not the reason the psalmist can‘t go to the tabernacle—that they are merely taunting him for whatever it is
that is preventing him, such as sickness or disability. He could even have been on the run from someone who
wanted to kill him over something he didn‘t do (compare 43:1). Perhaps he was a fugitive at one of the far
northern cities of refuge.
Verses 6-7 of Psalm 42 may indicate that the psalmist is located in northern Israel near the cascading waters of
the upper Jordan, where they rush down from Mount Hermon. ―Some have suggested that ‗Mount Mizar‘
[otherwise unknown] is an additional reference to ‗the heights of Hermon,‘ calling that high peak the ‗little
mountain‘ (literal translation) in comparison with Mount Zion [the spiritual height where the psalmist wishes to
be]‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 6). Others, however, believe that ―the land of the Jordan‖ in
context here means the whole land of Israel and that the psalmist is writing ―from‖ or ―far away from‖ it.
It seems likely that the ―ungodly nation‖ in 43:1 refers to a people hostile to Israel among whom the psalmist is
exiled—perhaps the Syrians to the north before David subdued them. (The later Assyrian and Babylonian
captivities would seem to be too late for placement in Book II though that is not impossible—especially as there
could have been later rearrangement. In any case, this was probably a popular song during the Babylonian
Exile.) Again, foreign captivity would parallel the situation of Psalm 44. On the other hand, ―ungodly nation‖
could at times refer to Israel itself (compare Isaiah 10:6; Amos 9:8), which, if so, in this case would mean the
psalmist‘s own people were persecuting him, as so often happened to God‘s faithful servants.
Whoever the psalmists enemies are, they taunt him incessantly about his faith, asking, ―Where is your God?‖
(Psalm 42:3, 10). He feels depressed, saying to himself, ―My soul is downcast within me‖ (verse 6), over God‘s
apparent silence and delay in helping him—praying to God, ―Why do you cast me off?‖ (43:2) and ―Why have
you forgotten me?‖ (verse 9).
―The psalms have always proved to be a great source of solace and encouragement to God‘s people
throughout the centuries [as] we are able to watch noble souls struggling with themselves. They talk to
themselves and to their souls, baring their hearts, analyzing their problems, chiding and encouraging
themselves. Sometimes they are elated, at other times depressed, but they are always honest with themselves‖
(David Martyn Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression: Its Causes and Cure, 1965, p. 9). In verse 7, deep calling to
deep at the noise of God‘s waterfalls could refer to the cascading Jordan.
Yet it might refer to a thunderstorm of rain pouring down from the deep of the heavens above to flow to the
deep of the oceans below, the latter hinted at in the waves at the end of the verse. The imagery of a torrent of
water from above, with God‘s waves crashing over the psalmist, is meant figuratively to signify being
overwhelmed by circumstances God has brought or allowed.
Yet the psalmist continues to talk himself through each wave of discouragement: ―The LORD will command His
lovingkindness in the daytime, and in the night His song shall be with me—a prayer to the God of my life‖ (verse
8). Rather than giving in to his fears, the psalmist asks himself in the psalm‘s refrain why he is so downcast
when God is his God, strength and help (compare verses 5, 11; 43:5). He stirs himself to continue to trust in
and wait on God: ―Hope in God; for I shall yet praise Him for the help of His countenance‖ (42:5)—that is, he
knows God will smile on him and encourage him. In the final clause in the other two occurrences of the refrain,
the psalmist refers to God as ―the help of my countenance and my God‖ (verse 11; 43:5). A worried, depressed
person has a hard time hiding his feelings. When he is unduly introverted, negative emotions show on his face.
When he turns away from himself and focuses on God, his face begins to look better. He loses ―that drawn,
haggard, vexed, troubled, perplexed, introspective appearance, and [he begins] to look composed and calm,
balanced and bright‖ (Lloyd-Jones, Spiritual Depression, p. 13).
In the final stanza, Psalm 43, the psalmist addresses God as both Attorney and Judge. To God as Attorney, he
says, ―Plead my cause against an ungodly nation‖ (verse 1). To the Judge he says, ―Vindicate me, O God‖
(same verse)—which could here mean either to declare him innocent of false accusations or to prove him right
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for trusting in God to save him. He prays that God will intervene to enable him to return to Jerusalem and is
confident that God will—considering God to be his ―exceeding joy‖ (verses 3-4).
This song can be of great encouragement when difficult circumstances prevent us from attending worship
services in fellowship with other believers. We can of course still come before God in the spirit. We should also
remember that even if circumstances such as health were to bar us from Sabbath and festival services for the
rest of our physical lives, all who remain faithful to God will one day join together in worshiping Him at
Jerusalem for all eternity.
Psalm 44, another maskil of the sons of Korah, is written as a community lament and plea. The perspective
throughout is normally first-person plural (i.e., we, our, us), yet verses 4, 6 and 15 use first person singular (I,
my and me). It could be that the singular usage is intended to denote the nation collectively—or just to have
each person singing the prayerful song identify with it personally. It is also conceivable that these verses were
intended to be solo parts. Or they may simply indicate a single author praying collectively throughout the psalm
using ―we‖ but sometimes speaking personally using ―I‖—just as each of us does in our own prayers today. For
instance, you as an individual might pray collectively, ―Our Father…give us…our daily bread,‖ and yet also ask
personally in the same prayer, ―Help me to do your will.‖
The occasion of this psalm is a time of military defeat wherein people have been captured by the enemy (see
verses 9-12). It may be one of those taken captive who wrote the song in Psalms 42–43. Psalm 44 begins with
the people rehearsing a portion of Israel‘s history that their parents taught them (verse 1)—that their ancestors
didn‘t gain the Promised Land because of their own military strength and actions, but because God drove out
the nations who lived there and planted the Israelite ancestors there instead (verses 2-3). The psalm further
eschews trust in military might and expresses faith that God, as Israel‘s King and commander, is the One
through whom the nation will gain victory against its enemies now and in the future—just as in the past (verses
4-8).
Yet for the moment things look terribly bleak—in the face of military defeat, scattering, shame and enemy taunts
(verses 9-16, 19). The song bemoans God having sold His people away for almost nothing (verse 12). Despite
this, the people have remained faithful to God and His covenant, mindful that He would know of any idolatry on
their part (verses 17-18, 20-21).
Indeed, the song maintains that it is because of the people‘s refusal to compromise with God‘s way that they
are suffering and in danger among their enemies (verse 22). The statement here about being sheep for the
slaughter applied in the greatest sense to the Messiah, who would come as the Lamb of God to be sacrificed,
as the prophet Isaiah foretold in similar wording (see Isaiah 53:7). Yet this metaphoric description would also
characterize all Christ‘s followers, His flock, who would be persecuted for their faith. And in fact the apostle Paul
quotes Psalm 44:22 in this very regard (see Romans 8:36)—speaking of the fact that we endure this for the
sake of the wonderful outcome God has in mind for us.
The people beseech God to awake out of sleep and rise up to help them (verses 23, 26). Since they know He
does not actually sleep (see Psalm 121:4), their words here have a sense of pleading with God to focus His
awareness on their need and to rouse Himself into action. And where the song spoke before of God having sold
His people away (44:12), it ends with a plea for Him to redeem them (verse 26)—to buy them back.
Psalm 45, another maskil of the Korahites, is, according to its superscription, a love song set to the tune of
another song. The perspective is first-person singular (see ―My‖ and ―I‖ in verse 1), with the psalmist unusually
declaring his excitement over the writing of the psalm. This is evidently a royal wedding song—celebrating a
marriage of David or one of his later successors but with a very clear focus on God‘s marriage to His chosen
nation (ultimately the Messiah and His Bride, the Church). The song may have become customary for royal
weddings.
In verses 2-9 the psalmist addresses the king. Verses 2-5 portray him as a mighty warrior and majestic, just and
godly ruler. As Israel‘s king ruling at God‘s appointment, David enjoyed glory, majesty, prosperity, blessings and
military victories. Yet David was only a stand-in for Israel‘s true King, God Himself. And this God who interacted
with Israel as its divine King was the One who would later be born into the world as Jesus Christ (see 1
Corinthians 10:4 and our free booklet Who Is God?). The glories laid out in Psalm 45 were fulfilled in Him when
the psalmist wrote: ―God has blessed You forever‖ (verse 2); ―O Mighty One‖ (verse 3); ―You are fairer than the
sons of men‖ (verse 2). And they will find complete expression when Jesus takes over David‘s throne at His
return and reigns over all mankind.
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In verse 6 we find the direct statement, ―Your throne, O God, is forever and ever.‖ Since it is clear in context
that this is the same person being addressed throughout verses 2-9—the King—some have thought that the
psalmist is referring to the human king as God. Others, seeing this as rather problematic, which it certainly is,
do not accept the verse as written and assume some missing words must be read into it. The confusion here is
cleared up if we realize that the psalmist is throughout these verses primarily addressing the true King, God, in
His marriage to Israel—and the physical ruler in only a secondary, representative sense.
Yet many do not like what the next verse then implies. To ―God‖ the King (verse 6), the psalmist says,
―Therefore God, Your God, has anointed You…‖ (verse 7). Thus there are two Persons referred to here as God.
In fact, it could even read, ―Therefore, God, Your God has anointed you…,‖ making the point even clearer. The
New Testament quotes verses 6-7 to prove the divinity of Christ (see Hebrews 1:8-9). That is, God the Father
anointed God the Son (Jesus Christ).
Indeed, the title Christ means ―Anointed‖—equivalent to the Hebrew derivative Messiah. Anointing with oil
represented special consecration for service to God—this being symbolic of the application of God‘s Spirit.
David and his successors were all anointed—yet his ultimate successor bore the title of Anointed (Messiah or
Christ) in a special way.
Verses 7-8 of Psalm 45 speak of the anointing with fragrant oils making the king glad. That is, he enjoyed the
feeling and the smells. Yet this would seem to be symbolic of the Messiah receiving joy through the
consecration and application of God‘s Holy Spirit through various experiences. This also tells us something
about the Messiah‘s personality. Because He was ―a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief‖ (Isaiah 53:3),
some have the impression that Jesus went through His human life always mournful, dour and gravely serious.
Yet here we learn that Jesus was ―anointed with the oil of gladness more than [His] companions‖—the truth
expressed here being that Jesus was actually happier and more joyful than other people. And, of course, why
would He not be? For He lived God‘s law perfectly—the way of true happiness in life—and He understood
God‘s plan and purpose in detail in full faith without worry or fear.
The sorrows He experienced from and for others were within this overall context. In verse 9, ―kings‘ daughters‖
evidently refers to the queen‘s attendants (see verse 14) and may signify a representation of other nations at
the wedding (just as ―daughter of Tyre‖ in verse 12 does not refer to an actual daughter but a national power).
Perhaps verse 9 means that of all the women before Him on earth, the King has chosen the queen, who is
dressed in ―gold from Ophir‖ (meaning from Africa, India or the Americas—denoting the finest quality). On a
higher level, this would mean that of all the nations on earth, God has chosen Israel. Yet the psalm does not
seem to be merely reflecting on the past relationship of God (the preincarnate Christ) and the physical nation of
Israel. Rather, the focus appears to be forward-looking to the future marriage of Christ to spiritual Israel, the
Church, chosen from among all nations and adorned in the true riches of godly character.
In verses 10-12 the psalmist addresses the bride. He tells her to shift her allegiance from her father‘s house and
people to the king—her Lord. She is even to worship Him, again showing that the King here is divine, as only
God is worthy of worship (compare Revelation 19:10; 22:8-9). Those of God‘s Church are to put our relationship
with Jesus Christ above our loyalty to human parents—and we are to forsake entirely all ties with our former
spiritual ―father,‖ Satan the Devil (compare John 8:44).
The ―daughter of Tyre‖ (Psalm 45:12), besides meaning the city of Tyre at the time of David and his successors,
is likely the end-time power bloc of Ezekiel 27, also referred to in Revelation 18 as Babylon. Those who escape
its destruction at the end will present a gift or offering in honor of the messianic King and His glorified Bride.
Verses 13-17 of Psalm 45 again address the King. Verses 13-14 speak of the preparation of the queen‘s bridal
attire. Related imagery is found in Revelation 19:7-8: ―‗For the marriage of the Lamb has come, and His wife
has made herself ready.‘ And to her it was granted to be arrayed in fine linen, clean and bright, for the fine linen
is the righteous acts of the saints.‖ The final two verses (Psalm 45:16-17) speak of children as a product of the
king and queen‘s marriage who will continue as royal leaders in Israel. In the greater picture, the marriage of
the Lamb brings sons and daughters into the family of God, resulting in praise of God forever and ever.
―The City of the Great King…He Is Known As Her Refuge‖ (Psalms 46–48)
We come now to the next grouping of psalms, also composed by or for the sons of Korah. As The Nelson Study
Bible states: ―There is reason to believe that Ps. 46–48 form a trilogy that focuses on God‘s special love for
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Jerusalem….three great psalms of praise to God for his kingship and his love for the holy city…. [which] has led
many scholars to speak of these psalms as ‗Songs of Zion‘‖ (notes on Psalms 46; 48). The Zondervan NIV
Study Bible explains: ―Following the cluster of psalms that introduce Book II of the Psalter (…Ps 42–45), the
next thematically related cluster of psalms all express confidence in the security of God‘s people in the midst of
a threatening world. Ps 46 and 48 focus on the security of Jerusalem, ‗the city of {our} God‘ (46:4; 48:1), and Ps
47 on the worldwide reign of ‗the great King‘ (47:2) whose royal city Jerusalem is (48:2)‖ (note on Psalms 46–
48).
The superscription of Psalm 46 says this song is ―for Alamoth‖ or ―according to alamoth‖ (NIV). Note the
occurrence of this word in 1 Chronicles 15:20, where a list of Levitical musicians is said to perform ―with strings
according to Alamoth.‖ The word appears to mean ―maidens‖ or ―young women.‖ Some have suggested that it
is a musical notation for soprano voices or high-pitched flutes or pipes. Others see it as a reference to women
assigned to play accompaniment on tambourines (Psalm 68:25). The Zondervan NIV Study Bible suggests that
in public worship, ―the citizens of Jerusalem (or the Levitical choir in their stead) apparently sang the opening
stanza (vv. 1-3) and the responses (vv. 7, 11) [i.e., the repeated refrain], while the Levitical leader of the liturgy
probably sang the second and third stanzas (vv. 4-6, 8-10)‖ (note on Psalm 46).
Each stanza here ends with the Hebrew word Selah, which, as noted before, may indicate a musical interlude.
―This term is derived from the verb salal, ‗to lift up.‘ It occurs in 39 psalms and in the ‗psalm of Habakkuk‘ (Hab.
3). No one is certain of the exact meaning of this word—that is, what is to be lifted up. Some think that Selah is
an emphatic word, marking a point in the psalm for ‗lifting up‘ one‘s thoughts to God. But most scholars think it
is simply some form of musical notation, such as a marker of a musical interlude, a pause, or a change of key‖
(Nelson Study Bible, WordFocus on Psalm 39:5).
The opening stanza of Psalm 46 begins powerfully: ―God is our refuge and strength‖ (verse 1). The Protestant
Reformer Martin Luther appropriately translated these words in his famous hymn as ―A mighty fortress is our
God.‖ It could be rephrased to say that God is ―our impenetrable defense‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note no verse
1).
Three times the psalmist repeats the theme that God is with His people to help and defend them—in the
opening words and in the repeated refrain (verses 1, 7, 11). Because of this extraordinary assurance, he
confidently asserts, ―We will not fear‖ (verse 2). The poet intensifies this confidence in the first stanza,
maintaining that it will endure through the worst of circumstances: even if the earth gives way and the
mountains tumble into the sea; even if the oceans surge and roar; even if tidal waves rattle the mountains
(verses 2-3). It matters not—there is still no cause to fear.
The song‘s second stanza mentions a river that brings happiness to God‘s city and tabernacle (verse 4).
―Jerusalem had no river, unlike Thebes (Na 3:8), Damascus (2Ki 5:12), Nineveh (Na 2:6, 8) or Babylon
(137:1)—yet she had a ‗river.‘ Here the ‗river‘ of [Psalm] 36:8 [of God‘s pleasures flowing from Him as the
fountain of life]…serves as a metaphor for the continual outpouring of the sustaining and refreshing blessings of
God, which make the city of God like the Garden of Eden (see [46:] v. 5; Ge 2:10; Isa 33:21; 51:3; cf. also Eze
31:4-9)‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm 46:4).
This would also seem to be prophetic. Later prophecies foretell an actual river that will eventually flow out of
Jerusalem when Christ returns to rule the earth—the river also symbolizing the outpouring of God‘s Spirit and
blessings (Ezekiel 47:1-12; Zechariah 14:8). Flowing from beneath the temple and dividing to east and west,
the river‘s water will miraculously heal all it touches. Ever-bearing fruit trees with healing leaves will grow along
its banks. Truly this river ―will make glad the city of God.‖
Jerusalem, then a peaceful city, will be the location of God‘s temple and the seat of Christ‘s rule on earth. The
great blessing of the city of God is that ―God is in the midst of her‖ (Psalm 46:5). Today we have the same
blessing. For spiritual Jerusalem or Zion is the Church of God, also referred to as the spiritual temple of God.
Ephesians 2:20-22 explains in this context that the Church is ―a dwelling place of God in the Spirit.‖ And no
power in heaven or earth can separate us from Him and His love for us (Romans 8:31-39).
The judgment on the nations at the end of the second stanza and through the third likely refers in part to God‘s
past victories on behalf of His people. But the primary picture here is of Christ‘s return in power and glory to
establish God‘s Kingdom, when He will defeat the physical and spiritual forces arrayed against Him and truly
―make wars cease to the end of the earth‖ (Psalm 46:9).
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In verse 10, God Himself is quoted within the words of the psalm, calling for stillness and to know that He is
God. This message appears to be directed to God‘s enemies, telling them to give up their vain fight against
Him. Yet it might relate to delivering a court judgment, telling all the world to be quiet and hear the sentence
from the Judge (see Habakkuk 2:20; Zephaniah 1:7; Zechariah 2:13). Or it could perhaps be a word of
encouragement to God‘s people, as when Moses told the Israelites at the Red Sea: ―Do not be afraid. Stand
still, and see the salvation of the LORD, which He will accomplish for you today…. The LORD will fight for you,
and you shall hold your peace‖ (Exodus 14:13-14).
On the other hand, some interpret these words in Psalm 46:10 in conjunction with the call in verses 8-9 to come
and behold God‘s works of destroying the enemy and bringing peace. That is, that after the victory is
accomplished the people are to settle down and think about what has transpired, reaching the conclusion that
God is God.
Whatever the specific intent here, it is clear that God will be exalted among all nations and His people will find
an eternally secure future with Him. This psalm is a great comfort to all who trust in God for daily help and
protection, for deliverance from hardship and trials and for ultimate salvation.
In theme, Psalm 47 follows right on from the previous psalm. Where Psalm 46 ended with God coming in the
person of Jesus Christ to establish His authority and peace throughout the earth, Psalm 47 speaks of not only
the subduing of the nations (verse 3) but also of the enthronement of God (again, Jesus Christ) as the Great
King over the entire earth. While God is already the King of all creation, this psalm focuses on His future
intervention to assume direct rule over the kingdoms of mankind (compare Revelation 11:15).
―This psalm belongs to a group of hymns to the Great King found elsewhere clustered in Ps 92–100. Here it
serves to link Ps 46 and 48, identifying the God who reigns in Zion as ‗the great king over all the earth‘ (v. 2;
see v. 7; 48:2…)‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm 47).
The clapping of hands and shout in verse 1 is to applaud Christ‘s victory as well as His coronation and
enthronement (as when Joash was crowned king of Judah in 2 Kings 11:12). God having ―gone up‖ (Hebrew
‗alah) in Psalm 47:5 speaks in context of His ascending the throne—where we afterward find Him seated (verse
8). The words ―greatly exalted‖ at the end of verse 9 are also translated from the word ‗alah. Furthermore, in
verse 5 we again see the shout of verse 1 as well as the sound of a trumpet or ram‘s horn. Such a trumpet blast
was part of Solomon‘s coronation (see 1 Kings 1:32-39). It seems likely that trumpets and applause were
regular features in the crowning of Davidic kings—as it will be in the enthronement of the ultimate King in
David‘s lineage, Jesus Christ. In later Jewish worship, Psalm 47 became associated with the Feast of
Trumpets—symbolic of the future time described here.
In verse 7, where the NKJV has ―understanding,‖ the Hebrew word is actually maskil, a term seen in the titles of
other psalms (most recently other Korahite psalms, 42–45) that may designate an instructional psalm or, as the
NKJV usually translates this, contemplation. Verse 9 tells us that in His reign over the whole world, ―the shields
of the earth [will] belong to God.‖ Nations will no longer strive to thwart God‘s power. They will lay down their
armaments and take up implements of peace (Isaiah 2:4). It should be noted, however, that the Greek
Septuagint translators instead of ―shields‖ understood this as ―kings‖—perhaps because kings served as the
protectors of their people (compare 89:18). In any case, all will submit to God‘s rule.
Psalm 48 locates the Great King‘s throne in Mount Zion—Jerusalem. It is referred to as God‘s ―holy mountain‖
(verse 1), yet this should also be understood as figurative of God‘s Kingdom—a mountain being symbolic of a
kingdom in prophecy (compare Daniel 2:35, 44-45; Isaiah 2:2-4).
Note the phrase in Psalm 48:2, ―beautiful in elevation‖ or ―beautiful in its loftiness‖ (NIV). Neitherthe original
fortress of Zion, David‘s city, nor the Temple Mount area he later incorporated, formed the highest peak in the
area. Today the Mount of Olives looks down over Jerusalem and the Temple Mount—as it did then. However,
we should understand that the general area of Jerusalem was of higher elevation than the surrounding land of
Judah and central Israel so that people in pilgrimage to the holy city would ascend to it.
Nevertheless, the main idea here concerns Jerusalem‘s spiritual exaltation. As the city of God‘s tabernacle and
temple, and of the throne of God‘s anointed king over Israel and Judah, Jerusalem was the peak spiritual
location on earth—and it will be on a much grander scale in the future. Even today, Jewish immigration to the
Holy Land from anywhere in the world is referred to as aliyah—―ascent.‖

441

In the same vein, another focus of the passage is the physical city of Jerusalem as representative of the city of
God now presently in heaven to later descend: ―Mount Zion…the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem‖
(Hebrews 12:22; see Revelation 21–22). The reference to the ―sides of the north‖ in verse 2 could signify the
Temple Mount and royal palace being on the north side of David‘s city. Yet it may also signify the heavenly
―mount of the congregation on the farthest sides of the north…above the heights of the clouds‖ (see Isaiah
14:13-14).
The verses here would also appear to portray on some level the spiritual Zion or Jerusalem of today—the
Church of God, wherein God now dwells through His Spirit and which He greatly blesses and protects (compare
Hebrews 12:22-23). Yet the primary focus of Psalm 48 is the future time of Christ‘s reign over all nations as in
the previous psalm, when Jerusalem, as the capital of God‘s Kingdom, will truly be ―the joy of the whole earth‖
(verse 2). God in the person of Christ will literally dwell bodily in Jerusalem‘s palaces or citadels—governing the
earth from there.
That this is the principal backdrop we discern from the message of the previous two psalms as well as the
apparent time setting of Psalm 48:4-7. ―This section describes from a different point of view the final battle [at
Christ‘s return] referred to in Ps. 2; 110. Psalm 48 describes the approach and hasty retreat of the errant kings.
The connection between this text and Ps. 2 is heightened by the use of an unusual Hebrew word for fear—a
term meaning ‗trembling‘ or ‗quaking terror‘—which is found in both places (2:11)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
48:4-7). The imagery of God breaking ships of Tarshish in verse 7 is later found in Ezekiel 27, where the figure
is meant to symbolize the destruction of ancient Tyre and its commercial system as well as, chiefly, the
destruction of end-time Tyre, the international power bloc also known as Babylon—the parallel account of its
destruction being found in Revelation 18 (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Ezekiel 27).
Beyond the wars and assaults, Jerusalem will be safe because God will be her refuge (Psalm 48:3)—repeating
the message of Psalm 46. Coming to the splendor and magnificence of God‘s holy city, and the wonderful way
of life proclaimed from there, visiting pilgrims will remark, ―As we have heard, so we have seen…‖ (48:8). These
words call to mind the reaction of the Queen of Sheba in visiting King Solomon: ―It was a true report which I
heard in my own land about your words and your wisdom. However I did not believe the words until I came and
saw with my own eyes; and indeed the half was not told me. Your wisdom and prosperity exceed the fame of
which I heard‖ (1 Kings 10:6-7). How much more will this be true of Jerusalem during the reign of the Great
King, Jesus Christ.
Visitors are encouraged to walk about and enjoy the city‘s awesome beauty (Psalm 48:12-13). Parents will tell
their children that the city, a bastion of righteousness and justice, exemplifies the Everlasting God (see verse
14). Just as God provides evidence that He is the Creator (Romans 1:18-20), in Jerusalem He provides
evidence that He is the King. In its note on Psalm 48:9-11, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states that
Jerusalem will be ―a God-given visual aid, encouraging [visitors] to imagine and to reflect on the long history of
God‘s involvement with Israel and of the evidences of his ‗unfailing love‘ (hesed).‖
Though verses 9-14 paint a vivid picture of the future, the words here also applied well to the experience of the
Israelites in ancient times as they came to Jerusalem and its temple to worship. Just the same, these words can
have immediacy for us today as we ponder being part of spiritual Zion, God‘s Church, and what that entails—
and as we consider what God will yet do for us in the wonderful age to come.
Finally it should be pointed out that some have objected to the last words of this psalm, which in the NKJV state
that God ―will be our guide even to death.‖ If the interpolated word ―even‖ is left out, this would seem to make
God ―our guide to death‖—as if to say He leads us to death. This may be why the Septuagint translators
changed the final words to ―forever,‖ which is used earlier in the verse. However, the phrase ―even to death‖ is
certainly true—that God is with us and guides us through all our lives even to the point of death. Of course, God
will ultimately guide us even beyond death. It may be, as some have argued, that ―to death‖ is actually part of a
postscript to this psalm or of a prescript to the next, a cue phrase meaning set to the tune of another song titled
―Death‖—perhaps an abbreviated form of ―Death of the Son,‖ mentioned in the superscription of Psalm 9.
―Now Consider This, You Who Forget God‖ (Psalms 49–50)
In its note on Psalms 49–53, the Zondervan NIV Study Bible says: ―This cluster of psalms presents a striking
contrast [from the previous grouping] that brings the Psalter‘s call for godliness into sharp focus. On the one
hand, we meet two psalms that face each other: (1) as God‘s summons to his people to come before him and
hear his verdict concerning their lives (Ps 50), and (2) as a penitent‘s humble prayer for forgiveness and
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cleansing (Ps 51). On the other hand, these are bracketed by two psalms (49; 52) that denounce those who
trust in their wealth (49:6; 52:7) and make their ‗boast‘ either in that wealth (49:6) or in the ‗evil‘ practices by
which they obtained it (52:1). These descriptions of the ungodly are found nowhere else in the Psalter. In the
first of these framing psalms, such people are characterized as ‗foolish‘ and ‗senseless‘ (49:10). So it is
appropriate that this four-psalm segment of the Psalter has appended to it in climax [Psalm 53] a somewhat
revised repetition of Ps 14 with its denunciation of the fools whose thoughts and ways are God-less. Placed
immediately after Ps 46–48, these five psalms serve as a stern reminder that only those who put their trust in
the Lord have reason to celebrate the security of ‗the city of
our God‘ (48:1, 8…).‖
In the first psalm of this new cluster, Psalm 49, itself the last in the sequence of Korahite psalms beginning
Book II of the Psalter, the psalmist declares that he has a message of universal importance: ―Give ear, all
inhabitants of the world.‖ He aims to resolve the ―dark saying‖ (verse 4) or perplexing ―riddle‖ of life (see NIV)
concerning the apparent blessing of godless people who care more about money and possessions than about
God (compare Job 21; Psalm 73).
Such people often pursue wealth at the expense of others. The psalmist asks himself, ―Why should I fear in the
days of evil, when the iniquity at my heels [i.e., those who trip me up] surrounds me? Those who trust in their
wealth…‖ (Psalm 49:5-6). The psalmist realizes that these people are not as blessed as they think. ―Wealth
cannot buy escape from death—not even one‘s family ‗redeemer‘ can accomplish it‖ (Zondervan, note on
verses 7-9).
The psalmist poignantly remarks, ―For the redemption of their souls is costly‖ (verses 8-9). That is, it was more
than a mere man could pay. This insight had prophetic significance. For God would actually pay the costly price
in the suffering and death of Jesus Christ to make it possible for all people to have eternal life (John 3:16).
Just as anyone can, materially driven people can see, as Psalm 49:10 states, that all people, even the wise, die
and leave their wealth to others (compare Ecclesiastes 7:2; 9:5; 2:18, 21). So those focused on money and
possessions seek solace in what they leave behind—in establishing a legacy, leaving an inheritance, naming
their estates and territories after themselves—all in a vain attempt to immortalize at least some aspect of
themselves (verse 11).
But this pursuit is pointless in the face of the gaping mouth of death—into which people who think like this
nevertheless go helplessly as sheep (verse 14). This metaphor of death (Hebrew muwt) as a monster feeding
on people like sheep helps to verify the historical setting of the writing of the psalms, as it has also been found
in Canaanite literature—one document warning people to not approach Mot (Death) ―or he will put you like a
lamb into his mouth‖ (see Zondervan, note on verse 14). This was therefore imagery familiar to Israelite culture.
Dominion will ultimately go to the righteous (same verse). Indeed, the psalmist is confident that God will redeem
him from the power of the grave and receive him (verse 15). This does not refer merely to God‘s general
protection of His people throughout their physical lives—for the focus, as verse 9 makes clear, is on living
eternally. Verse 15, then, is a prophecy of the resurrection, wherein the righteous will inherit from God the rule
and possession of all things.
In the similar refrains of verses 12 and 20, those who live in pursuit of riches are described as perishing like
beasts. Since all human beings die just as animals and all, unlike animals, are destined to be resurrected, what
does this mean? It must reflect the fact that the godless, like animals, die without genuine feeling of hope. They
have no confident assurance of eternity with God in the same way the psalmist has. Those whom God has not
called in this age do not know His plans for their future—that they will be resurrected and given an opportunity
to repent and change. And those whom God has called and given His Spirit but then reject His way and pursue
selfishness do know their future—that they will utterly perish.
Psalm 49 makes the sobering point that when a rich man dies ―he shall carry nothing away‖ (verse 17)—that is,
nothing of earthly value. No money, no glory, no praise and no honor will descend with Him into the grave. The
apostle Paul spoke similarly in 1 Timothy 6:6-10 when he warned us against the danger of materialism: ―Now
godliness with contentment is great gain. For we brought nothing into this world, and it is certain we can carry
nothing out. And having food and clothing, with these we shall be content. But those who desire to be rich fall
into temptation and a snare, and into many foolish and harmful lusts which drown men in destruction and
perdition. For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, for which some have strayed from the faith in their
greediness and pierced themselves through with many sorrows.‖
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Psalm 50 is the first of 12 psalms in the Psalter attributed to Asaph, one of David‘s music leaders (see 1
Chronicles 23:2-5)—with only this one occurring in Book II and the other 11 in Book III. It seems most likely that
Asaph composed these. However, as noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalms 42–45, it could
also be that David wrote these, or just this first one, for Asaph to perform (or one composed the music and the
other the lyrics). Yet this particular psalm ―may have been separated from the other psalms of Asaph (73–83) in
order to be paired with Ps 51 in the cluster of Ps 49–53‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 50 title)—
the idea being that Psalm 50 is a divine calling to account followed by a repentant response in Psalm 51 (where
the sacrifices God desires are reiterated).
In Psalm 50 God delivers a summons and declares that He is the supreme Judge. Where the NKJV speaks of
God calling the earth and the heavens in verses 1 and 4, the NIV properly renders this as God summoning
them—or their inhabitants—into His presence for the purpose of judgment. Note verse 4: ―He summons the
heavens above and the earth, that he may judge his people‖ (NIV). In verse 1, the summoning of the earth from
the rising to the setting of the sun simply means that His summons reaches around the entire world.
Verses 2-3 speak of God shining forth from Zion, ―the perfection of beauty,‖ and the coming of God with fire and
storm. This would seem to tie the psalm back to Psalms 46–48, which describe God‘s coming in great power to
put down His enemies and His ascension to the throne in Zion in its lofty beauty to rule over all the earth
(compare also Isaiah 29:6). At that time, He will gather His saints (see Psalm 50:5; Isaiah 40:11; Isaiah 56:8)
and will institute righteous judgment (Psalm 50:6; Daniel 2:20; 4:34-35; Psalm 75). He will then instruct Israel in
the ways of righteousness and warn of the consequences of hypocrisy (Psalm 50:7-23).
Yet just as in Psalm 48, there is likely a measure of duality all these verses. For God shining forth out of Zion
could relate to the proclamation of His truth and call to repentance through His Church in this age as well as the
law and judgment going forth from Zion in the Kingdom. The gathering of saints for judgment (Psalm 50:4-6)
may relate to God‘s judgment beginning with the Church today (see 1 Peter 4:17)—not in the sense of final
sentencing but of an evaluation process through their lives. Alternatively, it may refer to the Church being
gathered for the work of delivering God‘s judgments to the world—especially to physical Israel (see Psalm
50:7).
Yet if the mention of God‘s saints having made a covenant with Him by sacrifice (verse 5) is related to the
discussion of sacrifice in verses 7-15, it is possible that the same people are intended. That is, it could be that
the saints or holy ones bound to God in covenant refers to the faithful of Israel—in ancient times meaning those
who persisted in God‘s covenant and today referring to the elect remnant of Israel according to grace, God‘s
Church.
Getting into the meat of the psalm‘s message starting in verse 7, note that God is the one speaking—and He
has something to say against His people. It is a rebuke. Not for their sacrifices per se, as God has commanded
these and they are certainly to offer them (verse 8). The problem is that the people had lost the perspective of
why God had set up the sacrificial system in the first place. God didn‘t need their sacrifices (verses 9-13). They
were not doing Him a favor by giving them. All the animals already belong to Him (verses 10-11).
In verse 12, God says, ―If I were hungry, I would not tell you.‖ This is figurative, as God does not get hungry.
The stress should be on the word ―you.‖ He is saying that He does not need to go to them to be provided for.
What physical things could they possibly give Him since He already owns everything? ―For the world is mine,‖
He declares, ―and all its fullness.‖ Indeed, the whole point of the sacrificial system was to show the people how
much they needed God—His forgiveness and spiritual help—not the other way around. It also afforded them an
opportunity for obedience and character development.
And this God did want. The offerings of the heart—these were and are the true offerings that God desires as a
prelude to any physical offerings, as was noted earlier in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 40.
God wants a relationship with His people, wherein they live before Him in humility and obedience and He
blesses and provides for them (50:14-15). As God says in Hosea 6:6, ―I desire mercy and not sacrifice, and the
knowledge of God more than burnt offerings‖ (see also Matthew 9:13; 12:7). We will see this reiterated in the
next psalm.
These words are as important to us as they were to the ancient Israelites. We do not offer burnt offerings today,
but we do give offerings—of money and service. Yet these things, as important and required as they are, can
become a wrong focus in a number of ways. We may start to think that we are upholding the Church or work of
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God with our tithes and efforts and develop a wrong sort of pride over that. We must never make the mistake of
thinking that God needs what we have or is dependent on what we do. The reason He instructs us to give is to
benefit us, to help train us for even greater service. Another pitfall is to get so wrapped up in the ritual aspects
of prayer, Bible study, Sabbath services, Holy Day observance, etc., that we neglect to consider our utter
dependence on God, to humbly repent of our sins or to serve the well being of others. Indeed, even serving
others can fall into this category too if it does not flow from a genuine heart of love but, rather, from a desire to
appear spiritual (compare 1 Corinthians 13:3). This brings us to verse 16 of Psalm 50. Some commit to God‘s
laws with their mouths but then turn around and flagrantly violate them as a matter of course (verses 16-20).
This is not talking about the wicked of the world in general—but of those who profess to have a relationship with
God.
God in His mercy does not immediately destroy such people. But sadly, they tend to take from this that He must
be okay with what they‘re doing (verse 21). In their drift from God they basically forget what He‘s all about
(verse 22). Yet God says He‘s going to set them straight on the matter (verse 21)—and warns them of dire
consequences if they will not consider His words and, by implication, repent (verse 22). Of course, they must
desire to change. What power can release a person from sin who doesn‘t want to be released? Who can help a
person who doesn‘t understand he needs help? ―So are the paths of all who forget God; and the hope of the
hypocrite shall perish, whose confidence shall be cut off‖ (Job 8:13).
Those who remember God and glorify Him will see His salvation (verse 23). The NRSV translates this verse as:
―Those who bring thanksgiving as their sacrifice honor me; to those who go the right way I will show the
salvation of God.‖ Herein is assurance offered to those who serve God with a proper attitude—and hope offered
to those who have drifted from Him. They can repent. God wants to save them. That‘s the reason He warns
them. And He shows them the way to repent in the next psalm—along with a restatement of the kind of
sacrifices He is truly looking for.
Godly Repentance; The Destruction of the Godless (Psalms 51–53)
We return now to psalms attributed to David, with Psalm 51 being the first in Book II of the Psalter that bears
his name. We read this psalm earlier in conjunction with the event described in the superscription—that of the
prophet Nathan confronting David after his sin of adultery and murder (see the Bible Reading Program
comments on 2 Samuel 11 as well as 2 Samuel 12:1-13; Psalm 51; 2 Samuel 12:13-31; 1 Chronicles 20:1-3).
David immediately confesses, ―I have sinned against the LORD‖ (2 Samuel 12:9, 13). And here in his psalm of
repentance, David provides a model of repentant prayer for all of God‘s people when they sin. It may have been
placed here in the Psalter as a response to the calling to account and instruction on sacrifices God gives in
Psalm 50.
In Psalm 51, David doesn‘t justify his actions or try to improve his position. He appeals to God for mercy,
hesed—God‘s unfailing, steadfast love (verse 1). David agonizingly faces what he has done and confesses it to
God using all the basic Hebrew words for sin. The word ―transgressions‖ (verse 1) is from the Hebrew pesha,
meaning transgression in the sense of rebellion or revolt. ―Iniquity‖ in verse 2 is from awon, meaning perversity,
wickedness or fault. The word for ―evil‖ in verse 4 is ra‗, meaning something bad, wrong or hurtful. And the word
for ―sin‖ in these verses, hata, means to miss the mark. All essentially imply deviating from a standard—that is,
from God‘s standard.
In verse 4, David says to God, ―Against You, You only, have I sinned.‖ This might seem odd, for David appears
also to have sinned against Bathsheba, Uriah, other soldiers who were killed in the battle in which Uriah died,
and the nation of Israel, over which David had a responsibility to govern righteously. Jesus later said that one
person can sin against another (Matthew 18:15). So what did David mean? Some take it to be a matter of
comparison. That is to say, what he did against these others is nothing compared to what he has done against
God. Yet the answer is probably more a matter of nuance in perspective. Sin, we must consider, is the
transgression of the law (1 John 3:4, KJV). Since God is the one who defines the law‘s standards, any violation
of the law is against Him. Acting against another person is sin because God has set the rules of conduct
forbidding this. The standard we have violated, the mark we have missed, is God‘s. In this sense, sin itself can
only be against God, the Lawgiver. It would certainly be proper to say that one has sinned in acting against
another person. And it is easy to see that the statement could be shortened to say that one has sinned against
another person. But here we should realize that while the affected person is the object of the action that is sin,
he is not the object of the sin (or transgressing) itself, as it was not his law that was transgressed but God‘s.
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David‘s statement in Psalm 51:5 has caused much confusion: ―Behold, I was brought forth in iniquity, and in sin
my mother conceived me.‖ This does not mean David‘s mother sinned in conceiving him. Nor does it mean that
David was born stained with ―original sin,‖ as many maintain. Rather the Hebrew prefixed preposition b‘, usually
translated ―in,‖ can also mean ―into.‖ As Gesenius‘ Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament says in
one of its definitions of this word, it often occurs ―with verbs of motion, when the movement to a place results in
rest in it, into.‖ Thus, David is most likely stating that he was brought forth into iniquity and into sin. As with all
human beings, sin had characterized his life from a young age.
In verse 6, David says that God desires ―truth in the inward parts, and in the hidden part…to know wisdom.‖ It is
one thing to know God‘s truth in an academic sense. It is quite another to also live by it in our inward thoughts
and motivations. This, David knew, is what God really wants. And whenever we repent, we must consider what
it is that God wants from us. It comes down to an educated change and a lifelong commitment—and that we
follow through.
David asks God to ―blot out,‖ to ―wash‖ and to ―cleanse‖ him (verses 2, 9)—to thoroughly scrub him clean from
His spiritual uncleanness (verses 6-7). In its note on verse 7, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The
unclean, such as lepers, used to present themselves before the priest on the occasion of their purification. The
priest, being satisfied that the unclean person had met the requirements for purification, would take a bunch of
‗hyssop‘ and sprinkle the person with water, symbolic of ritual cleansing. Here the psalmist [David] petitions the
Lord to be his priest by taking the hyssop and by declaring him cleansed from all sin.‖
In this cleansing, David prays that God would create in him a clean heart and would renew a steadfast, faithful
spirit within Him (verse 10). David realized he could not be faithful on His own. He needed God‘s constant help.
So he pleads to remain in God‘s presence and to continue to have God‘s Holy Spirit to help him—not himself
cast out and that Spirit taken away as he knew he deserved (verse 11).
Guilt over what he had done was always present in David‘s mind (verse 3). It took the joy and gladness out of
life (verse 8). David figuratively refers to God having broken his bones (same verse), meaning that the
overwhelming guilt he had from considering his sin in light of God‘s laws made him feel hobbled or crushed and
greatly humbled. He prays to be forgiven and relieved of this guilt (verse 14)—and that His joy would return
(verse 12).
David declares what he will do when God restores him. He will teach others God‘s ways (verse 13), He will sing
about God‘s righteousness (verse 14)—no doubt in public psalms—and he will openly proclaim God‘s praise
(verse 15). David was thinking outwardly, not selfishly about only himself. When we ask God for restoration, an
important part of our motivation should be so that we can better serve Him and others.
In verses 16-19 we return to a major theme of Psalm 50—the kind of sacrifices God really wants (also touched
on in Psalm 40). At the time he wrote, David was required to bring physical sacrifices to the tabernacle. And he
no doubt did on this occasion soon after his confession before Nathan. Perhaps Psalm 1 was written as a song
to accompany the sacrifice. Verse 16‘s statement about God not desiring sacrifice ―or else I would give it‖
should not be understood to imply that David would not bring a sacrifice. The point is that he‘ll give God
whatever God wants—he‘ll do whatever it takes—to be right with Him.
But David knows that God does not desire any physical sacrifices apart from the inner sacrifices of a right heart
and mind—―broken,‖ meaning humble, and ―contrite,‖ meaning repentant and obedient (verse 17). David used
these same terms in Psalm 34:18. And the prophet Isaiah would later use them as well (Isaiah 66:2)—again in
the context of the kind of sacrifices and service God is truly looking for. Psalm 51:19 uses the words ―sacrifices
of righteousness‖—showing that it involves living the right way of life. David concludes by asking God to ―do
good‖ to Zion or Jerusalem and to build its walls—meaning to bless and protect the people—including leading
them to a right mindset—so that the people and their physical offerings would please Him (verses 18-19). This
shows that God is pleased with physical offerings—but only when part of an inward devotion to Him and life of
obedience. The holy city is likely here representative of the entire nation—and in a prophetic sense of spiritual
Zion, the Church, as well as God‘s Kingdom in the world to come. It should be noted that Psalm 51 has,
thematically, many points of contact with Psalm 25.
Psalm 52 is a maskil (perhaps meaning instructive psalm or, as the NKJV translates it, ―contemplation‖) of
David—the first of four of these in a row. We earlier read this psalm in harmony with the story of the event
mentioned in the superscription—when Doeg the Edomite, a servant of King Saul, told Saul of the high priest
Ahimelech giving provisions to David and his men (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 1 Samuel
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22:6-23; Psalm 52). Recall that Saul then ordered his men to execute Ahimelech and the other priests at Nob—
which his men refused to do, whereupon Doeg carried out Saul‘s order, slaughtering 85 priests plus additional
men, women, children, infants and animals living in the city (verses 18-19). To the one son who escaped, David
lamented that he was to blame for having put the priests in jeopardy (verse 22).
In Psalm 52, written on that occasion, David questions the intelligence of any ―mighty‖ man that would boast
about doing evil since God‘s love and goodness will not be thwarted. Those who use their tongue for evil—such
as in lying and passing on information to hurt innocent people—will be destroyed. Doeg was apparently a
wealthy man (verse 7)—perhaps having his pockets lined through spying and other misdeeds. Saul may have
rewarded him handsomely after his massacre of the priests. Yet it is foolish to trust in money and evil
accomplishments. This verse connects Psalm 52 with Psalm 49, concerning ―those who trust in their wealth and
boast in the multitude of their riches‖ (verse 6). Both psalms show that this is the way to destruction.
In contrast to the wicked, who will be uprooted from the land of the living (52:5), David says that he is like an
olive tree (verse 8), which lives for hundreds of years. Indeed, planted securely ―in the house of God‖—
ultimately not the ancient tabernacle but the family and Kingdom of God—he and the rest of the saints will
flourish under the attentive care of the Master ―forever and ever‖ (verses 8-9). The picture of the righteous as
flourishing green trees ties back to the imagery of Psalm 1.
Psalm 53 is another maskil of David. ―To Mahalath‖ in the superscription, which may be part of a postscript to
Psalm 52 (and also found in the superscription of Psalm 88 as part of a longer phrase), could represent the
psalm being set to the tune of another song. Yet it might mean something else. The words have been variously
interpreted as ―On sickness,‖ ―On suffering,‖ ―To pipings‖ (on wind instruments) or ―To dances‖ (or some sort of
choreography).
Psalm 53 repeats much of Psalm 14 with some minor variation (see the Bible Reading Program comments on
Psalm 14). The placement of nearly the same psalm here provides a further commentary on the sort of arrogant
godless fool described in Psalms 49 and 52—and thus brings the cluster of psalms beginning with 49 to a
close. It also helps to demonstrate that originally the various books of the Psalter were probably separate
collections or hymnals.
One noticeable difference between the two psalms is that here the word Elohim (―God‖) is used throughout
rather than YHWH (the Eternal or ―LORD‖). The other significant difference occurs in verse 5. As the Zondervan
NIV Study Bible notes on this verse, it ―differs considerably from 14:5-6, though the basic thought remains the
same: God overwhelms the godless who attack his people. Here the verbs are in the past tense (perhaps to
express the certainty of their downfall).‖ As to God scattering the bones of the enemy, it means ―over the
battlefield of their defeat, their bodies left unburied like something loathsome (see Isa 14:18-20; Jer 8:2…)‖
(same note).
However, it could also be that so many will be destroyed at the end that they will not be able to be buried for
some time, such as when the godless army of Gog is destroyed (see Ezekiel 39:11-16). The closing verse of
Psalm 14 and of 53 are identical in expressing a great yearning for salvation, rejoicing and gladness when God
restores His people to their land. This speaks prophetically of the future establishment of the Kingdom of God
on earth.
―Be Merciful to Me, O God, for Man Would Swallow Me Up‖ (Psalms 54–57)
Psalm 54 is the third maskil of David out of four in a row. Neginoth in the superscription, which may be part of
the postscript of Psalm 53, is probably correctly rendered in the NKJV as ―stringed instruments‖ (and in the next
superscription, which may be part of the postscript of this psalm). Psalm 54 begins a cluster of seven prayers of
David for help against enemies and betrayal at the center of Book II of the Psalter (Psalms 54–60). Note in
going through these psalms that the main weapon of the enemy in most of them is the mouth. We earlier read
Psalm 54 in conjunction with the account of the event mentioned in the superscription—when the people of Ziph
informed Saul that David was hiding in that area (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 1 Samuel
23:15-29; Psalm 54).
These informants put David‘s life in danger, as Saul was out to kill him. So David prays for God to save him by
His ―name‖ (verse 1), meaning everything God‘s identity implies—who He is and what He stands for. He further
asks God to vindicate him (same verse)—the context here meaning either to prove David right for trusting God
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(by God coming through for him) or to prove David, though a fugitive, in the right (by saving him and judging his
enemies). The ―strangers‖ who have risen against David (verse 3) apparently refers to the Ziphite informants.
And the ―oppressors‖ seeking his life (same verse) would seem to refer to Saul and his officers. None of these,
David says, are following God. In verses 4-5, David declares his confidence in God to help him and his
supporters and to punish his enemies. He prays, ―Cut them off in Your truth.‖ The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary states: ―The resolution of the prayer lies in the conviction that God is just. He will not permit his
children to suffer without vindication. The imprecation [or curse] is not vindictive but expressive of trust in divine
justice. Evil must be repaid. The people of God believed in the boomerang effect of sin: ‗Let evil recoil [i.e.,
come back on those who perpetrate it]‘‖ (note on verse 5).
Trusting in God‘s deliverance, David says he will ―freely sacrifice‖ to God (verse 6)—or ―sacrifice a freewill
offering‖ (NIV). This refers to a peace offering (see Leviticus 7:11-18; 22:18-30; Numbers 15:1-10), ―given only
when the worshipper wanted to say an extra-special thanks to God for his gracious, saving love‖ (George
Knight, Psalms, Daily Study Bible Series, comments on Psalm 54).
God‘s name, hearkening back to verse 1, is good—and worthy of praise (verse 6). Verse 7 may mean that
deliverance has come in the midst of the song‘s composition, though it perhaps more likely means that David
has foreseen it clearly. Rather than including the NKJV‘s interpolated words ―its desire,‖ a better sense might
simply be ―My eye has seen what will come upon my enemies.‖
Psalm 55 is the last maskil of David in a sequence of four. As before, the word Neginoth in the superscription,
perhaps part of a postscript to Psalm 54, is probably correctly translated in the NKJV as ―stringed instruments.‖
David cries out to God in this song about many enemies acting against him, though his focus is on one in
particular. The psalm addresses the pain of being betrayed by a friend—one David knew well who even
worshiped God at the tabernacle alongside him (verses 12-14). Besides being painful on its own, a betraying
friend is an enemy with vital knowledge—an adversary particularly adept at causing harm and inflicting pain.
David addresses both elements here when he says, ―If an enemy were insulting me, I could endure it; if a foe
were raising himself against me, I could hide from him‖ (verse 12, NIV).
The friend having ―broken his covenant‖ (verse 20) could mean an informal one of friendship or a formal oath of
loyalty to David as king—perhaps part of an oath of office. The man‘s loyalty and slick speech, David says,
were a pretense—all part of a calculated plan to stab him in the back (verse 21). David doesn‘t name the friend,
but many believe the person meant here was his counselor and prime minister Ahithophel, who betrayed him in
joining and essentially directing Absalom‘s rebellion (see 2 Samuel 15–17). Further, many see a connection
between Psalm 55 and Psalm 41:9: ―Even my own familiar friend in whom I trusted, who ate my bread, has
lifted up his heel against me.‖ However, Psalm 41 also concerns an illness that befell David—and there is no
record of him being ill when Absalom rebelled (though, as pointed out previously, it is not hard to imagine that
his deep depression could have made him physically sick). It could be that Psalm 41 and Psalm 55 concern two
different friends at different times—or that both concern the same friend but not Ahithophel. In any case, these
two psalms are certainly linked by theme if not by occasion. That being so, we should recall that Psalm 41:9 is
quoted in the New Testament as a prophecy of the betrayal of Jesus by Judas Iscariot. The betrayal in Psalm
55 would seem to prefigure this as well, as many have recognized.
The NKJV translates David‘s prayer in verse 15 as: ―Let death seize them; let them go down alive into hell‖—
that is, not just the one treacherous friend but others who were set against him also. In no way does this refer to
people descending into a burning hellfire and remaining conscious. Rather, the word translated ―hell‖ here
simply means, as the NIV renders it, ―grave.‖ In using the word ―alive,‖ David could conceivably be calling for
what happened to Korah and the other rebels against Moses in the wilderness when the earth opened up and
swallowed them—whereupon they were instantly killed. Yet it seems likely that he simply means for their deaths
to come while they are in full vigor and not after they have lain on their sickbeds in old age. David later
expresses his belief that this will happen when he says near the end of the psalm, ―Bloodthirsty and deceitful
men shall not live out half their days‖ (verse 23).
How are we to understand David‘s call for death on his enemies, as it may seem very unchristian in light of
Jesus‘ instruction to love our enemies and pray for our persecutors? One book explains regarding such
imprecations (callings for curse or judgment on others) in the psalms: ―These invocations are not mere
outbursts of a vengeful spirit; they are, instead, prayers addressed to God. These earnest pleadings to God ask
that he step in and right some matters so grossly distorted that if his help does not come, all hope for justice is
lost.
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―These hard sayings are legitimate expressions of the longings of Old Testament saints for the vindication that
only God‘s righteousness can bring. They are not statements of personal vendetta, but utterances of zeal for
the kingdom of God and his glory. The attacks that provoked these prayers were not just from personal
enemies; rather, they were rightly seen as attacks against God and especially his representatives in the
promised line of the Messiah. Thus, David and his office bore the brunt of most of these attacks, and this was
tantamount to an attack on God and his kingdom!
―It is frightening to realize that a righteous person may, from time to time, be in the presence of evil and have
little or no reaction to it. But in these psalms we have the reverse of the situation. These prayers express a
fierce abhorrence of sin and a desire to see God‘s name and cause triumph. Therefore, those whom the saints
opposed in these prayers were the fearful embodiments of wickedness.
―Since David was the author of far more imprecatory psalms than anyone else, let it also be noted that David
exhibited just the opposite of a vindictive or vengeful spirit in his own life. He was personally assaulted time and
time again by people like Shimei, Doeg, Saul and his own son Absalom. Never once did he attempt to effect his
own vindication or lift his hand to exercise what many may have regarded as his royal prerogative….
―Finally, these imprecations only repeat in prayer what God had already stated elsewhere would be the fate of
those who were impenitent and who were persistently opposing God and his kingdom. In almost every instance,
each expression used in one of these prayers of malediction may be found in plain prose statements of what
will happen to those sinners who persist in opposing God‖ (Walter Kaiser Jr., Peter Davids, F.F. Bruce and
Manfred Brauch, Hard Sayings of the Bible, 1996, comments on Psalm 137:8-9).
David, we should also remember, was a prophet expressing God‘s judgment. Furthermore, here in Psalm 55 he
even seems to make allowance for repentance when he says that it is such people‘s lack of repentance that is
the basis for their punishment: ―God, who is enthroned forever, will hear them [i.e., the evil they say and do] and
afflict them…men who never change their ways and have no fear of God‖ (verse 19, NIV).
Conversely, David has confidence that God will sustain His faithful people. He tells the righteous to ―cast your
burden on the LORD, and He shall sustain you‖ (verse 22). The apostle Peter later says the same in 1 Peter
5:6-7: ―Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you in due time, casting
all your care upon Him, for He cares for you.‖
Psalm 56 is the first of five Davidic psalms in a row bearing the title mikhtam (56–60). As explained in the Bible
Reading Program comments on Psalm 16 (another mikhtam), the meaning of this word is uncertain. It may
mean a writing or inscription—and could perhaps denote something first written as a poem (though we know
from the examples here that these were set to music, at least at some point, and some express a desire to play
instruments or sing). As noted previously, these mikhtams are all written in the face of great danger.
We earlier read Psalm 56 in conjunction with the account of David fleeing from Saul into Philistine territory and
being taken into custody by the Philistines at Gath—the event mentioned in the superscription (see the Bible
Reading Program comments on 1 Samuel 21:1-12; Psalm 56). This was immediately before David feigned
madness to escape from the Philistines, after which he composed Psalm 34 in thanks to God.
David complains that his enemies are many and that they hound him all day (56:2). Having been on the run
from Saul, it is likely that David was thinking a great deal about him and his forces and not just the Philistines—
though they were certainly included. David talks through his fears in prayer: ―Whenever I am afraid, I will trust in
You…. In God I have put my trust; I will not fear. What can flesh do to me?‖ (verses 3-4; compare the same
basic refrain in verses 4 and 10-11; see also 118:6). It was fear of Saul that had driven David from Israel and
into Philistine territory. So he was clearly learning some lessons here.
David then once more describes the actions of his enemies (Psalm 56:5-7) before again expressing trust in God
to help him. The Nelson Study Bible says that ―alternating passages of pain and faith are a characteristic of the
lament psalms…[and] the poet typically complains about lies, the misuse of language, and deceit‖ (notes on
Psalm 56:3-4 and verse 5).
Thinking about his life on the run and all his suffering, David knows that God is aware and keeps track of it
(verse 8). David realizes God is for him—on his side (verse 9; compare Romans 8:31). God has been faithful to
him in saving and helping him (Psalm 56:13)—and David will be faithful to God (verse 12).
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Psalm 57 is the second in the sequence of five mikhtams here. We earlier read it along with the account
mentioned in the superscription—when David ―fled from Saul into the cave.‖ Actually, David hid in a cave on
two occasions we know of—once in Adullam (1 Samuel 22:1-5), the setting of Psalm 142, and once in the oasis
of En Gedi (1 Samuel 24:1-7), which is evidently the setting of this psalm. In En Gedi, David in a miraculous
circumstance spared Saul when he could easily have killed him and was afterward blessed with a period of
respite. This was in answer to David‘s prayer recorded here (see the earlier Bible Reading Program comments
on Psalm 57; 1 Samuel 24).
David cries out for mercy, trusting God will save him (Psalm 57:1-3). The imagery in verse 1 of finding refuge
under God‘s wings as a young bird finds protection under the wings of its mother is also found elsewhere in
Psalms (17:8; 36:7; 61:4; 63:7; 91:4). As David fervently prays for help, he is not yet out of peril from those who
seek to harm him (verses 4, 6). But he sees a new day dawning (verse 8). Note the repeated refrain of praise
(verses 5, 11). And indeed, God would soon rescue him, as 1 Samuel 24 shows. The end of Psalm 57 (verses
7-11), with its exuberant expression of joy and praise, is used in Book V of the Psalter as the beginning of
Psalm 108 (verses 1-5), while the end of Psalm 108 is taken from Psalm 60, the last of the sequence of
miktams here.
―Deliver Me From My Enemies, O My God‖ (Psalms 58–60)
Psalm 58, the third miktam of David out of five in a row, addresses human misrule and injustice. He may have
written this before he was king—while on the run from Saul, as in the preceding psalm and the one that follows.
However, even while king, David could not completely control every judge under his authority and certainly not
the rulers of enemy lands outside his empire.
In verse 1, the NKJV calls the offenders ―silent ones,‖ a valid translation, because they remain silent when it
comes to saying what needs to be said and rendering appropriate judgment. Verse 2 appears to say that those
being addressed commit evil and violence themselves. Yet it may mean that by failing in justice, they promote
these things in society.
The beginning of verse 3 says, ―The wicked are estranged from the womb…‖ This is an odd turn of phrase in
English but is clearly explained by the next line, an example of Hebrew poetry‘s repetition: ―…they go astray as
soon as they are born‖—that is, they are drawn away from God early in life. In positions of judgment and
leadership, the wicked are dangerous—compared to a cobra that can‘t be mesmerized by a snake charmer
(verses 4-5). David further compares them to ravenous lions and urgently calls on God to break their fangs—
that is, their power to hurt people (verse 6). He also asks that they be swept away as running water and that
their ―arrows,‖ or means of dealing out destruction, be rendered useless (verse 7). In verse 8, when David asks
that they melt away like a snail and that they are not brought to term like a stillborn child, it is not clear if he
means the wicked themselves or their arrows of verse 8. Either way, the point is to neutralize the grave threat
they pose.
In verse 9, the added italicized words ―the burning‖ before ―thorns‖ gives the correct sense here, as is made
clear by other verses: ―Twigs from wild thornbushes were used as fuel for quick heat (see 118:12; Ecc 7:6)‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 58:9). The meaning of the verse is that God‘s judgment will come
suddenly on the wicked.
In its note on verse 10, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The joy of the righteous comes to full
expression when they see evidences of God‘s justice. It is not so much the case that they are bloodthirsty [as
might appear here at first glance] but rather that they delight in justice. The reign of terror must come to an end!
Isaiah portrays the Lord as the Divine Warrior coming with red garments, stained by the blood of his enemies
(Isa 63:1-6). Here the godly join in the victory march, as they too have been granted victory. The imagery of feet
in blood portrays the victory (cf. Isa 63:1-6; Rev 14:19-20; 19:13-14), rather than the gruesome picture of
people relishing the death of the wicked. The godly sharetogether with the Lord in his triumph over evil.‖ The
injustice of human misrule will at last be overturned and righted when God brings His true and righteous
judgment (Psalm 58:11). The message will be clear: righteousness pays; wickedness doesn‘t.
Psalm 59 is the fourth in the sequence of five Davidic miktams here. We earlier read it in the Bible Reading
Program in conjunction with the event mentioned in the superscription—when Saul sent assassins to stake out
David‘s house and kill him (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 1 Samuel 19; Psalm 59). Yet the
request in verse 5 to ―punish all the nations‖ does not appear related to that episode (see also verse 8). The
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Zondervan NIV Study Bible suggests: ―If originally composed by David under the circumstances noted in the
superscription, it must have been revised for use by one of David‘s royal sons [i.e., descendants] when
Jerusalem was under siege by a hostile force [compare verses 6, 14] made up of troops from many nations—as
when Hezekiah was besieged by the Assyrians (see 2Ki 18:19). (Some, however, ascribe it to Nehemiah; see
Ne 4.)‖ (note on Psalm 59).
There appear to be four stanzas in the song (verses 1-5, 6-10, 11-13, 14-17). The first and third are related
thematically—asking for God to punish and how to punish and each ending with selah. The second and fourth
both begin with an identical characterization of the prowling enemy (verses 6, 14) and end with a similar refrain
about God as the source of strength, defense and mercy (see verses 9b-10a, 16b-17).
The request at the end of verse 5 that God not be merciful to wicked transgressors should not be understood as
a prayer that God would never grant them repentance so as to show them mercy, but that He would not leave
them unpunished for their sins so long as they persisted in them. The wicked blasphemously think they are
getting away with something (see verse 7), but God will have the last laugh (verse 8). Starting with this verse,
the song moves from a plea for help to assurance that God will intervene.
Verse 11 asks that the enemy not be instantly slain but scattered and abased. This was so the Israelites would
not forget the punitive humbling of the enemy. Great men may fall on the battlefield and still be remembered as
heroes. But if they are brought down to destitution and vagrancy, people would more readily deem them cursed.
Moreover, if they were simply wiped out, people might soon forget them and what had happened to them,
whereas if they were alive but shamed and disgraced, they would be around for some time as an object lesson.
Yet what are we to make of verse 13‘s request that the enemy be consumed in wrath till they are no more?
Does this contradict verse 11? No, it is simply a matter of timing. The prayer is that the enemy would undergo a
period of humiliation and scattering and only then, after the lesson had sunk in among God‘s people, be
destroyed. And note that this is not for personal vengeance but as a witness of God‘s ultimate rule (verse 13)—
and of His protection and care for those who trust Him (verses 9-10, 16-17). Other scriptures explain that God
will resurrect the wicked, giving those who previously lacked adequate understanding the opportunity for
repentance and salvation. ―The Lord is not…willing that any should perish but that all should come to
repentance‖ (2 Peter 3:9). For a more complete picture of what lies ahead in the afterlife, see our booklets What
Happens After Death? and Heaven and Hell: What Does the Bible Really Teach? Singing of God‘s mercy ―in
the morning‖ (Psalm 59:16) could mean every morning, but it seems more likely that morning here is
figurative—meaning the end of this dark ―day of my trouble‖ (same verse).
Psalm 60 is the last miktam in the series of five here as well as the last in the sequence of seven prayers for
help against enemies at the center of Book II of the Psalter. The superscription notes that it is ―for teaching.‖
The setting of the psalm is not entirely clear. The superscription says that David ―fought against Mesopotamia
and Syria of Zobah.‖ This would seem to be the war described in 1 Chronicles 19, where Syrian and
Mesopotamian forces assisted the Ammonites against Israel (see especially verse 6), which in the end became
a long Israelite siege against the Ammonite capital of Rabbah. The parallel account of this episode is in 2
Samuel 10, though the Mesopotamian forces are not mentioned there. It was with these chapters that we earlier
read Psalm 60 (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 2 Samuel 10; 1 Chronicles 19; Psalm 60; Psalm
108; Psalm 83).
However, the superscription‘s further note about Joab killing 12,000 Edomites in the Valley of Salt (likely the
desert south of the Dead Sea) seems more closely related to events in 1 Chronicles 18 and 2 Samuel 8,
concerning an earlier conflict with Syria that ended with David killing 18,000 Syrians in the Valley of Salt (2
Samuel 8:13) and Joab‘s brother Abishai killing 18,000 Edomites there (1 Chronicles 18:12)—Joab being over
the army (verse 15).
In fact, these earlier chapters concern Israel‘s campaigns against and subjugation of the Philistines, the
Moabites, the Syrians and the Edomites. With that in mind, consider that the enemy nations mentioned in
Psalm 60 are Moab, Edom and Philistia (verses 8-9). There is no mention of Syria, Ammon or Mesopotamia—
though Ammon could be indirectly indicated in stating that Gilead (the area the Israelites took from Ammon)
belongs to God (verse 7). Nevertheless, considering that formerly subjugated Syria rebelled against David in
the later conflict, it could well be that these other nations also rebelled at this time, given the powerful
assistance of the forces of Mesopotamia (and that this could also be the setting for the international coalition of
Psalm 83). Psalm 60:10 indicates that Israel initially suffered a period of defeat—the occasion for the psalm—
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which is new information, as such defeat is not recorded in the accounts of either of the two conflicts mentioned
above.
Many question the scriptural validity of the superscriptions of the psalms, often deeming them later midrashic
additions. Yet we need not ignore the superscriptions to explain apparent discrepancies. A number of
possibilities exist for the current one. Perhaps Psalm 60 concerns the earlier conflict mentioned above and,
though unrecorded in the account of that conflict, Mesopotamian forces were then involved as well. The
differences in numbers killed in the Valley of Salt is reconcilable given that different numbers are attributed to
different commanders—David, Abishai and Joab. Alternatively, Psalm 60 could exclusively concern the later
conflict, meaning that Moab, Edom and Philistia revolted and that Joab conducted a new campaign against the
Edomites in the Valley of Salt. A further possibility is that the superscription is referring to the later conflict
occurring after Joab‘s return from the earlier conflict. In the overall picture, these could be viewed as two
phases in the same war.
Perhaps most likely, given that neither Ammon, Syria nor Mesopotamia are mentioned in the text of Psalm 60
itself—and that Mesopotamia and Syria are solely mentioned in the superscription—is that the psalm was
initially composed during the earlier conflict but then used as a rallying or marching song during the later conflict
(perhaps at a point when things did not seem to be going so well). It seems highly unlikely that a forger would
have read this psalm about fighting against Moab, Edom and Philistia and then written Mesopotamia and Syria
into a fake title. A forger would rather have attempted to undo any confusion. Once again, what appears to be a
contradiction is instead a mark of genuineness.
As mentioned, things did not seem to be going well for David‘s army for a time. Perhaps in the case of the later
conflict it was because the nations where David had garrisoned forces were nevertheless able to stage an
international rebellion. David complains to God: ―You have rejected us…and burst forth upon us…. You have
shown your people desperate times; you have given us wine that makes us stagger‖ (verses 1-3, NIV). The
Israelites were reeling, wondering how this could be happening. But David encourages his troops, confident in
victory through God. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states in its note on verse 4: ―The Lord has raised a
‗banner‘ (nes; cf. Isa 5:26; 13:2; Jer 4:6 [and Exodus 17:15]) designating a place where the godly may find
refuge under the protection of the Divine Warrior. The godly, those who ‗fear‘ (cf. [Psalm] 34:7, 9) him, will find
protection from the attacks of the enemy.‖
The section of Psalm 60 that follows the selah ending verse 4 (i.e., verses 5-12), is later reused as the latter
half of Psalm 108 (verses 6-13)—the first part of Psalm 108 coming from Psalm 57:7-11. In Psalm 60:6, the
phrase ―in His holiness‖ can also be translated ―in His holy place‖—probably designating Israel as the land of
His sanctuary. Dividing Shechem and measuring out the Valley of Succoth represent God apportioning and
parceling out the inheritance of the Promised Land to His people.
―Shechem and the Valley of Succoth represent regions west and east of the Jordan River in the central parts of
the land. Gilead and Manasseh are also regions east and west of the Jordan; Ephraim and Judah are regions in
the north and south. The Lord was asserting His sovereignty over the entire land of Israel‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verses 6-8).
Moab being God‘s ―washpot‖ (verse 8) or ―washbasin‖ (NIV) refers to that used for washing the feet, which
became rather dirty in a time of wearing sandals. The meaning? ―Moab was doomed to the most abject and
degrading servitude‖ (Barbara Bowen, Strange Scriptures That Perplex the Western Mind: Clarified in the Light
of Customs and Conditions in Bible Lands, 1944, p. 25).
God next says He will cast His shoe over Edom (same verse). It could be that Edom is likened in this metaphor
to the threshold of a house where shoes, considered dirty and defiling, were removed and left (Bowen, Strange
Scriptures, pp. 67-68). Recall God demanding the removal of shoes in His presence (Exodus 3:5; Joshua 5:15).
Yet it might refer ―to the conventional symbolic act by which one claimed possession of land (cf. Ru 4:7)‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 60:8).
The final line of verse 8 is literally ―Over me, Philistia, shout in triumph‖ (Green‘s Literal Translation). Perhaps
the meaning is ―Over me, Philistia, [is a] shout in triumph‖—meaning by God‘s people. Yet the Jewish Tanakh
renders the verse, ―Acclaim me, O Philistia!‖ David further proclaims that God, who for a time seemed to have
abandoned Israel, would now lead them to victory (verses 9-10). And as we face enemies today, especially
those spiritual forces that seek to destroy us, let us remember, as David said in the concluding verses, that only
God can help us win the battle and grant us ultimate victory.
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―Lead Me to the Rock That Is Higher Than I‖ (Psalms 61–64)
Psalms 61–64, all psalms of David according to their superscriptions, form a cluster of four royal prayers linked
together by interweaving themes, especially ―the common theme of strong reliance on God for deliverance in
the face of great—perhaps mortal—danger‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, Psalms introduction, ―Significant
Arrangement of the Psalter‖; and note on Psalms 61–64).
Neginah in the superscription of Psalm 61, which may be part of a postscript to Psalm 60, is probably correctly
translated in the NKJV as ―stringed instrument.‖ Overwhelmed at his circumstances (verse 2), the details of
which we are not given except that it involves some enemy (verse 3), David feels cut off from God: ―From the
ends of the earth I call to You‖ (verse 2, NIV). He seeks to be led to the ―rock that is higher than I‖ (verse 1). By
―rock‖ he means God Himself, as he did earlier in Psalm 18 (verses 2, 31, 46). The imagery of God as a Rock
of protection occurs early in Scripture in the Song of Moses (see Deuteronomy 32:4). David uses it again in the
next Psalm (62:2, 6-7) and in other psalms (71:3; 144:1). ―This is a particularly apt image [of God] for David,
who many times had to hide in the mountains for security (see 1 Sam. 26:1, 20)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
Psalm 18:2).
Indeed, it seems that David is now led to the Rock as he has asked—for the rest of his psalm exudes
confidence in God‘s protection and blessing. David likens the shelter of God‘s tabernacle to the shelter of a
mother bird‘s wings (verse 4). David will repeat this imagery of finding refuge under God‘s wings in Psalm 63:7
(see also 17:8; 36:7; 57:1; 91:4). There is probably also a figurative tie-in here to the wings or hem of a
garment—symbolism employed in the book of Ruth for taking in marriage (as Christ takes His people in
marriage). God‘s people thus become part of His household and family—the primary idea behind abiding in His
tabernacle (His dwelling) forever.
The vows David had made to God (verse 5)—his promises to remain devoted and faithful to God, to obey and
serve Him—were genuine. And for that God would reward him with the heritage of all who fear and honor God‘s
name (same verse)—not just long life (verse 6) but eternal life in God‘s presence (verse 7). The King of Israel
living forever here is understood in Jewish interpretation as a prophecy of the Messiah, as it likely is, but it also
applies to David himself. God‘s ―mercy and truth‖ would preserve King David as well as the future messianic
King (verse 7; see also 25:10; 85:10, 15; 89:14; Proverbs 20:28; Isaiah 16:5). Consider that Jesus Christ came
―full of grace and truth‖ (John 1:14; see also verse 17)—fulfilling the messianic expectation of these passages.
David closes his prayer by saying that he will use the eternity God is giving him to forever extol and obey God
(Psalm 61:8). What remarkable devotion!
Jeduthun, in the superscription of Psalm 62, was, as noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm
39, one of David‘s three choir leaders (1 Chronicles 15:41-42; 25:1, 6; 2 Chronicles 5:12) who was also known
as a seer or prophet (35:15)—often thought to be synonymous with Ethan (1 Chronicles 6:44; 15:19),
representing the Levitical family of Merari. The name Jeduthun also appears in the superscription of Psalm 77.
Psalm 62 has three stanzas (verses 1-4, 5-8, 9-12)—the first two of which begin almost the same (verses 1-2,
5-6). David here says that he will silently wait for God‘s deliverance and refers to God, as in the previous psalm,
as his rock of protection and source of salvation. As the end of verses 2 and 6 declare, he will ―not be greatly
moved‖—that is, ―shaken‖ (NIV).
David‘s need here is urgent. Arrogant foes conspire to ―cast him down from his high position‖ (verse 4)—to
topple him from the throne—through deceit and intrigue. He asks them how long they will attack him (verse 3a).
The meaning of the second part of verse 3 is not clear however. Either he is announcing to the conspirators
what will befall them as in the NKJV: ―You shall be slain, all of you, like a leaning wall and a tottering fence.‖ Or
he is further lamenting their attack on him, referring to himself as the vulnerable one: ―Would all of you throw
him down—this leaning wall, this tottering fence?‖ (NIV; see also NRSV; Tanakh).
In any case, David is confident of God‘s protection and ultimate deliverance. He gives others the advice he
himself follows: to trust God at all times and pour out one‘s heart to Him (verse 8)—for God is an unfailing
refuge. Men, no matter what their position, are inconstant and unreliable—and not the place to put one‘s trust
(verse 9). It is futile to hope in their evil way of doing things or to trust in the wealth they pursue as a source of
help in all of life‘s circumstances (verse 10). Real power belongs to God (verse 11)—along with mercy to those
who serve Him and the means to compensate each person according to the choices they make in life (verse 12;
compare Matthew 16:27).
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That God has spoken once and David heard it twice (Psalm 62:11) is explained as a form of expression in Old
Testament times. As The Nelson Study Bible notes on verse 11: ―It is a convention of wisdom literature to use a
number and then raise it by one (Prov. 30:11-33). The point here is that David has heard the message with
certainty.‖
In its introductory note on Psalm 63, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says, ―In spirit it is close to Psalm 42:12 [given the reference to thirsting for God and longing to be in His presence] and fits well with Psalms 61 and 62
as a collection of psalms bound by a common concern for closeness and fellowship with the Lord.‖
According to its superscription, Psalm 63 was written when David ―was in the wilderness of Judah‖—and verse
6 tells us that people were then seeking to kill him. The setting is likely when he was living in the Judean
wilderness while on the run from Saul, and we earlier read this psalm in that context (see the Bible Reading
Program comments on 1 Samuel 23:1-14; Psalm 63). It is possible, however, that it was written much later,
when David fled during Absalom‘s rebellion and stayed for a brief period in the wilderness (see 2 Samuel 25:2328; 16:2, 14; 17:16, 29). Advocates of this view cite David‘s reference to himself in Psalm 63:11 as king. Yet, as
was pointed out in the earlier Bible Reading Program comments, even as Saul pursued him, David knew he
was the rightful king, having already been anointed so by Samuel. Moreover, he was looking to the future in this
verse.
At the opening of the song, David expresses his faith in God and how earnestly he desires to be in His
presence. The NKJV translation of the second line of verse 1 reads, ―Early will I seek You,‖ while the NIV reads,
―Earnestly I seek you‖ (as does Green‘s Literal Translation). The Jewish Tanakh just has ―I search for you.‖
Expositor‘s explains that the phrase ―earnestly I seek‖ (NIV) is derived from a root word related to the word for
―dawn.‖ This relatedness ―gave rise to the tradition of treating Psalm 63 as a morning psalm with the translation
‗early will I seek You‘ [but] The NIV correctly emphasizes the eagerness rather than the time of the ‗seeking,‘ as
the verb [elsewhere] denotes a diligent search for godly wisdom as most important to life (cf. Prov. 2:1-4; 8:1721)‖ (footnote on Psalm 63:1, emphasis added).
It is also interesting in verse 1 to note the parallelism of ―soul thirsts‖ and ―flesh longs‖ or ―body longs‖ (NIV).
Expositor‘s states: ―The longing for God consumes the whole being. The NIV rendering ‗soul...body‘ reflects the
M[asoretic] T[ext], but it should be remembered that the Hebrew for ‗soul‘ (nepesh) signifies one‘s whole being,
as does ‗body‘ (lit[erally], ‗flesh‘; cf. 84:2)‖ (same footnote). Note that the word ―soul‖ or nephesh here does not
refer to some inner immortal spirit personage, as many today imagine, but the whole living being. While other
verses do refer to a spiritual component within human beings—which together with the workings of the physical
brain forms the human mind—that spirit is not conscious apart from the body. This is why a future resurrection
is required for an awakening of consciousness.
David compares his longing to enter the sanctuary of God with his continuing thirst for water in the desert, again
recalling Psalm 42. God‘s lovingkindness (hesed, also meaning loyal love, covenant faithfulness or mercy) is
―better than life‖ (verse 3), so David finds great satisfaction in praising and blessing Him (verse 5).
David refers to his meditations during the ―night watches.‖ Among the ancient Israelites, the night was divided
into three watches of four hours each, and at times David focused his thoughts on God to pass sleepless hours
(verse 6). Because God had helped him in the past (verse 7), David trusts that he will continue to remain
sheltered under God‘s wings (as in 61:4) and even rejoice there (63:7). And he will go forward with God as a
little child whose parent holds his hand while walking to keep him from falling (verse 8).
David declares that his enemies will not succeed in killing him because they will die instead (verses 9-10).
Everyone who ―swears by‖ God (verse 11)—in this broad context meaning that they live by promissory
commitment to God and follow through (see Deuteronomy 6:13)—will receive honor. But those who live by
deceit—including those who are hypocritical in their faith—will be silenced.
In Psalm 64, last in the group of four psalms here, David prays for protection from those plotting against him
and meditates on the sudden judgment that awaits the wicked. The rebels ―encourage themselves‖ by
scheming and coming up with the ―perfect plan‖ (compare verses 5-6). By saying that the inward thought and
heart of man are ―deep‖ (verse 6), David seems to be saying that they are hidden deep down where no one
would see, following the question in verse 5. But Someone does see. The Nelson Study Bible states: ―The
arrogance of the wicked in their plots against the righteous is a continuing theme in the Psalms (Ps. 9;10; 12).
Who will see [they think to themselves]: The wicked do not know, or do not care, that there is One who sees
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(73:11), and who will repay (75:7)‖ (note on Psalm 64:5-6). Jeremiah quoted God as saying: ―The heart is
deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked; who can know it? I, the LORD, search the heart, I test the
mind, even to give every man according to his ways, according to the fruit of his doings‖ (Jeremiah 17:9-10).
Indeed, David believes that God will punish the wicked based on the principle of just retribution. Their ―arrows‖
or ―bitter words‖ (verses 3-4) God will shoot back at them (verse 7). ―He will make them stumble over their own
tongue‖ (verse 8) is not a reference to stuttering but that their own words will ultimately trip them up and bring
them down. In essence, what they plan to do to others will ―come back to bite them‖ and bring about their own
downfall (compare Galatians 6:7).
This will be a lesson to all (Psalm 64:9). In addition to fearing God, they will ―declare the work of God,‖ passing
on to others what they have witnessed, and ―wisely consider‖ what He has done (same verse). In light of God‘s
faithfulness, David in verse 10 encourages the godly to trust and rely on Him.
―By Awesome Deeds in Righteousness You Will Answer Us‖ (Psalms 65–66)
The Zondervan NIV Study Bible says in its introductory note to Psalms 65–68 that these are ―four psalms
dominated by the theme of praise and linked by the shared recognition that God‘s ‗awesome‘ deeds evoke the
wonder of ‗all the earth‘ to join Israel in singing the praise of her God…. In these four psalms, the occasions—
and reasons—for this universal praise include (1) God‘s mighty acts in maintaining the creation order and
making it fruitful so that humans are richly blessed, and (2) God‘s saving acts in behalf of his people. These are
significantly brought together here by alternating the focus; Ps 65 and 67 speak of the former, and Ps 66 and 68
speak of the latter. Thus, in this short series all of God‘s benevolent acts are brought into purview, and the
whole human race is encompassed in the community of praise.‖
The framing psalms of this section, 65 and 68, are attributed to David. The interior psalms, 66 and 67 are
anonymous. These are two of only four anonymous psalms in Book II. Yet since the first, Psalm 43 (attributed
to David in the Septuagint), was most likely part of Psalm 42, there are probably only three anonymous psalms
in Book II—66, 67 and 71. However, given their placement and the fact that Book II ends a few chapters later
by referring to previous psalms as ―prayers of David‖ (Psalm 72:20), it seems likely that these are all Davidic
psalms—or at least ones he collected and used. The Septuagint attributes Psalm 71 to David.
Psalm 65, as The Nelson Study Bible says, ―is a wisdom psalm and more particularly a creation psalm (as Ps.
19). It celebrates rainfall, sharing the mood of Ps. 104 in this regard. But this is also a prophetic psalm, although
it is not always regarded as such. The prophetic element is signaled in the first verse, the vow of praise yet to
be paid—that is, all creation is waiting to praise the Lord when He finally appears in glory (see Rom. 14:10, 11;
Rev. 19:5). [See also the next psalm, 66:1-4.]….
―In the background of this psalm [65] is an idea not far from that of Paul in Rom. 8:22, the groaning of creation
for its release from the curse brought on it by humanity‘s [sin in the Garden of Eden] (Gen. 3:17). The point of
the psalm is twofold: (1) Every good rain and every full harvest is a blessing from God, showing His delight in
His creation. (2) A day of God‘s goodness is coming in which good rains and harvests will be greater than ever
before‖ (introductory note on Psalm 65 and note on verse 1).
Yet there is more to it still. For in juxtaposing atonement for sin (verse 3), entry into God‘s temple courts (verse
4) and the abundance of rain and harvest to crown the year (verses 9-13), David seems to picture here the
observance of the fall festival season in thanksgiving for the late summer and fall harvest as figurative of the
future coming of God‘s Kingdom and the great spiritual harvest of humanity at that time. In Jewish
interpretation, the crowning of the year (verse 11) refers to the civil new year, Rosh Hashanah or the Feast of
Trumpets. As ancient Israelite coronations were accompanied by the blowing of the shofar or ram‘s horn, the
blowing of the ram‘s horn at the Feast of Trumpets was seen as the crowning the year—and indeed this festival
begins the sacred year‘s seventh month, which celebrates the fall harvest and pictures the culmination of God‘s
plan for humanity‘s redemption and salvation.
Verses 2-3 refer to God providing atonement for all flesh—all people. The Nelson Study Bible notes on these
verses: ―David speaks of a coming day when sin will be dealt with fully, when redemption will be completely
paid. This took place in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ (see Eph. 1:7).‖ However, Christ‘s sacrifice
will not be generally applied to all mankind until the world at large repents, commencing after Jesus‘ return as
symbolized in the Day of Atonement, which comes just nine days after the Feast of Trumpets. And Atonement
itself serves as a prelude to the Feast of Tabernacles beginning five days later—also known as the Feast of
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Ingathering to emphasize its harvest theme (and to prefigure the ingathering of all humanity into a relationship
with God, into His temple courts to dwell with Him forever).
When Jesus Christ returns, God will truly be ―the confidence of all the ends of the earth‖ (verse 5). All mankind
will understand His plan and His awesome and righteous deeds to save all people. Even now God‘s power as
displayed through nature elicits awe: ―Those living far away fear your wonders‖ (verse 8, NIV). Yet this may also
foretell the humbling of mankind at Christ‘s return through a series of global natural catastrophes He will bring.
But even these will be to produce a harvest—a harvest of repentant people.
In verses 9-13 David cites God‘s comprehensive care for the earth—the rain (verses 9-10), the blessings on the
pastures, hills, meadows and valleys. ―Your paths drip with abundance‖ (verse 11b). The NIV translation
replaces ―paths‖ here with ―carts.‖ Green‘s Literal Translation says ―tracks.‖ The Nelson Study Bible says, ―The
picture is of wagon tracks across the heavens, where the ‗cart‘ of God‘s mercies sloshes abundance on the
earth below‖ (note on verses 11-13).
God‘s marvelous outpouring of material and spiritual blessings through the year were celebrated with great
rejoicing during His annual festivals—particularly during the fall festivals. But those blessings and celebration
are only a small foretaste of what awaits in the wonderful Kingdom of God to come.
As already mentioned, the author of Psalm 66 is not given in the title, though David seems rather likely. The
perspective in the first part of the song (verses 1-12) is from the plurality of God‘s people (using the pronouns
―us‖ and ―we‖), while the latter part (verses 13-20) is from a singular perspective (using ―I‖ and ―me‖).
In the spirit of the previous psalm, the psalmist calls on the whole earth to praise God and acknowledge His
awesome works (verses 1-3a) and then, to God, prophetically says that in the future ―all the earth shall worship
You‖ and ―submit themselves to You‖ (verses 3b-4).
The psalm calls on all to come and see the great things God has done and is doing for people (verse 5)—to
witness and experience it firsthand or to look into what is recorded in Scripture. God delivered Israel from Egypt
by parting the Red Sea and making a dry-land passage to freedom (verse 6). God also dried up the Jordan
River so that ―all Israel crossed over on dry ground, until all the people had crossed completely over the Jordan‖
(Joshua 3:17). Yet in declaring this message to the world at the time of Christ‘s return, the wording here could
also refer to the parallel crossings over water on dry land that will occur at that time—when ―the LORD will
utterly destroy the tongue of the Sea of Egypt…[and] shake His fist over the River [Euphrates]…and make men
cross over dryshod‖ (Isaiah 11:15).
God‘s people are able to declare that He ―has preserved our lives and kept our feet from slipping‖ (verse 9, NIV)
even though He has tested them (verse 10). The tests are likened to the refining of silver, to being captured
(perhaps imprisoned), to being afflicted on the back (perhaps through the lash or in bearing burdens) and to
suffering oppression—in summary, ―We went through fire and water, but You brought us out to a place [or state]
of abundance‖ (verse 12, NIV). As God says through Isaiah of His intention to preserve His people: ―When you
pass through the waters, I will be with you; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow you. When you walk
through the fire, you shall not be burned, nor shall the flame scorch you. For I am the LORD your God, the Holy
One of Israel, your Savior‖ (Isaiah 43:2-3).
On the occasions of personal deliverance, the psalmist promises to bring thank offerings (verses 13-15). And
he will talk about the wonderful things God ―has done for me‖ (verse 16, NIV). Whereas verse 5 called on all to
―come and see‖ God‘s works toward humanity, the psalmist now directs those who have been stirred to fear
and honor God to ―come and hear‖ his individual witness (verse 16)—what God has done for one, for him, and
will also do, it is implied, for each of them.
Then notice the realization of verse 18, which is an implicit warning to others hearing this witness: ―If I regard
iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me.‖ This is in a present or continuing sense. The NIV renders this
verse in the past tense, as expressive of what had occurred in this episode: ―If I had cherished sin in my heart,
the Lord would not have listened.‖ Either way, we are told here that the harboring of sin, failing to confess it and
forsake it, and the nurturing of sinful thoughts will thwart effective prayer. We find this important message in
other passages of Scripture as well (see Proverbs 15:29; 28:9; Isaiah 1:15; 59:1-2).
Conversely, the apostle John tells us: ―Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have confidence toward
God. And whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do those things
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that are pleasing in His sight‖ (1 John 3:21-22). Psalm 66 expresses this very confidence, the psalmist stating in
verses 19-20 that God on this occasion has certainly listened to his prayer and has not rejected it nor withheld
His hesed—His steadfast love and mercy.
―Let All the Peoples Praise You‖ (Psalms 67–68)
Neginoth in the superscription of Psalm 67 likely means, as the NKJV translates it here and in other places,
―stringed instruments.‖ George Knight‘s Daily Study Bible Series commentary Psalms says: ―Obviously this
psalm was composed for public worship. Perhaps it belonged particularly to the autumn harvest festival [i.e., the
Feast of Tabernacles or Ingathering] (see verse 6)‖ (comments on verses 1-7). This he takes from the RSV,
which renders verse 6 as ―The earth has yielded its increase,‖ whereas other translations understand the verb
here as future tense—―shall yield.‖ Of course, the annual harvest does portray a future harvest, as was pointed
out with respect to Psalm 65, which begins the current grouping of psalms—and that is certainly a major theme
here as well.
The song opens with a prayer for God‘s mercy and blessing and that His face would shine—smile in favor—on
His people (67:1). As previously pointed out in regard to Psalm 31:16, the language here is taken from the
priestly blessing of Numbers 6:25 (see also Psalm 4:6; 44:3; 80:3, 7, 19; 119:135). The Zondervan NIV Study
Bible says that this song‘s ―content, form and brevity suggest that it served as a liturgical [i.e., worship service]
prayer of the people at the conclusion of worship, perhaps just prior to (or immediately after) the priestly
benediction‖ (note on Psalm 67).
―God‘s blessing on his people (as well as his saving acts in their behalf) will catch the attention of the nations
and move them to praise (65:2)‖ (same note). Indeed, this is a rather exciting thought within he psalm. Note the
repetition in the refrain of 67:3 and verse 5. The excitement here is not just for the increased praise for God, but
for the fact that all peoples will be able to rejoice when they experience the establishment of His righteous
government over all nations. In their happiness over this certain hope, God‘s people are expressing love for all
mankind.
Given all this, the focus of verse 6 is clearly future. The earth yielding its increase speaks not only of God‘s
great agricultural provision in the world to come, but of the great harvest of humanity that will then take place—
to the ―ends of the earth‖ (verse 7), as the nations learn to properly fear and respect Him and His people are
vastly blessed as never before.
In Psalm 68 David calls on God to deal with His enemies and for the righteous to rejoice in His triumph. The
first half of the psalm (to verse 18) reviews God‘s historic acts on behalf of the Israelites, progressing from the
wilderness of Sinai to the conquest of the Promised Land. Verse 18 carries the meaning forward to Christ‘s day,
as we will see, and then the second half of the psalm ―looks forward with expectations of God‘s continuing
triumphs until the redemption of his people is complete and his kingly rule is universally acknowledged with
songs of praise‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 68).
In Psalm 68:4 God‘s name is given as ―YAH‖ (see also Isaiah 12:2), a shortened form of YHWH, usually
transliterated as Yahweh. This longer form, replaced in most Bible versions with the word ―LORD,‖ is the thirdperson form of the name that God gave in the first person in Exodus 3:14. In that verse God gave a long
version of this name, ―I AM WHO I AM,‖ as well as a short version ―I AM.‖ Just the same, the third-person form
YHWH means ―He Is Who He Is,‖ while the shorter form YAH means ―He Is‖ or ―He Who Is.‖ This short form
appears in the names of many people in the Bible, such as Elijah (i.e., Eli-Yah), Isaiah (i.e., Yitza-Yah) and
Jeremiah (i.e., Yerem-Yah).
Psalm 68:5-6 expresses God‘s special concern for the orphan and widow and His care to make those who are
lonely part of families. His desire is to help those in need, which brings us to the next clause in verse 6—
delivering the oppressed. Actually, the specific wording here—of bringing those who are bound into prosperity
but the rebellious to desert exile—probably relates, given the context of the verses that follow, to God‘s merciful
deliverance of the Israelites from Egyptian bondage and their subsequent rebellion and wilderness wanderings
(see also 66:10-12).
God still continued to provide for His people. Psalm 68:8-9 appears to paraphrase a few lines from the Song of
Deborah in Judges 5:4b-5 about God providing rain to the Israelites in the Sinai desert. The provision of rain
also ties the psalm to Psalm 65:9-10. God‘s ―inheritance‖ (Psalm 68:9) is a reference to Israel (see
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Deuteronomy 9:29)—synonymous in the next verse with His congregation and the poor for whom He provided
(Psalm 68:10).
Verses 11-14 speak of God granting victory to Israel in its battles against the armies of various kingdoms on the
way to subduing the Promised Land. Zalmon in verse 14 is a mountain near Shechem in northern Israel (see
Judges 9:46-48). Bashan (Psalm 68:15) is a high plateau northeast of the Sea of Galilee. It was part of the
territory of King Og when the Israelites came to the land. ―Mountain‖ in these verses seems to symbolize land
and dominion. That is, the mountain of Bashan is the land or kingdom of Bashan. God says it is now a mountain
of His (verse 15)—that is, it is incorporated into His dominion as part of the Kingdom of Israel. The mountain‘s
peaks (verse 16) would represent its various sub-kingdoms or city-states. These peaks are erupting, like
volcanoes, with envy against the takeover by God and His people. God, however, says He desires to dwell in
this mountain—the Promised Land—forever.
Yet, depending on when David wrote this psalm, the mountain of God could perhaps be more specifically
identified as Mount Zion—of which the whole land of Israel is an extension (just as Zion, the Mountain of the
Lord‘s House, will, after Christ‘s return, represent both Jerusalem and the whole Kingdom of God). For it is in
Jerusalem that God has chosen to dwell: ―For the LORD has chosen Zion; He has desired it for His dwelling
place: ‗This is My resting place forever; here I will dwell, for I have desired it‘‖ (Psalm 132:13-14).
With this in mind, consider Psalm 68:17. It mentions God‘s vast chariot army, and then notice how the NRSV
translates the second half of the verse: ―The Lord came from Sinai into the holy place.‖ The Hebrew wording
here is difficult, but this meaning fits well in context. That is, what has gone before in the account has shown the
progress from the wandering in the wilderness to the permanent establishment of God within His sanctuary in
Israel—probably on Mount Zion.
The first phrase in the next verse, ―You have ascended on high‖ (verse 18), would fit with the idea of God‘s
entourage moving from lower surrounding lands to the heights of Israel (especially in the sense of ascending to
the place that was to represent the spiritual peak among the nations of the earth). The mountain of God, we
have seen in other psalms, represents the heavenly Zion as well—just as it does here. Indeed, there is much
more to this verse.
In the New Testament, the apostle Paul notes something remarkable about this passage. He quotes from it in
Ephesians 4:8. Then, in verse 9, he asks: ―Now this, ‗He ascended,‘—what does it mean but that He also first
descended…?‖ Paul realizes that this verse refers to God, who dwells in the highest eaven. So how can He be
portrayed as ascending to a higher place or station? Only if He first descended—and this Paul explains as
prophetic of God coming down from heaven as a human being, Jesus Christ, to then later ascend back up to
heaven to reassume His divine majesty. We will see more about Paul‘s explanation of this when we come to the
book of Ephesians in the Bible Reading Program.
The next phrase in Psalm 68:18, also referred to by Paul, ―You have led captivity captive,‖ finds an earlier
parallel in the Song of Deborah: ―Arise, Barak [the leader of Israel‘s army], and lead thy captivity captive‖
(Judges 5:12, KJV). In that passage, the NKJV translates the phrase simply as, ―Lead your captives away.‖
Indeed, the idea here seems merely to be: ―Take those you have captured and lead them away as captive.‖
Many see in this a sort of victory procession (compare Psalm 68:24-25). The NIV, similar to the NRSV, renders
the phrase in Psalm 68:18 as ―You led captives in your train.‖ However, it is not clear if the captives here are
humiliated and paraded enemies (compare also Colossians 2:15) or those whom God has converted to His
truth—themselves victorious with God in the procession (compare Psalm 69:33; Romans 6:16-22; Ephesians
3:1).
The next clause in Psalm 68:18 says, ―You have received gifts among men.‖ Paul in quoting this seems to
reverse it, saying that God ―gave gifts to men‖ (Ephesians 4:8)—referring to the apportioning of spiritual gifts to
Christ‘s followers (verses 7, 11-16). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―Paul does not cite either MT
[the Masoretic Text] or LXX [the Septuagint]…. Some have claimed that, under he inspiration of the Spirit, Paul
felt free to amplify the meaning of the Psalm, since the giving is implicit in the receiving for. But it seems more
probable that the apostle was drawing on an ancient oral tradition reflected in the Aramaic Targum on the
Psalter and the Syriac Peshitta version, both of which read, ‗Thou hast given gifts to men.‘ Early rabbinical
comments applied the verse to Moses when he received the Law on Sinai so as to bring it to the people‖ (note
on Ephesians 4:8, emphasis added). Zondervan notes on this verse: ―Paul apparently takes his cue from
certain Rabbinic interpretations current in his day that read the Hebrew preposition for ‗from‘ in the sense of ‗to‘
(a meaning it often has) and the verb for ‗received‘ in the sense of ‗take and give‘ (a meaning it sometimes
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has—but with a different preposition…).‖ Of course, God receives from people only what He has already given
them or produced in them—so Paul‘s understanding was certainly correct in any case.
Verse 19 of Psalm 68 continues in the theme of God providing for His people: ―Blessed be the Lord, who daily
loads us with benefits.‖ However, it is possible that the latter clause should be rendered, as in the NRSV, ―who
daily bears us up‖ (i.e., carries us), or, as in the NIV, ―who daily bears our burdens.‖ But those who oppose God
will not fare so well in the end (verses 21-23). Crushing enemies in blood under foot (verse 23) recalls Psalm
58:10. As there, this is not to relish the destruction of others but to portray a meting out of justice on those who
refuse to repent.
In these verses, we are moving beyond ancient Israel‘s subjugation of the Promised Land to the future
subjugation of the earth to God‘s Kingdom at Christ‘s coming. As we saw, Psalm 68:18, besides representing
the establishment of the ancient sanctuary in Jerusalem, also represented the resurrection and ascension of
Jesus Christ to the heavenly sanctuary. Yet it also represents the ascension of Christ to the throne of the earth
in His Kingdom (as in Psalm 47), when the future temple is established at Jerusalem (see 68:29).
Verse 30 is probably to be interpreted by verses 31-32, so that ―beasts of the reeds‖ (verse 30)—likely
descriptive of the crocodile and hippopotamus of the Nile—represents Egypt and Ethiopia (verse 31) and ―the
herd of bulls with the calves of the peoples‖ (verse 30) represents the various ―kingdoms of the earth‖ (verse
32), both great and small. Though initially rebuked, most will soon become part of a great chorus of nations
praising God (see verses 32-35), as was called for in the previous psalm.
―Let Me Be Delivered From Those Who Hate Me‖
With Psalm 69 we come to the final group of psalms in Book II (Psalms 69–72). The Zondervan NIV Study
Bible comments on these four psalms: ―Book II of the Psalter closes with a cluster of three prayers and an
attached royal psalm—in perfect balance with its beginning (…Ps 42–45). These three prayers [69–71] were
originally all pleas of a king in Israel [stated to be David in the superscriptions of 69 and 70] for deliverance from
enemies (apparently internal) determined to do away with him. They all contain certain key words that are found
elsewhere in Book II only in Ps 42–44 and in the seven psalms (54–60) placed at the center of the Book.
Another link between Ps 69–71 and 42–44 is the placement of a short psalm at the center of each triad. These
placements have the appearance of deliberate editorial design. In the former cluster Ps 43 has been artificially
separated from 42…while in the latter cluster Ps 70 repeats (with some revision) Ps 40:13-17 and was probably
intended to serve as an introduction to Ps 71. The attached prayer for the king [also referred to as the king‘s
son] (Ps 72) stands in similar relationship to Ps 69–71 as Ps 45 stands to Ps 42–44 and brings Book II to its
conclusion. Thus, as with Ps 45, its placement here hints at a Messianic reading of the psalm already by the
editors of the Psalter…. It should be further noted that in Ps 65–68 all peoples on earth are drawn into the
community of those praising God…. Here in Ps 69 all creation is called to join that chorus (v. 34), and Ps 72
envisions that all peoples and kings will submit to the son of David (vv. 8-11) and be blessed through his reign
(v. 17)‖ (note on Psalms 69–72).
Yet the resounding praise in Psalm 69 does not come until the end. Most of the psalm constitutes an urgent
prayer by David for deliverance while lamenting over life-threatening circumstances and enemy persecution.
While he meant himself as the sufferer, this was also prophetic. ―The authors of the N[ew] T[estament] viewed
this cry of a godly sufferer as foreshadowing the sufferings of Christ; no psalm, except Ps 22, is quoted more
frequently in the N[ew] T[estament]‖ (note on Psalm 69). As The Nelson Study Bible states: ―This highly
messianic psalm presents a remarkable description of the sufferings of Jesus Christ. Whereas Ps. 22 describes
Jesus‘ physical sufferings, Ps. 69 focuses more on His emotional and spiritual suffering. Yet like Ps. 22, this
psalm was written by David approximately a thousand years before the events it describes. Both psalms begin
with the sufferings of David but have their full meaning in the sufferings of Jesus. For these reasons, the
apostles in the New Testament acknowledge that David was a prophet of God (Acts 2:30)‖ (note on Psalm 69).
David likens his anguish to sinking in mud and deep water, being swallowed by the ocean deep or the pit—that
is, the grave (verses 1-2, 14-15). This imagery was also used in Psalm 40 (see verse 2), another messianic
psalm quoted in the New Testament. Psalm 40 is part of the cluster of psalms closing Book I of the Psalter, just
as Psalm 69 is part of the cluster of psalms closing Book II. A further link here can be found in the fact that the
very next psalm, Psalm 70, is, as was noted above, a reprise of Psalm 40:13-17—and it seems like a quick
summary of Psalm 69.
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David has sought God so earnestly, through crying and constant prayer, that he says, ―My throat is dry; my
eyes fail while I wait for my God‖ (verse 3). While the latter expression may denote in part his eyes being
swollen from crying, it probably also has to do with diminished joy and hope. (For more on the metaphor of eyes
failing, see the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 38.) David is wearied by his host of enemies who,
he says, ―hate me without a cause‖ (69:4). We saw this same description earlier in Psalm 35:19 and will see a
similar one in Psalm 109:3-5. As pointed out in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 35, this
baseless antagonism was prophetic of Jesus Christ‘s experience—as He specifically declared it to be (John
15:25).
David does confess sins to God, but his point here is to say that God knows his enemies aren‘t opposing him
for this reason (Psalm 69:5). As in other messianic passages, Jesus does not share the fault of sin—yet He did
suffer for sins (the sins of others, including David‘s). In verse 6, the implication is that others on David‘s side are
praying for him. David prays that none of these will suffer shame and discouragement as a result of what
happens to him. Indeed, Jesus no doubt prayed for His disciples this way in the time before His trial, crucifixion
and death. In David‘s case, he was asking for God to rescue Him and thereby demonstrate that those who were
praying for Him were in the right. In Jesus‘ case, He would have been asking for His disciples to be helped
through what was happening until they were completely vindicated when God truly rescued Jesus from death
by resurrecting Him. We should learn a lesson from the fact that Christ was not preserved from death but was
ultimately saved out of it. If God does not deliver us from some circumstance in the here and now, we should
not let that discourage us. Indeed, God is always alongside the believer, whether He rescues him now or not.
David further states: ―For Your sake I have borne reproach…and the reproaches of those who reproach You
have fallen on me‖ (verses 7, 9). He is speaking here of the life of the righteous in general terms—of which his
present circumstance is only an example. The godly suffer when they turn away from the world to obey God.
They often go through difficulties not of their own doing: ―Yet for your sake we face death all day long; we are
considered as sheep to be slaughtered‖ (Psalm 44:22, NIV). As Jesus told His followers: ―Blessed are you
when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil against you falsely for My sake. Rejoice and be
exceedingly glad, for great is your reward in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you‖
(Matthew 5:11-12)—David having been one of these prophets. Jesus Himself was, of course, the premier
example of being hated for following God.
In describing his devotion to God for which he is persecuted, David says, ―Zeal for Your house has eaten me
up‖ (verse 9). David was consumed with wanting to honor God—filled with desire to serve God‘s tabernacle and
God‘s nation and to build God‘s temple. Christ‘s disciples recognized this passage as applying to Him after He
ran the moneychangers out of the temple of His day—evidently already having understood Psalm 69 to be a
messianic psalm (see John 2:17). God‘s people today should have this same zeal for His house, which at this
time is His Church (see 1 Timothy 3:15).
David was in sore grief, which in itself became something for others to ridicule (verses 10-11). He was scorned
by many at all levels of society—from ―those who sit in the gate‖ (city elders) to drunk ommoners singing
mocking bar songs about him in the taverns (verse 12). Jesus also faced such contempt.
In verses 13-18 David returns to pleading with God to rescue him—―speedily,‖ he asks (verse 17), trusting that
he is praying ―in the acceptable time‖ (verse 13)—also translated ―in the time of your favor‖ (NIV). Considering
the messianic nature of this psalm, it is interesting that God will later declare that He has heard His Servant
(representative of both the Messiah and Israel) ―in an acceptable time‖ (Isaiah 49:8; see also 2 Corinthians 6:2).
David can‘t find anyone to comfort him (Psalm 69:20). Consider that Jesus‘ disciples abandoned Him during His
trial and suffering so that the only ones to turn to for pity were His adversaries and other onlookers, and they
gave him none. David further states that those from whom he sought comfort instead gave him ―gall‖ (denoting
a bitter substance) to eat and, for his thirst (compare verse 3), vinegar to drink (verse 21). David was here
employing ―vivid metaphors for the bitter scorn they made him eat and drink when his whole being craved the
nourishment of refreshment and comfort‖ (Zondervan, note on verse 21). Yet this was prophetic of what Christ
experienced, both figuratively and literally (see Matthew 27:34, 48; Mark 15:23, 36; Luke 23:36; John 19:28-29).
For their mistreatment of him, amounting to defiance of God, David calls on God to curse his enemies with
punishment (Psalm 69:22-28). Verse 25, combined with Psalm 109:8, is understood in the New Testament as
prophetic of Judas Iscariot no longer having a place among the apostles following his treachery and suicide
(see Acts 1:20). Indeed, we should understand David‘s words here more as a prophecy of judgment on God‘s
enemies than as a model to follow in our own prayers. Jesus gave us the pattern of what to say during
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persecution when He was being executed: ―Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they do‖ (Luke
23:34). We are to pray for our enemies (Matthew 5:44)—the best thing we can pray for being that they will
repent.
Of course, there are circumstances where it is proper to seek God‘s intervention and justice against those who
refuse to repent. This, however, does not mean wishing people out of God‘s Kingdom forever. David‘s prayer
about blotting his enemies out of the book of life and that they not be written with the righteous (Psalm 69:28)
might seem to imply this—leaving them utterly hopeless. Yet we should consider that what David was really
saying here is that God would not accept these enemies as they were at that time—giving them eternal life in
spite of the evil they had done. And in fact God does not do this. None of the enemies David speaks of here
may ever receive eternal life in God‘s family—until, that is, their repentance, acceptance of Christ‘s atonement
for their sin and their transformation into wholly new people. The people they were will never be in the Kingdom
of God. (Even David‘s old self—which, frankly, was his greatest enemy—will not be in God‘s Kingdom. And so it
is with all of us today.) Indeed, knowing David‘s character as a man after God‘s own heart, we can be confident
that if one of those of whom he spoke here sincerely repented and begged him for mercy, he would have shown
it—making it clear that he did not mean that they should never be able to repent.
David‘s statement in verse 29, ―But I am poor and sorrowful,‖ again calls to mind Psalm 40: ―But I am poor and
needy‖ (verse 17), which is repeated in Psalm 70:5. As before, ―poor‖ in this context does not mean financially
indigent but, rather, broken in spirit (humbled) and in great need of help—as Jesus Christ also was in His fatal
circumstances.
Yet David is confident of God‘s intervention, declaring that he will praise and thank God (69:30)—stating that
the proper attitude is what God desires more than the ritualism of the sacrificial system (verse 31), as David
also stated in Psalm 40 (verse 6) and in other psalms. The humble seeking God on his behalf will then rejoice
(69:32-33)—just as Christ‘s followers would later rejoice after His resurrection (and just as all His followers
today will rejoice after His return in power and glory to rule all nations).
Verse 34, as pointed out earlier, calls on all creation to join in praising God. And verses 35-36 speak of the
salvation and restoration of Zion and Judah. David may have been referring to present circumstances—perhaps
to Jerusalem and outlying towns taken over by enemies during Absalom‘s or Sheba‘s rebellion afterward
reverting to David and those loyal to him. Yet some contend that David did not write these words—seeing the
specific reference to Judah and the need to rebuild its cities (in a literal sense) as an indication that verses 3436 were added to David‘s psalm by a later king in Jerusalem, such as Hezekiah at the time of Assyria‘s
invasion. That could be. In any case, the words here likely refer not just to ancient Zion, but prophetically to
spiritual Zion today (God‘s Church) and to Jerusalem at the time Christ returns to establish God‘s Kingdom.
Psalm 70, as mentioned earlier, repeats Psalm 40:13-17 with several minor word changes—these changes
perhaps suggesting a different tune. It is interesting that Psalm 70, being taken from Psalm 40, follows Psalm
69, which itself carries imagery over from Psalm 40. Thematically, Psalm 70 appears to be a condensed version
of the material in Psalm 69—and it also seems to introduce Psalm 71 (compare 70:1-2; 71:12-13).
The superscription of Psalm 70, like that of Psalm 38, in the NIV says, ―A petition.‖ But the KJV and NKJV give
the literal rendering of the words here as ―To bring to remembrance.‖ In the present case, this terminology could
reflect this psalm being a reprise of the end of Psalm 40 and a summary of Psalm 69—i.e., a recounting of the
need for deliverance.
One point of indirect contact between Psalms 70 and 69 is found in 70:3. This verse, with enemies saying ―Aha,
Aha!‖ (also 40:15), finds a counterpart in Psalm 35:21. These enemies, it is said two verses earlier in Psalm
35:19, ―hate me without a cause‖—a phrase that also appears in Psalm 69:4 (all of these being messianic
psalms). David focuses on God throughout his trial—continually praising Him (70:4) and seeking His help.
A Plea for Help Against Foes in Old Age; The Blessed Reign of the King‘s Son (Psalms 71–72)
Psalm 71 is ―a prayer for God‘s help in old age when enemies threaten because they see that the king‘s
strength is waning…. The psalm bears no title, but it may well be that Ps 70 was viewed by the editors of the
Psalms as the introduction to Ps 71 (compare vv. 1, 12-13 with 70:1-2, 5), in which case the psalm is ascribed
to David (in his old age; see vv. 9, 18). This suggestion gains support from the fact that Ps 72 [which
immediately follows and closes Book II of the Psalter] is identified as a prayer by and/or for King Solomon‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 71). And Psalm 72 ends by describing the psalms that have come
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before as prayers of David (see verse 20). The Greek Septuagint translation adds a superscription to the
beginning of Psalm 71, labeling it ―of David.‖
The opening of Psalm 71—the declaration of trust in God, the plea for His righteous deliverance, that He would
bend His ear and be a strong refuge, and the identification of Him as the psalmist‘s rock and fortress (Psalm
71:1-3) is essentially repeated from David‘s opening to Psalm 31 (verses 1-3). As David‘s suffering in that
psalm foreshadowed the sufferings of the Messiah, it is likely that Psalm 71 is similarly prophetic, though Jesus‘
sufferings came when He was a young man, in terms of His human life. One difference we may note here in
verse 3 is the statement, ―You have given the commandment to save me.‖ The psalmist recognizes that God
has all the forces of the universe and heavenly realm at His disposal. He has but to command the psalmist‘s
deliverance for it to be effected—and indeed the psalmist knows that God has so commanded it. His words
bring to mind the centurion‘s response when Jesus offered to come to his home to heal the servant. The
centurion said, ―Lord, I am not worthy that You should come under my roof. But only speak a word, and my
servant will be healed‖ (Matthew 8:5-8).
Psalm 71 is a welcome comfort for believers enduring a lingering trial that drains their strength, whether
physically, emotionally or mentally. God is our Rock, our safe place. The psalmist, who is likely David, is a man
who has trusted God his whole life. His relationship with God began in his youth and has continued ever since
(verses 5-6, 17). The statement about God having brought him forth from his mother‘s womb (verse 6) is also
found in Psalm 22 (verse 9), another messianic psalm of David.
The psalmist in 71:7 says ―he has become ‗a portent‘ [NIV] (mopeth ‗a wonder‘ [NKJV]) to his contemporaries,
i.e., a sign of trouble, chastisement, and divine retribution‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 5-8).
Many see his troubles and weakness as evidence of God‘s punitive judgment on him, as would later be wrongly
assumed regarding Jesus Christ (see Isaiah 53:4). Enemies deduce that now is a good time to rise up against
him because they think ―God has forsaken him…[and] there is none to deliver him‖ (Psalm 71:11).
Verses 12-13 are a restatement of David‘s urgent plea for deliverance and the confounding of his enemies in
Psalm 70:1-2, thus serving to connect Psalms 70 and 71. As noted above, Psalm 70, a reprise of the end of
Psalm 40, appears to condense the themes of Psalm 69 and to introduce Psalm 71. The psalmist will continue
to hope and praise God (verses 14-16). He makes a final plea for God to not forsake him so that he may sing of
God‘s power and strength to the present generation and those yet to come (verses 17-18; compare 22:30). And
he is confident that God will save him (71:19-24). In verse 20, when the psalmist says that God will bring him
back up ―from the depths of the earth,‖ he is speaking metaphorically of being rescued from his life-threatening
situation and his despondency (compare 40:2; 69:2, 14-15). Yet, being old, he could also be contemplating the
end of his life and looking forward to his future resurrection from the grave. Given the messianic nature of this
and related psalms, it also seems logical to view this as Jesus Christ looking forward to His own resurrection.
Psalm 72 is the last psalm in Book II of the Psalter. At its end appear the words, ―The prayers of David the son
of Jesse are ended‖—apparently closing the collection of David‘s psalms in Books I and II as of the time this
note was appended. (Other psalms of David do appear in later books.)
Psalm 72 concerns the reign of a succeeding ―king…the king‘s son‖ (verse 1). The superscription says ―Of
Solomon,‖ which could mean, as with Psalm 127 (the only other psalm bearing his name), that Solomon wrote
it. Yet, because of the appended note about the prayers of David, many feel that David wrote Psalm 72 about or
for Solomon. The Greek Septuagint translation has eis, meaning ―to‖ or ―for.‖ As pointed out in the Bible
Reading Program‘s introduction to Psalms, it could be that Solomon wrote it prior to David‘s death and that
David included it in his own collection—or it could just as well be that, following David‘s death, Solomon
appended his own psalm to the end of the collection of his father‘s psalms. The Protestant Reformer John
Calvin argued that David gave the substance of Psalm 72 in a spoken prayer before his death and that
Solomon afterward set it down in the form of a psalm, composing the poetry and music himself (see Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 1). It would thus be a prayer of David but a psalm of Solomon.
In any case, Psalm 72 was probably also used by the nation as a prayer for later kings in David‘s line. Yet it
should be clear from reading this remarkable psalm that it is not the reign of Solomon or any merely human king
that is primarily in view here. Rather, Psalm 72 concerns the reign of the ultimate Son of David, who is also the
Son of the Almighty King, God. As The Nelson Study Bible comments, ―This psalm is intensely messianic,
speaking in ideal terms of the coming of the great King…who will establish this glorious reign‖ (note on Psalm
72).
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Indeed, as pointed out in prior comments, we should notice again a most interesting pattern of arrangement in
Book II of the Psalter. Book II begins with a cluster of lamenting prayers to God for help against enemies
(Psalms 42–44), figurative of the suffering of Jesus Christ at His first coming, followed by a psalm about the
Messiah‘s marriage to His Bride at the beginning of His glorious reign at His second coming (Psalm 45).
Likewise, the book ends with a cluster of lamenting pleas for God‘s help against enemies, which expressly
relate to the Messiah‘s sufferings in His first coming (Psalms 69–71), followed by a psalm that portrays Christ‘s
majestic reign when He comes again (Psalm 72). Realize also that David himself, whose grief in the lamenting
psalms foreshadowed Christ‘s own, will himself be raised to rule ith Christ as king over Israel at that time.
Moreover, all Christ‘s followers should also see in these psalms that our own suffering for His sake today will be
followed by our future glory when we are at last raised to reign with Him in His Kingdom.
Verse 3 says that during the King‘s reign the mountains and hills will bring forth peace by righteousness. On
one level this may concern productivity. The Hebrew word for peace, shalom, means more than absence of
war. It concerns perfect contentment and happiness and may connote prosperity. Mountains and hills are not
typically fertile areas, but blessing will flow even from them (compare Joel 3:18; Amos 9:13). Yet mountains and
hills can also be figurative of great and small nations—and that may be intended here as well, considering the
universal reign of this King, as later described. The verse would then entail all peoples learning God‘s way,
resulting in world peace. The reign of Solomon, whose name meant peace, was a time of peace and
prosperity—yet it was only a small foretaste of the peace and prosperity of the Kingdom to come.
The King will be feared—denoting ―an expression of wonder, awe, reverence, worship, and obedience‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on Psalm 72:5-7)—and this for as long as the sun and moon exist, throughout all generations
(verse 5). Righteousness and abundant peace would flourish during His reign ―until the moon is no more‖ (verse
7). Clearly this did not concern merely Solomon‘s earthly reign. Again, the Kingdom of the immortal Messiah is
primarily intended. The Messiah‘s coming is as the gentle rains to bring forth righteousness and peace (verse 6;
compare Hosea 6:3; 10:12; Isaiah 55:10-11). Isaiah states, ―Of the increase of His government and peace there
will be no end‖ (9:7). The King‘s dominion, Psalm 72:8 tells us, will extend ―from sea to sea, and from the River
to the ends of the earth.‖ The expression ―the River‖ typically denotes the Euphrates River, the northern
boundary God promised for the Promised Land—as it was during Solomon‘s reign. ―Sea to sea‖ might then
appear to represent the east-west boundaries of the land of Israel—from the Dead to the Mediterranean Sea.
However, since the dominion extends to the ends of the earth, ―sea to sea‖ could have a much broader
meaning. Solomon did experience the royalty of other lands, including Sheba, presenting him with gifts, as
described in verse 10 (see also verse 15). But He did not experience the fulfillment of verse 11, which says that
all kings would fall down before the Great King and that all nations would serve Him. This will only happen
following the return of Jesus Christ.
Verses 12-14 expand on the important theme introduced in verses 2 and 4—bringing justice to the lowly and
needy, saving them from those who oppress them. Indeed verse 12 seems to imply that this is part of the
reason nations will choose to serve Him. ―The little word [‗for‘ at the beginning of verse 12] directs our look back
at the prediction, ‗All kings will bow down to Him‘ (v. 11). What makes the rule of this king so special? Simply
that he is dedicated to save the needy and rescue the oppressed. He has God‘s own compassion and the
power to act on others‘ behalf. These verses forever change our notion of ‗rule.‘ The central issue of rule is not
the power to use others, but the willingness to serve them‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verses 12-14).
The statement ―precious is their blood in His sight‖ (verse 14) does not mean the King desires their deaths. Just
the opposite, this phrase should be seen as the reason that He saves people from violence, as mentioned
immediately before in the verse. Their blood is what sustains their lives (Leviticus 17:14), and it is their lives that
are precious to Him (for similar wording, see 2 Kings 1:13-14). In short, the King will not look on human life as
cheap—as so many cruel despots throughout history have done. Rather, He values it very highly. And violence
will be eliminated during the rule of His Kingdom (Isaiah 11:9). In Psalm 72:17, the mention of all peoples being
blessed through Him ―recalls the promise to Abraham (see Ge 12:3; 22:18) and suggests that it will be fulfilled
through the royal son of David—ultimately the Messiah‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 72:17).
Verses 18-19 were probably added to the psalm a closing doxology (expression of praise) when Book II of the
Psalter was completed. And the ―prayers of David‖ note in verse 20, as already mentioned, was probably also
appended at that time.
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―Then I Understood Their End‖ (Psalms 73–74)
Book III of the Psalter, as the Zondervan NIV Study Bible explains, ―consists of three groupings of psalms,
having an overall symmetrical pattern (six psalms {73–78}, five psalms {79–83}, six psalms {84–89}) and at its
center (Ps 81) an urgent exhortation to fundamental covenant loyalty to the Lord‖ (note on Psalms 73–78). Of
the 17 psalms in this book, the titles of the first 11 (these psalms constituting the first two clusters of the three
mentioned above) bear the name of Asaph, one of David‘s three choir directors—Asaph evidently being the
primary director among the three. We earlier read Psalm 50, another psalm of Asaph that may have been
detached from a full grouping of 12 to be placed in Book II during a later process of arrangement.
As mentioned earlier, le-Asaph could either mean that the psalms were written by Asaph or for him to perform.
The former seems more likely, though there is some difficulty with respect to Asaph‘s authorship or even
performance of the psalms bearing his name. A number of the psalms of Book III deal with a time of national
invasion and devastation. Indeed, two of Asaph‘s psalms (74 and 79) concern an enemy invasion of Jerusalem
and the ravaging of the temple. This helps to establish a link, as explained in the Bible Reading Program‘s
introduction to Psalms, between Book III of the Psalter and the third of the five Festival Scrolls, the book of
Lamentations, read annually by the Jews during their fast on the ninth of Ab in commemoration of the
Babylonian and Roman destructions of the temple. Asaph, though, lived centuries before the Babylonian
destruction.
It is perhaps possible that Asaph did live to see Pharaoh Shishak‘s invasion during the reign of Solomon‘s son
Rehoboam (1 Kings 14:25-28; 2 Chronicles 12). But Asaph would have been extremely old then if he were still
alive. Consider that he was given his appointment when the Ark of the Covenant was brought to Jerusalem
shortly after David‘s establishment there (see 1 Chronicles 15:17-19; 16:5). Asaph would then have been over
30, as David‘s change to allow Levitical service at a younger age did not come until the end of the king‘s reign
(compare Numbers 4:2-3, 22-23, 29-30; 1 Chronicles 23:3, 25-27). Shishak‘s invasion came about 78 years
after David took over Jerusalem, so Asaph would have been 108 or older. While seemingly unlikely, this is not
impossible.
However, other solutions have been put forward. Perhaps the most popular is the general rejection of the
superscriptions in the book of Psalms as unreliable. But then we are left with the great mystery of how these
scribal attributions arose. If oral tradition, did not the tradition have some basis? Others would argue that Asaph
wrote the psalms in question in a form we no longer have and that later editors rewrote these to fit their later
circumstances. This could be, but in such a case it would seem that the particular psalms would have been
chosen for revision because they concerned similar circumstances, in this case national invasion, yet no such
invasion took place in Asaph‘s time prior to Shishak‘s.
Some believe that ―references to Asaph in these titles must sometimes include descendants of Asaph who
functioned in his place‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm 73 title). It is true that Asaph‘s descendants remained as
temple singers in later centuries (see 2 Chronicles 35:15; Ezra 2:41; Nehemiah 7:44; 11:17). But why would the
titles not say ―sons of Asaph,‖ as others say ―sons of Korah‖? Another very real possibility is that Asaph was
writing prophetically. He is referred to in 2 Chronicles 29:30 as ―Asaph the seer.‖ Indeed, many of the psalms
are understood to be prophetic, but usually this means that some present circumstance was being written about
that reflected future events in a dual sense. Indeed if Asaph did witness, and was writing about, Shishak‘s
invasion, his words were also likely prophetic of future destruction—that is, of the ancient Babylonian and
Roman destructions as well as the end-time destruction yet to come. However, it could be that God gave Asaph
a vision of the future disconnected from his immediate circumstances. He may have been writing of what he
saw with his mind and not with his eyes. We simply don‘t know for sure. In any event, we will assume Asaph
himself as the author of the psalms bearing his name, as this seems most likely despite the apparent difficulty.
We begin, then, with the first cluster of Book II, Psalms 73-78. This ―first group is framed by psalms of
instruction. Ps 73 is a word of godly wisdom based on an individual‘s life experience, while Ps 78 is a psalm of
instruction based on Israel‘s communal experience in its historical pilgrimage with God. Within this frame, Ps 74
(a communal prayer) is linked with Ps 77 (a prayer of an individual) by the common experience of seeming to
be rejected by God (see 74:1; 77:7) and by an extended evocation of God‘s saving act in Israel‘s exodus from
Egypt (see 74:13-15; 77:16-19). At the center, two psalms (75; 76) express joyful assurance that Israel‘s God
(His ‗Name is near,‘ 75:1; ‗his name is great in Israel,‘ 76:1) calls the arrogant wicked to account and rescues
their victims; he cuts off ‗the horns of the wicked‘ (75:10) and breaks ‗the spirit of rulers‘ (76:12 [NIV])‖ (note on
Psalms 73–78).
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Psalm 73 explores the dilemma of the wicked seeming to prosper while the godly suffer so much. It is
thematically tied in this respect to Psalm 49. Like that song, Psalm 73 gives the clarity of vision that comes from
realizing people‘s future destiny. ―Placed at the beginning of Book III, this psalm voices the faith (confessed {v.
1}, tested {vv. 2-26} and reaffirmed {vv. 27-28}) that undergirds the following collection. It serves in Book III as
Ps 1-2 serve in Book I‖ (note on Psalm 73).
Asaph knows that God is good to those in Israel who are pure in heart (verse 1), but he had struggled to
understand why the wicked prosper—being nearly tripped up by this as he started to envy their strength,
abundance and carefree lives (verses 2-5, 7, 12). It seemed they could do and say whatever they want (verses
8-9). How is it that they could defy God and everything still go so well for them? (verses 11-12). Was it pointless
to obey God? (verses 13-14). Besides the personal quandary of Asaph detailed here, this song probably found
meaning to the nation at large in later years when wicked enemy nations seemed to freely defy God and
prosper while God‘s own nation suffered greatly at their hand.
In verse 15 Asaph says to God, ―If I had really spoken this way, I would have been a traitor to your people‖
(New Living Translation). Thus he was so far only entertaining these thoughts. He had not yet succumbed to
actually believing them. But the confusion was very uncomfortable (verse 16). Until one day, that is, while he
was in God‘s sanctuary (the tabernacle or temple)—perhaps performing his duties leading prayerful and
worshipful music—that it hit him. He realized the end of the wicked (verse 17)—they will perish (verse 27). ―He
rediscovered something that he probably already knew but had not really considered: The prosperity of the
wicked will not last. Their wealth will have no value in the next life‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 15-18).
Indeed, more than in just this ultimate sense, he realized that without God‘s overseeing care their demise could
come at any moment (verses 18-19; compare Luke 13:1-5). The middle statement of Psalm 73:19, ―They are
utterly consumed with terrors,‖ means either that terrible events would destroy them (see NIV) or that, deep
down, the wicked are really filled with fear of what might happen to them because they do not have the
assurance of faith the godly have. Verse 20 says that when God finally does decide to deal with the wicked,
they will disappear like a bad dream—the phrase ―despise their image‖ here in context meaning to disregard the
sight of them as unreal (compare Isaiah 29:5-8).
Asaph was then rather upset with himself (Psalm 73:21) for being so stupid—like an ignorant beast (verse 22;
compare Job 18:3)—in thinking the way he had. Nevertheless, God didn‘t desert him in his foolishness but
enlightened his perspective to keep him on the road to glory (Psalm 73:23-24). Nothing in the universe can
compare to a relationship with God (verse 25). Physical life ends, but with Him is eternal life and reward (verse
26). Those who forsake God for unfaithfulness are on the road to death (verse 27). Contrary to his earlier
consideration of serving God being futile (verse 13), Asaph concludes just the opposite: ―It is good for me to
draw near to God‖ (verse 28). He trusts God and will proclaim to others—as this song does—that what God
does for us makes our devotion to Him more than worth it.
According to its superscription, Psalm 74 is a maskil (instructional psalm or, as in the NKJV, ―contemplation‖) of
Asaph. As mentioned earlier, it, like Psalm 79, concerns a time of national invasion and devastation, including
the ransacking of the temple in Jerusalem—the sanctuary (verses 3-4, 7) at Mount Zion (verse 2). The psalm is
a lamenting plea for relief from the godless invaders and oppressors.
As mentioned before, it is possible that Asaph lived to see Pharaoh Shishak‘s invasion of Judah around 925
B.C., which included the looting and defiling of the temple (1 Kings 14:25-28; 2 Chronicles12). However, it is
just as possible that Asaph was given a vision of the future—of events beyond his death, possibly Shishak‘s
invasion but perhaps one long afterward, such as the Babylonian invasion of 586 B.C. or the Roman invasion of
A.D. 69-70 (or perhaps the end-time invasion still ahead).
Whatever he saw, the utter sense of shock and misery in Psalm 74 is clear: ―Why…? Why…?‖ he asks (verse
1). ―How long…?‖ and ―Why…?‖ (verses 10-11). He realizes that the invasion is a result of God‘s judgment
(verse 1)—but is stunned at what God has permitted the enemy to do. Asaph implores God to restore His
relationship with His people and act to preserve His own reputation against the blasphemous actions of the
wicked invaders. ―Lift up your feet‖ in verse 3 is a call for God to walk—to come and see what the enemy is
doing.
In verse 5-6, enemy troops are shown hacking with axes and hammers at the temple‘s carved work—its
paneling or other décor—and then in verse 7 they are described as setting fire to the sanctuary, defiling it to the
ground. It is not clear what this means. If this means setting fires in parts of the temple as part of utterly defiling
it, this could possibly refer to Shishak‘s invasion. But if it means that the enemy has burned the temple to the
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ground (as the NIV translates it), we should realize that such calamity only happened during the Babylonian and
Roman invasions.
The statement in verse 9 that ―there is no longer any prophet‖ is interesting in light of the fact that Asaph himself
was a seer (2 Chronicles 29:30). This may support the argument that Asaph did not actually live to witness the
devastation he is writing about. Yet considering what follows in the verse, this may simply mean that there is no
prophet who knows how long the enemy oppression will last. Based on the same verse, the identification of the
invasion as that of the Babylonians is problematic because God‘s prophet Daniel lived through the entire
Babylonian captivity. And Jeremiah remained in Judah until he was taken by the remnant of the country to
Egypt (after which only a few peasants were left in the land). And Jeremiah even gave a time frame for the
dominion of Babylon.
Asaph urges God to take action against the evil adversary (verse 11) and then recounts the mighty acts God
accomplished for His people in the past—when He delivered them from Egypt and led them to the Promised
Land. (Asaph also reflects on this deliverance in Psalms 77, 78 and 81.) God divided the Red Sea, opened
fountains of water for the people in the wilderness and dried up the Jordan River so the Israelites could cross
(74:13, 15). The breaking of the heads of the sea serpents, of Leviathan, in pieces (verses 13-14) refers in one
sense to the devastation brought against Egypt at that time. Leviathan, the sea serpent of Job 41, is
representative of Satan the devil, the true ruler of this world. He is portrayed in Revelation 12:3 as having
multiple heads—in that case the heads being those of prophetic Babylon (a succession of world-ruling empires)
shown as springing from him (see Revelation 13; 17). Yet he was also the power behind the thrones of Egypt
and the other nations Israel defeated in their wilderness wanderings. Indeed, the Egyptian pharaoh is portrayed
in the book of Ezekiel as a crocodilian river monster or sea monster (29:3; 32:2). The heads of Leviathan being
given as food to the Israelites in the wilderness would seem to refer to their looting of the Egyptians and the
carrying away of Egypt‘s substance as well as the plunder of other Satan-led nations on the way to the land of
Canaan.
In Psalm 74:16-17, Asaph points out God‘s power to determine day and night, the earth‘s borders (perhaps the
division of land and sea) and the seasons. He is essentially saying, ―You can do anything. You are in control of
everything.‖ And on that basis, He again pleads with God to consider what the enemy has done (verses 18) and
the need of His people (verses 19-21).
The reference to God‘s people as ―Your turtledove‖ (verse 19) is probably a term of endearment, showing the
people as God‘s beloved (see Song of Solomon 2:14; 5:2; 6:9). In Psalm 74:20 Asaph asks that God would
have respect to the covenant—wherein God had said that if the people repented and called on Him for help that
He would deliver them.
The Contemporary English Version renders the latter part of verse 20 this way: ―Violent enemies are hiding in
every dark corner of the earth.‖ That is, enemy forces are set to ambush God‘s people all over the place—
emphasizing the urgent need for help. This also reminds us of the fact that God‘s people today are constantly
pursued by spirit enemies, about which Paul wrote in Ephesians 6:12: ―For we do not wrestle against flesh and
blood, but against principalities, against powers, against the world‘s rulers, of the darkness of this age, against
spiritual wickedness in high places‖ (Modern King James Version).
Asaph further calls the people ―Your poor‖ (Psalm 74:19), ―the oppressed‖ and ―the poor and needy‖ (verse
21)—as they have been humbled and are the kind of people God says He will care for and rescue. Verses 2223 contain a final plea for God to act against the enemies. While God has permitted them to attack His people
for the sake of judgment, these wicked invaders have assaulted and blasphemed God Himself and continue to
do so. They must be stopped—and they will be.
―When I Choose the Proper Time, I Will Judge Uprightly‖ (Psalms 75–77)
Psalms 75 and 76 are both songs of reassurance of God‘s justice when things seem to be going so well for the
wicked—no doubt sung in later years for encouragement when evil enemy nations encroached. ―In some ways
this psalm [75] may be regarded as God‘s answer to the questions presented in Ps 74‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on Psalm 75). There Asaph had asked: ―Will the enemy blaspheme Your name forever? Why do You
withdraw Your hand, even Your right hand?‖ (Psalm 74:10-11). Here God says: ―When I choose the proper
time, I will judge uprightly‖ (75:2).
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Though no attribution is given to God as the One speaking, it is obvious from what is said that He is being
quoted. God further says that even when severe distress engulfs the world, He is in control: ―When the earth
totters, and all its inhabitants, it is I who keep its pillars steady‖ (verse 3, NRSV). ―He is the great Judge-Ruler,
who will not permit wickedness, evil powers, and the arrogant to undermine the foundations of his kingdom. The
quaking of the earth and peoples is a metaphor for the erosive effects of evil. Immorality undermines the
stability of earth and society…[but] the Lord proclaims that he graciously upholds his creation‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on verse 3).
―Thematic parallels to the song of Hannah (1Sa 2:1-10) are numerous‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on
Psalm 75)—particularly in her statement, as a representative mother in Israel, that her ―horn is exalted in the
LORD‖ while God deals with her enemies. The horn is a biblical symbol for power and strength.
God here in Psalm 75 warns the wicked to stop arrogantly boasting and flaunting their horn (verses 4-5). Asaph
adds that exalting oneself or seeking exaltation from or through other people on earth is vain—as God has
ultimate control over who is demoted or promoted in the world‘s kingdoms (verses 6-7; compare Daniel 4:25b,
32b; Romans 13:1). This applies to our own individual circumstances as well. While there are practical steps we
can take to achieve advancement, promotions and leadership opportunities—be it at work, school, church or
community—the most important strategy is to rely on God for His direction and help. For ―unless the LORD
builds the house, they labor in vain who build it‖ (Psalm 127:1).
Incidentally, it is interesting to note the cardinal directions mentioned in Psalm 75:6-7—or, rather, the one not
mentioned. Exaltation does not come from east, west or south but from God. This would appear to identify God
with the north, as other passages do—that is, either the Temple Mount on the north side of Jerusalem or the
farthest north in heaven (compare Psalm 48:2; Isaiah 14:13). From His throne, God is sovereign throughout the
earth. And, as Psalm 75:8 makes clear, He has destined abasement through severe judgment for those who
persist in wickedness. The imagery of the winecup of judgment here is also found in other verses (see Isaiah
51:17; Jeremiah 25:15; Revelation 14:10; 16:19).
Asaph knows that as God‘s servant he will live forever—and will throughout eternity continue to sing praise to
God (Psalm 75:9). Then in verse 10 God speaks again to conclude that the horns of the wicked will be cut off
(compare the imagery in Zechariah 1:18-21) while the horns, again representing strength, of the righteous will
be exalted (compare Psalm 89:17; 92:10-11)—meaning, in concert with Asaph‘s previous words, for eternity to
come.
Psalm 76, another song of Asaph, is ―a celebration of the Lord‘s invincible power in defense of Jerusalem, his
royal city. The psalm is thematically related to Ps 46; 48; 87‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 76).
Like Psalm 75, this psalm would provide encouragement when enemy forces seemed unstoppable.
Jerusalem is referred to here in the abbreviated form of Salem (Psalm 76:2; compare Genesis 14:18). The
victory over military forces God achieved at Jerusalem (Psalm 76:3) concerns God delivering His own
oppressed people from an assault there, as the rest of the psalm makes clear. Asaph declares God ―more
glorious and excellent than the mountains of prey‖ (verse 4). The expression ―mountains of prey‖ is interpreted
by the next verse: ―The stouthearted [referring to the invading enemies] were plundered.‖ Mountains are often
symbolic in Scripture of kingdoms or nations.
These enemy mountains, seeking to prey upon God‘s people, have themselves become prey. As God
elsewhere says to Israel of the end time: ―All those who devour you shall be devoured; and all your adversaries,
every one of them, shall go into captivity; those who plunder you shall become plunder, and all who prey upon
you I will make a prey‖ (Jeremiah 30:16; compare also Isaiah 31:4). Though speaking of the victory as already
accomplished in most of Psalm 76 (see verses 3, 5-6, 8-9), Asaph was prophesying here of the future (compare
verses 10, 12). On one level the prophecy could be looking forward to the overthrow of Sennacherib‘s army
outside Jerusalem in Hezekiah‘s day (see 2 Kings 19:35). Yet the main focus is God‘s deliverance of the Jews
there in the end time (see Zechariah 12:8-9)—as Psalm 76 shows that the rescue is part of God‘s deliverance
of ―all the oppressed of the earth‖ (verse 9) when He breaks the spirit of rulers in an awesome show of power to
―the kings of the earth‖ (verse 12). This could also represent God‘s victory in delivering the people of spiritual
Zion, His Church, from the unseen spiritual rulers of this world bent on destroying them.
Fear of God, mentioned in three verses in this psalm (7, 8, 11), is an important theme here. ―For the righteous,
the fear of God is a response of awe, wonder, adoration, and worship. For the wicked, the fear of God is terror,
for there is no escape from Him (14:5)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 76:7). Even the wrath of man

467

directed against God will actually serve to praise and glorify Him (verse 10). This is because human attempts to
fight against God (compare Revelation 19:19) will only demonstrate how irresistibly powerful He is (17:14). God
in such cases counters with His own wrath. ―The remainder of wrath‖ (Psalm 76:10), indicates ―that particular
judgments do not exhaust his wrath; a remainder is left to deal with other hostile powers‖ (Zondervan, note on
verse 10). Indeed, God will deal with all hostile powers when Jesus Christ returns and establishes the Kingdom
of God throughout the earth.
The middle phrase in the superscription of Psalm 77, which may be part of the postscript of Psalm 76, says ―To
Jeduthun‖—the last of three occurrences of this designation in the psalms (see also the titles of Psalms 39 and
62). As mentioned regarding the previous occurrences, Jeduthun was one of David‘s three music directors,
apparently synonymous with Ethan, who was over the Merarite performers (i.e., of the Levitical sub-tribe of
Merari), as Asaph led the Gershonite choir and Heman led the Kohathite performers (compare 1 Chronicles
6:16, 33, 39, 43-44; 15:17, 19; 16:41-42; 1 Chronicles 25:1, 6; 2 Chronicles 5:12; 35:15).
In great duress over some unnamed circumstance, Asaph has poured out his heart to God, knowing God has
heard him (verse 1). He speaks in verse 2 of ―the day of my trouble.‖ While seemingly personal, this may, like
some of the other psalms in this section, reflect a time of national tragedy—particularly considering the focus of
the end of the psalm on God‘s past intervention for Israel. Asaph has lifted his outspread hands to God in
prayer through the night as he just can‘t get comfortable or go to sleep (verses 2, 4a). Thinking about God is
only troubling to him (verse 3) because he doesn‘t understand why God is permitting or causing what is
happening. He doesn‘t know what to say
(verse 4b).
In verses 5-6, Asaph is trying to put the present situation into perspective by thinking on the past. Yet this
engenders the question of why God is not showing mercy as He has before. In its note on verses 7-9, The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The formulation of questions has a therapeutic effect….These questions
go from the present situation of rejection (v. 7) to the cause: the Lord‘s ‗anger‘ (v. 9). In asking these questions
and in expressing his doubts, the heart of the psalmist comes to rest; for he knows the God of Abraham…will
remain faithful to ‗his promise.‘‖
Though in turmoil, Asaph determines to recall and meditate on God‘s mighty intervention of times past (verses
10-13). If the added italicized ―is‖ in verse 13 (NKJV) is dropped, as it could be, the clause here, starting with
the end of the previous verse could read, ―…and talk of Your deeds—Your way, O God—in the sanctuary.‖ The
next line reflects what he would say: ―Who is so great a God as our God?‖ Through the remainder of the psalm,
Asaph thinks about God‘s deliverance of Israel from Egypt in the days of Moses and Aaron (verses 14-20).
Asaph‘s mind is moved as he meditates. ―Unconsciously he has jumped from (a) talking about God, to (b)
talking to God. Then he finds himself in prayer (c) confessing God‘s greatness, and finally (d) he seizes on the
fact that of course…he belongs to that people whom God has already redeemed‖ (George Knight, Psalms,
comments on verses 12-15).
Asaph concludes the psalm with declarations of God‘s sovereignty over the ―waters‖—a symbol of chaotic,
threatening forces. The waters here are viewed as the thunderclouds of storm (verses 17-18) and the mighty
sea, which God divided to lead his people through (verses 16, 19-20). ―Lost in contemplation of the greatness of
God, the poet seems thoroughly distracted from his pain. He does not mention it again, not daring to compare it
to the greatness of the Almighty‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 20). God is in control, and His aim is to
deliver His people—as He surely will, in the proper time as He determines.
―Again and Again They Tempted God‖ (Psalm 78)
Like Psalm 74, Psalm 78 is a maskil—an instructional psalm or ―contemplation‖ (NKJV)—of Asaph. In this
closing psalm of the first cluster of Book III, the second-longest psalm in the Bible, Asaph reflects on God‘s
faithfulness despite Israel‘s history of rebellion against Him—and on God‘s decision to dwell with Judah rather
than with Israel at large. Where the KJV and NKJV have ―my law‖ in verse 1, the NIV has ―my teaching,‖ as the
Hebrew word torah means instruction—principles to understand and live by, thus a law for life (compare
Proverbs 1:8; 3:1; 4:2).
In Psalm 78:2, ―the terms parable and dark sayings or riddles indicate sayings with ‗deeper meanings‘ or
‗teachings with a point‘ (Prov. 1:6)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 78:1-2). The apostle Matthew quoted
Psalm 78:2 as a prophecy of Jesus‘ use of parables (Matthew 13:34-35)—using stories to teach lessons. In
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Psalm 78 the story is that of Israel‘s history—a pattern followed by Christ‘s disciple Stephen in his message of
Acts 7.
The general instruction here is not new, Asaph explains, as it was to have been passed down from one
generation to the next so that succeeding generations would come to know God‘s laws and learn from the
mistakes of past generations who failed to follow these laws (Psalm 78:3-8). Asaph is participating in this
passage of instruction on a broad scale through the composition and performance of his psalm for the national
audience.
Yet what may be new, the more subtle point of the psalm, as we will see, concerns the shift of the center of
God‘s worship and of civil rule from the northern tribes to Judah. This is first hinted at in verses 9-11. The tribe
of Ephraim son of Joseph here, as the leading tribe in Israel, was representative of the nation of Israel in
general, particularly the northern tribes. Indeed, the mention of Ephraim in verse 9 with espect to a battle may
be specific. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―From the description of God‘s judgment on Israel, on
Shiloh ([the site of His tabernacle through the period of the judges] located in the mountains of Ephraim), and,
particularly, on Ephraim (vv. 56-64, 67), the psalmist may be thinking of the Philistine incursion and victory at
Ebenezer, which resulted in the loss of the ark and the destruction of Shiloh (1 Sam 4:1-11)‖ (note on Psalm
78:9).
The loss at Shiloh, due to Israel‘s refusal to obey God, was a momentous development, as the psalm later
points out. Yet it followed a pattern of Israel‘s rebellion since the nation‘s deliverance from Egypt, which is
recounted in the psalm. (Zoan in verses 12 and 43 was an Egyptian city in the Nile Delta.) Despite God‘s
awesome deliverance (verses 12-16), the Israelites rebelled in the wilderness, trying God‘s patience (verses 1718). Though He had divided the Red Sea, they didn‘t believe He would provide food and drink for them in the
desert. They thought they would starve because of His ―deliverance‖ (see Exodus 16). And when He did
provide, they were later unsatisfied with what He gave them (see verses 18-22)—even though He gave them
manna, the ―bread of heaven…angel‘s food‖ (verse 24), which Jesus later explained was symbolic of Himself
given for others to partake of in a spiritual sense (see John 6). So God gave them what they craved—sending
birds in abundance to provide them with meat—but He struck them with a plague for their voracious lust and
outrageous ingratitude (Psalm 78:26-31). The full account of this episode is found in Numbers 11.
―In spite of this,‖ says Psalm 76:32, the Israelites continued to sin against God, not believing ―in His wonderful
works‖ (Psalm 78:32). How is this possible when they saw the supernatural intervention with their own eyes?
Perhaps some did not trust what they had seen—or they willfully forgot. Yet on a wide scale this probably
means that the people did not retain confidence in these things as proof of God‘s care for them or an indication
that He would judge evil the next time as He had before. This too is a form of forgetfulness. In Hebrews 3:1213, Christians are warned against following the Israelites‘ example in developing an ―evil heart of
unbelief…hardened through the deceitfulness of sin.‖ Because they didn‘t believe Him, God caused the
Israelites to spend the rest of their days ―in futility‖ and ―fear‖ rather thanentering the Promised Land (Psalm
78:33). For 40 years they wandered, seeking God then forgetting Him and becoming unfaithful (verses 34-42).
Yet in His compassion, God averted His wrath on many occasions, remembering ―that they were but flesh‖
(verses 38-39). God is still the same merciful God, for which we can be ever thankful (compare Malachi 3:6).
Again, at the root of the Israelites‘ unfaithfulness was their failure to remember—in the way they should have—
God‘s power as exercised to deliver them from their enemies (Psalm 78:42). Asaph, expressing what parents
should have been teaching their children, again recounts God‘s striking of Egypt to free His people and His
driving out of the Canaanites to give His people the Promised Land (verses 43-55). Having come to ―His holy
border‖ in verse 54, ―this mountain‖ in the same verse is evidently the whole land of Israel (as mountains often
represent nations in Scripture).
Even in the Promised Land, the people ―turned back and acted unfaithfully like their fathers‖ (verse 57). A major
reason is probably that succeeding generations failed to pass on what God did for the nation—and to pass on
God‘s laws. Verses 58-59 show that the Israelites sank into syncretistic and idolatrous practices, which
infuriated God.
We come, then, to verse 60. Because of their pattern of unfaithfulness, God forsakes the tabernacle at Shiloh,
allowing the enemy Philistines to capture, for a period of time, ―His strength…and His glory‖ (verse 61)—
referring to the Ark of the Covenant (compare 1 Samuel 4:22). Many Israelites were killed in the battle, including
the high priest Eli‘s wicked sons Hophni and Phinehas (see Psalm 78:62-64; 1 Samuel 4).
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In Psalm 78:65-66, God is portrayed as afterward rousing Himself and, with a great shout, beating back His
enemies, putting them to a ―perpetual reproach.‖ Asaph is speaking of events leading up to the time he wrote
this, essentially describing God leading Israel to defeat its enemies in the time of King David, creating an
ongoing period of Israelite peace and triumph under Solomon.
As part of this process, Asaph says that God ―rejected the tent of Joseph, and did not choose the tribe of
Ephraim, but chose the tribe of Judah, Mount Zion which He loved, and He built His sanctuary like the heights‖
(verses 67-69). Thus, the center of worship is moved from the tabernacle of Shiloh in the territory of Ephraim to
the temple of Jerusalem in the land of Judah. Focus is also placed on God choosing David, of Judah, as king
over all Israel (verses 70-71). David‘s demeanor and care-giving knowledge as an actual shepherd of sheep
was valuable training for shepherding God‘s people on behalf of God Himself, the great Shepherd (see Psalm
23).
Yet there may be much more to this psalm. After all, Psalm 78:2 is prophetic of Christ‘s parables. His parables
mostly concerned His servants and the Kingdom of God. Might there be a Kingdom parable here in Psalm 78?
Certainly the need to remain faithful to God and His continual faithfulness to forgive upon repentance are
Kingdom themes. But there may be more.
The exaltation of Judah as God‘s dwelling in Psalm 78 would take on greater meaning after the division of the
kingdom into north and south upon Solomon‘s death and the subsequent apostasy of the northern kingdom. As
the prophet Hosea would later write in Hosea 11:12: ―Ephraim has encircled Me with lies, and the house of
Israel with deceit [following Israel‘s historical pattern in Psalm 78—see especially verse 36]; but Judah still
walks with God, even with the Holy One who is faithful.‖ Judah was in essence the faithful remnant of Israel. But
Judah would later apostatize as well. Even then, however, an elect few remained as the true Jews, so to
speak—the true Jews of today, the elect remnant according to grace, being God‘s Church (compare Romans
2:28-29; 11:5).
In that sense, God building His sanctuary on Mount Zion could today figuratively represent the building of His
spiritual temple, His Church, the spiritual Zion. Indeed, the psalm could be seen, in type, as showing the center
of God‘s worship being moved from the physical nation of Israel to the spiritual remnant of Israel—again, the
Church. Yet in looking forward to God‘s Kingdom, we should understand that the people of spiritual Zion will be
established at the earthly Zion and all Israel will ultimately be saved—no longer enslaved to the pattern outlined
in this psalm. David in the concluding verses of Psalm 78 is in this picture representative of the rulers of God‘s
coming Kingdom, especially the chief ruler, David‘s descendant Jesus Christ, the Good Shepherd who will reign
from the throne of David over all nations. David himself and all the saints will then reign with Him in perfect
integrity and skill.
―Restore Us, O God‖ (Psalms 79–80)
Psalm 79, which begins the second cluster of psalms in Book III, is a lament over a devastating attack on
Jerusalem and its temple. As with Psalm 74, this setting raises questions over Asaph‘s authorship noted in the
superscription since Asaph would have seen no such invasion unless he lived well over a century to witness
Pharaoh Shishak‘s invasion in the fifth year of Solomon‘s son Rehoboam (ca. 925 B.C.). Refer back to the Bible
Reading Program‘s comments introducing Psalm 74 to see various suggestions for resolving this matter—the
likeliest perhaps being that Asaph, as a seer, was foretelling the future.
Asaph may have been writing in Psalm 79 of Shishak‘s invasion, but it is likely that even later destruction was
also being prophesied, such as that wreaked by the Babylonians (586 B.C.) and, later still, by the Romans (A.D.
70). The invasion and temple defilement by the Greek Syrians during the time of the Maccabees (ca. 168 B.C.)
could also be represented here—as could the destruction and defilement of the end time yet to come.
Note verse 2 in this regard: ―The dead bodies of Your servants they [the invaders] have given as food for the
birds of the heavens, the flesh of Your saints to the beasts of the earth.‖ God through Jeremiah later warned of
what His people would experience at the hands of the Babylonian invaders in similar terms: ―Their dead bodies
shall be for meat for the birds of the heaven and the beasts of the earth‖ (Jeremiah 34:20; compare 7:33; 16:4;
19:7). Of course, Jeremiah‘s prophecy, in a dual sense, was foretelling both immediate and end-time
devastation.
The word ―saints‖ in Psalm 79:2 means ―holy ones.‖ This could perhaps refer to God‘s holy nation generally or
more specifically to priests at the temple, yet it may have referred, as it would today, to spiritually converted
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people. An end-time setting would indicate the latter—and other prophecies do show that even some of God‘s
end-time saints will be slain in the coming time of tribulation along with the people of Israelite nations generally.
The wording of verse 4, about being a reproach and target of scorn and derision, is very similar to that of Psalm
44:13.
Asaph asks ―how long‖ this terrible situation will continue (verse 5). Will God be angry with His people forever?
Will His ―jealousy burn like a fire‖?—that is, will His anger over His people‘s unfaithfulness utterly consume
them? Things appeared so bad as to seem like this might be the case. So the psalm asks God for mercy,
deliverance, atonement and salvation (verses 8-9). And it appeals to God to be true to His name as the Savior
of His people—to defend His own reputation, as the enemy taunts, ―Where is their God?‖ (verse 10).
The psalm is also a call for just retribution on the enemy and all nations that oppose God and His people: ―Pour
out Your wrath on the nations that do not know You…for they have devoured Jacob‖ (verses 6-7). It asks for
God to act as His people‘s divine Kinsman-Redeemer and Avenger of Blood, avenging the deaths of His slain
servants (verse 10) and rescuing those who will likewise die at the hands of the enemy if He doesn‘t act (verse
11). Again, God‘s reputation is shown to be at stake: ―Pay back into the laps of our neighbors seven times the
reproach they have hurled at you, O Lord‖ (verse 12, NIV).
―The sevenfold restitution expresses a concern for full justice…the judgment must be equal to the severity of
the reproach of God‘s name!‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 12). Asaph at last expresses
confidence that God, as a caring shepherd over His flock (see Psalms 23; 80), will act in His people‘s favor—so
that they may praise Him for all time (79:13).
Where the superscription of Psalm 80 has ―Set to ‗The Lilies‘ [Hebrew Shoshannim]. A Testimony [Eduth] of
Asaph,‖ this could be rendered ―Set to ‗The Lilies of Testimony.‘ Of Asaph.‖ The NIV has ―The Lilies of the
Covenant.‖ Compare the superscription of Psalm 60, which has, ―Set to ‗Lily of the Testimony‘‖ (Shushan
Eduth). As in other cases throughout the Psalter, the first part of the superscription of each of these psalms may
be a postscript of the preceding psalm. As in the previous psalm (79), the nation is in distress—plundered by
enemies (compare 80:12-13). And as before, it may be that Asaph was prophesying of national invasion
beyond his lifetime—perhaps even of the end time still to come. Yet, just as Psalm 79 ends with reliance on
God as the Shepherd of His people (see verse 13), so Psalm 80 opens with an appeal to the Shepherd of Israel
who leads Joseph (the leading birthright people and therefore representative of the nation as a whole) like a
flock (verse 1;
compare Psalm 23; John 10).
God, who dwells between the cherubim—as represented on the earthly copy of God‘s throne, the mercy seat
atop the Ark of the Covenant (see Exodus 25:17-22)—is asked to ―shine forth‖ (Psalm 80:1), showing His glory
through His intervening power (verse 2). Note the beginning of verse 2: ―Before Ephraim, Benjamin, and
Manasseh.‖ The psalm is here essentially pleading, ―March against the [enemy] nations as you marched in the
midst of your army from Sinai into the promised land (in that march the ark of the covenant advanced in front of
the troops of these three tribes; see Nu 10:21-24…)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 80:2).
The central theme of the psalm is clear from the repeated refrain asking, ―Restore us…‖ (verses 3, 7, 19), with
building intensity in calling on God: ―…O God‖ (verse 3), ―…O God of hosts‖ (verse 7) and ―…O LORD God of
hosts‖ (verse 19). The rest of the repeated refrain, ―Cause Your face to shine [i.e., smile favorably on us], and
we shall be saved‖ (same verses), is essentially drawn from the priestly blessing of Numbers 6:25: ―The LORD
bless you and keep you; the LORD make His face shine upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up His
countenance upon you, and give you peace.‖ We have previously noted the use of this language in other
psalms as well (see Psalms 4:6; 44:3; 67:1; 119:135).
Here in Psalm 80 the people had been experiencing the opposite—the rebuke of God‘s countenance (His angry
expression) causing them to perish (80:16). ―How long,‖ Asaph asks (as is common in laments), will God be
angry and refuse to answer His people‘s prayers? (verse 4; compare 13:1-2; 79:5). In the desert wilderness,
God, as His people‘s caring Shepherd, fed them with manna and gave them water to drink from the rock. But
now, figuratively, He has given His people their tearful misery to eat and drink (80:5). They have become a
source of contention and mockery to neighboring countries (verse 6)—rather than the blessing and positive
example they were intended to be. So again the plea of restoration is raised (verse 7).
In verses 8-16 Asaph likens Israel to a vine and vineyard, imagery found in other passages (see Isaiah 5:1-7;
27:2-6; Jeremiah 2:21; 12:10; Ezekiel 15:1-8; 17:6-8; 19:10-14; Hosea 10:1; 14:7). God bringing the Israelites

471

from Egypt to the Promised Land is pictured as transplanting the vine (Psalm 80:8). His driving out of the
nations before them (same verse) is compared to a caring vinedresser clearing the ground for the vine (verse 9;
compare Isaiah 5:2). The vine filled the land (Psalm 80:9), growing to immense stature so that hills and tall
trees, symbolic of other national powers (compare Ezekiel 17), were overshadowed as the vine grew (Psalm
80:10). It spread from the Sea (the Mediterranean) to the River (the Euphrates) (verse 11), representing Israel‘s
dominion reaching this extent, as it did during the reigns of David and Solomon.
Yet things have dramatically changed. God has broken down His vine‘s hedges—its protective fence (referring
to His own divine protection)—and allowed others to plunder it (verse 12). The boar and wild beasts (unclean
animals here representing foreign invaders) uproot and devour it. Because of God‘s anger it is burned with fire
and cut down (verse 16). Compare God‘s later words, probably adapted from Psalm 80, in Isaiah 5:5: ―And
now, please let Me tell you what I will do to My vineyard: I will take away its hedge, and it shall be burned; and
break down its wall, and it shall be trampled down.‖ The psalm calls on God to look at the sorry state of the vine
now and to ―visit‖ it (Psalm 80:14)—to show it care and restore it as it was. There is a play on words in the last
several verses here. The Hebrew word for vineyard in verse 15 ―is used only here in the Bible; it literally means
‗root-stock‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 4-17). Then we see the word ―branch‖ in the same verse—
giving us the common pairing of root and branch. Yet the Hebrew word for branch here is ben, meaning ―son‖—
the same word translated ―son‖ in verse 17 in the expression ―son of man.‖
The nation of Israel was not just as a mere plant to God as a vinedresser but was God‘s own son (see Exodus
4:22)—intended to serve as His ―right-hand man‖ (see Psalm 80:17), a model nation to properly represent Him
to the world (as a vine bearing godly fruit). Yet the imagery here likely pointed to Israel‘s Davidic ruler as well,
the particular ―son of man‖ (meaning human being) who was to lead the nation in setting the proper example.
Moreover, the words here no doubt look to the ultimate ―Branch‖ who would come from the vine of Israel and
the line of David—the Messiah. He too would be, in a unique way, God‘s own Son.
Jesus would later tell His followers that He is the true vine, that God the Father is the vinedresser and that they,
abiding in Him as the vine, are the branches (John 15:1-8). Jesus Himself was brought out of Egypt and
replanted in the Promised Land, preaching throughout the breadth of the land. He suffered terribly for sin at the
hands of enemies (not His own sin but that of others). He was brutalized and died. But He rose again—and
through His death and resurrection all may be saved. Indeed, it is through this Son and His followers that the
vine of Israel would be reconstituted in a spiritual sense and revived—so that it would never turn from God
again (see Psalm 80:18). The physical Israelites will be restored to God‘s favor or grace through being grafted
into spiritual Israel compare Romans 11; Galatians 6:16). Thus, as the final refrain calls for again (Psalm
80:19), Israel will be restored, God will smile favorably on His people and they shall be saved.
Appeals for Repentance, Justice and Deliverance From Foes (Psalms 81–83)
The middle of the superscription of Psalm 81, which may be part of a postscript to Psalm 80, contains the
Hebrew phrase al gittith. We saw this earlier in the superscription of Psalm 8, and it reappears in Psalm 84. The
NIV leaves it mostly untranslated as ―According to gittith,‖ whereas the New King James Version renders it as,
―On an instrument of Gath.‖ The Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments, ―The Hebrew word perhaps refers to
either a winepress (‗song of the winepress‘) or the Philistine city of Gath (‗Gittite lyre or music‘; see 2Sa 15:18)‖
(note on Psalm 8 title).
Asaph composed Psalm 81 as a festival song (verses 1-3)—albeit one in which national enemies remain a
serious concern (see verses 14-15), as in other psalms of Asaph in Book III. The people were to ―sing aloud,‖ to
―make a joyful shout,‖ to ―raise a song,‖ to ―strike the timbrel,‖ to play ―the pleasant harp with the lute‖ (verses 12), to ―blow the trumpet‖ (the shofar or ram‘s horn) because it was a statute and law of God to do so (verses 34)—revealed by God at the time of the Exodus (verse 5). It is important to recognize the congregational nature
of worship here. As commentator George Knight remarks on these verses: ―You cannot hold a festival all by
yourself. It is God‘s will, however, that we should hold festivals. These verbs sing aloud, shout for joy and so on
are all expressed in the plural‖ (Psalms, comments on Psalm 81). The word for ―statute‖ (verse 4) or ―decree‖
(NIV) ―refers in its original usage to something that is meant to be imperishable for it has been chiseled in stone.
God then ‗demands‘ our regular worship. In his wisdom he knows that it is our regular participation in
congregational worship that keeps us right with himself. Public worship is God‘s good idea, not ours‖ (same
comments).
Verse 3 causes some confusion as to the timing of this particular celebration and trumpet blowing. Some take it
to mean every New Moon (new month), every full moon and every sacred festival day. However, there was no
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law or statute to blow the ram‘s horn or celebrate at all of these times. Indeed, in the law God gave through
Moses the blast of the ram‘s horn was commanded for only one festival, the Feast of Trumpets (see Leviticus
23:24; Numbers 29:1). This Holy Day actually falls on a New Moon—and is the only annual festival that does.
Yet what of the mention of the full moon in Psalm 81:3? Some see other annual festivals indicated here.
Passover and the First Day of Unleavened Bread come at the time of the full moon in the first month of the
Hebrew sacred calendar. The beginning of the Feast of Tabernacles does as well—and many see verse 3 as
indicating the entire fall festival period in the seventh month, from the Feast of Trumpets through Tabernacles.
However, the word translated ―full moon‖ can simply mean ―full‖ or ―fullness,‖ and could here imply the
completion of a month—thus the beginning of a new one. The Ferrar Fenton Translation makes no mention of
the full moon—only the New Moon. So it may well be that the Feast of Trumpets is exclusively meant here,
though the call to celebration and reflection on God‘s deliverance fits with all of God‘s festivals.
Note again the timing of God‘s revelation of the statute in verse 5: ―This He established in Joseph
[representative of all Israel] as a testimony, when He went throughout the land of Egypt.‖ This translation would
indicate the time that God sent the plagues against Egypt. However, nothing is recorded in Moses‘ writings
about God revealing the command to blow the shofar at the Feast of Trumpets until Israel was later gathered at
Mount Sinai. It is possible that He gave Moses an earlier revelation while in Egypt. Yet it seems more likely that
a very general time frame is meant—that is to say, God gave the Israelites this statute long ago around the time
that He destroyed Egypt to free them. Alternatively, some versions translate verse 5 as saying that God
established the statute when Joseph (i.e., Israel) went out of Egypt (compare Tanakh, New and Revised
English Bible, New American Bible, Fenton).
The end of verse 5 says, ―I heard a language [literally, lip] I did not understand.‖ There is some dispute as to
who is speaking here. In the remainder of the psalm, from verses 6-16, it is clearly God who is speaking,
referring to Himself as ―I.‖ That would seem to argue for the ―I‖ at the end of verse 5 also being God. Yet how
could the omniscient God not understand the Egyptian language? For this reason, many take the ―I‖ in verse 5
to refer to each Israelite singing the song—following the Jewish understanding that each and every Jew even
today was personally and individually delivered from ancient Egyptian bondage.
Yet the word rendered ―understand‖ in verse 5, yada, has the general meaning of ―know.‖ As Strong‘s Hebrew
and Chaldee Dictionary notes, this word can mean ―acknowledge…regard, have respect [for]‖ (Abingdon
Strong‘s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible, Strong‘s No. 3045). Indeed, just as God says He does not
―know‖ those who do not obey Him, He could just as well say that He does not ―know‖ (acknowledge or regard)
the speech of those who defy Him. Consider that Egypt‘s language and speech was thoroughly polluted with
idolatrous references. ―As in [Psalm] 114:1, there is a disdain for the history, culture, and language of Egypt‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 3-5).
In Psalm 81:7, God answering in ―the secret place of thunder‖ is evidently a reference to the giving of His law
and covenant at Mount Sinai, when ―there were thunderings and lightnings, and a thick cloud on the mountain;
and the sound of the trumpet was very loud, so that all the people who were in the camp trembled…. Mount
Sinai was completely in smoke, because the LORD descended upon it in fire… And when the blast of the
trumpet sounded long and became louder and louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him by
voice‖ (Exodus 19:16-19; compare 20:18). Thus, it would seem that in the ―memorial of blowing of trumpets‖ at
the Feast of Trumpets (Leviticus 23:24), the Israelites were to recall this earlier trumpet blast when God came
down in power and glory, descending with thunder and fire, as a prelude to giving His law. Interestingly, the
Feast of Trumpets primarily represents the time of Christ‘s return, when He will come in great power and glory,
in a devouring fire, as a prelude to revealing His law anew to Israel and all nations. Moses gave the point: ―Do
not fear; for God has come to test you, and that His fear may be before you, so that you may not sin‖ (Exodus
20:20)—as they had at Meribah, when they questioned whether God was among them after having experienced
the Exodus (17:1-7; Psalm 81:7).
In verses 8-10, God reminds the people of what He told them at Sinai—and implicitly holds out His offer of
covenant relationship anew. In verse 9, He reiterates the first of the Ten Commandments—that there be no
foreign gods among His people (see Exodus 20:3). And in verse 10 of Psalm 81, He repeats the preamble to
the Ten Commandments: ―I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt‖ (see Exodus
20:2). This great episode should have been enough to convince them to trust and obey Him. God promised to
be His people‘s provider (Psalm 81:10b).
Historically, Israel failed to listen (verse 11), so God allowed them to go their own way (verse 12)—although
that‘s not what He wanted (verse 13). If His people would obey, He would subdue their enemies (verse 14). It
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seems likely that God inspired Asaph to write this psalm while Israel was experiencing problems from
enemies—perhaps while David was still battling foreign nations. And the words would certainly take on greater
urgency in later times of foreign oppression.
In verse 15, the Israelites‘ enemies are referred to as God‘s enemies—―the haters of the LORD‖ (compare 83:14). The NKJV says that when God subdues them, they ―would pretend submission to Him‖ (81:15). The NIV
alternatively says they ―would cringe before him.‖ Then note the latter phrase in verse 15: ―But their fate would
endure forever.‖ The Hebrew word translated ―fate‖ here actually means ―time.‖ Most see this as meaning
judgment on the enemies. But ―their‖ might refer back to the Israelites, just as ―them‖ in the next verse does—in
which case the verse would mean that obedient Israelites would endure for all time.
God‘s desire is to give His people the very best of everything (verse 16)—and He eventually will if they will only
heed Him and walk in His ways. The Feast of Trumpets and the other fall festivals picture the ushering in of a
time when Israel will repent and all God‘s promises will come to fruition. Even other nations will be grafted into
Israel to learn God‘s way and share in the promises as well. This is certainly a wonderful reason to joyfully
celebrate.
In Psalm 82, Asaph delivers from God ―a word of judgment on unjust rulers and judges…. [He shows] God
presiding over his heavenly court [verse 1]…. As the Great King (see…Ps 47) and the Judge of all the earth
(see 94:2; Ge 18:25; 1Sa 2:10) who ‗loves justice‘ (99:4) and judges the nations in righteousness (see 9:8;
96:13; 98:9), he is seen calling to account those responsible for defending the weak and oppressed on earth‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 82).
Observe in verses 1 and 6 the term ―gods‖ (Hebrew elohim). This plural word can refer to a plurality of gods
(usually false gods) or in a singular sense to the one God (or God family) comprising more than one Being—
God the Father and God the Son, Jesus Christ. To learn more about this terminology and the nature of God,
see our free booklet Who Is God?
Here the term ―gods‖ refers to human beings—―children of the Most High‖ (verse 6). Consider that when God
created the plants and animals of the earth in Genesis 1, He made them to reproduce each ―according to its
kind.‖ But in the same context, God said of humanity, ―Let Us [the Father and the preincarnate Christ] make
man in Our image, according to Our likeness‖ (verse 26)—language denoting producing a child in one‘s image
(compare 5:3). So man was made according to the God-kind. Yet this initially is in an incomplete sense of
resembling God in appearance on a physical level and having an intelligent and creative mind (though still
unimaginably inferior to God‘s). God ultimately intends for man to be a spiritual creation completely in His
likeness.
Jesus would later use Psalm 82:6 to confound the Jewish religious authorities who were upset because He
declared Himself the Son of God. Reminding them that their own law (Scripture) referred to human beings as
―gods,‖ he asked them why they were so upset at Him for merely saying He was the Son of God (John 10:3137).
One godlike characteristic human beings were given at man‘s initial creation was that of having dominion over
the earth—representing Him as ruler over creation (Genesis 1:26-28). For many, this dominion would extend
over other human beings. Yet for the most part, people have not taken after God‘s nature in the way they have
fulfilled this responsibility. Rather, they have taken advantage of and abused each other. Psalm 82 addresses
this failing. It is in fact a message for everyone—but applies all the more to those who are in positions of power,
who have the capacity to help others in the ways called for in verses 2-4.
Verse 5 speaks of the colossal failure of human misrule. Commenting on this verse, the Zondervan NIV Study
Bible notes: ―They ought to have shared in the wisdom of God (see 1Ki 3:9; Pr 8:14-16; Isa 11:12), but they are
utterly devoid of true understanding of moral issues or of the moral order that God‘s rule sustains (see Isa
44:18; Jer 3:15; 9:24)…. When such people are the wardens of justice, the whole world order crumbles (see
11:3; 75:3…).‖
Clearly the human beings addressed in Psalm 82 as gods are not truly gods in an ultimate sense—as God says
they will die as mere mortal men, falling ―like every other ruler‖ (verse 7, NIV). Yet for those who submit to
God‘s ways, other passages show that men can receive eternal life and divine glory as spirit-born members of
the God family.
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Thankfully, while the current societal order will fall to pieces, the ultimate world order God has ordained will
stand (75:3; 93:1). As the concluding verse of Psalm 82 calls for, He will intervene and set all things right in all
nations. For all nations will at last be His, not just as His property but as His true children in His likeness—not
only of form, but of character.
Supplementary Reading: ―You Are Gods,‖ The Surprising Sayings of Jesus Christ series, The Good News,
July–Aug. 2002, pp. 28-29).
Psalm 83, the last of Asaph‘s psalms and the concluding psalm of the second cluster of Book III, implores God
to rouse Himself against a confederacy of national enemies conspiring to wipe out Israel—these nations here
declared to be God‘s enemies (compare 81:14-15). We earlier read Psalm 83 in the Bible Reading Program
along with the account of the chariots of Mesopotamia helping the Ammonites against David‘s army (see the
Bible Reading Program comments on 2 Samuel 10; 1 Chronicles 19; Psalm 60; Psalm 108; Psalm 83). This
may be what is meant in Psalm 83:8: ―Assyria also has joined with them; they have helped the children of Lot.‖
The nations of Ammon and Moab were both descended from Abraham‘s nephew Lot. Yet there is a larger
coalition mentioned in verses 5-7, containing nations not mentioned in 2 Samuel 10 or 1 Chronicles 19.
However, some of these, having been subdued by David in earlier campaigns, could have been in revolt on this
later occasion (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 60). Of course, considering that other
prophecies of various nations here describe them rising up together against Israel in the end time, Psalm 83
may well be an end-time prophecy of ―Asaph the seer‖ (see 2 Chronicles 29:30). Perhaps the song is dual in
meaning—with an ancient coalition prefiguring a similar confederacy of the last days.
In the list of conspiring enemies, the foremost and perennial enemy of Israel is given first—Edom (Psalm 83:6),
the nation descended from Jacob‘s brother Esau. David subdued the Edomites prior to the fight with
Mesopotamian forces (see 2 Samuel 8; 1 Chronicles 18). But since the Syrians were also earlier subdued and
rebelled at the time of the later conflict, it is possible that the same thing happened with the Edomites. In an
end-time setting, which seems applicable here, the Edomites may be found among the Palestinians in Israel
and Jordan, among the Turks, among the Iraqis and other Middle Eastern peoples and, due to immigration, in
growing numbers in Europe. (For more on the Edomites and their modern identity, see the Bible Reading
Program comments on Obadiah, Isaiah 34 and 63, Jeremiah 49:7-22 and Ezekiel 35.)
The Ishmaelites, listed second (Psalm 83:6), are the Arabs generally—descended from Abraham‘s first son
Ishmael. The Arab nations of today stretch from across North Africa to Iraq. Third on the list, Moab (same
verse), as mentioned above, was, along with Ammon, descended from Lot (see verse 8). As with the Edomites,
David subdued the Moabites prior to the fight with Mesopotamia‘s chariots (see 2 Samuel 8; 1 Chronicles 18).
But, as with Edom, it may be that the Moabites rebelled during the later conflict. The Moabites are probably to
be found today among the Palestinians in Jordan and Israel and among other Middle Eastern peoples.
Listed fourth are the Hagrites (verse 6). The Israelite tribes of Reuben and Gad fought against the Hagrites in
the days of Saul (1 Chronicles 5:10, 18-19). As was noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on 1
Chronicles 5, the name Hagrites perhaps denotes descendants of Ishmael‘s mother Hagar (and thus Ishmaelite
or related tribes). The conflict with the Trans-Jordanian tribes would make these north-ranging Arabs. Assyrian
inscriptions mention Hagrites as part of an Aramean (i.e., Syrian) confederacy (Zondervan, note on Psalm
83:6). Thus, the Hagrites are perhaps to be identified in modern times with the Arabs of Syria.
Fifth is Gebal (verse 7). As The Nelson Study Bible notes on Ezekiel 27:9, Gebal was an important Phoenician
port city ―between Sidon and Arvad (see Josh. 13:5; 1 Kin. 5:18). It was called Byblos by the Greeks and
Romans, and Gubla by the Assyrians and Babylonians.‖ The Phoenician city is today known as Jbail or Jubayl
in Lebanon, 25 miles north of Beirut. Yet the name Gebal, related to the Arabic Jebel, is simply the word for
―mountain,‖ and many believe another location could be meant. ―Some interpreters…conclude that the
reference here is to a place or region in Edom [southern Jordan], south of the Dead Sea near Petra‖
(Zondervan, note on verse 7).
Sixth on the list is Ammon (same verse). It was the conflict with Ammon that led to the fight against
Mesopotamia‘s forces. The Ammonite capital, Rabbah, is now Amman, the capital city of Jordan. Like the
related Moabites, the Ammonites today are probably to be found among the Palestinians in Jordan and Israel
and among other Middle Eastern peoples.
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Seventh is Amalek (same verse). The Amalekites were a hostile Edomite people of southern Canaan Numbers
13:29) who ambushed the stragglers in the Israelites‘ rear ranks when they came out of Egypt. For this
ruthlessness God said He would have war with them from generation to generation and eventually cause them
to be wiped out (Exodus 17:8-16; Deuteronomy 25:17-19). Though suppressed under Saul and David, the
Amalekites remained. They appear to have eventually ranged over a large territory—some migrating all the way
up into Central Asia (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Obadiah and Esther 3). The Amalekites
today may be among the Palestinians, Central Asian Turks and other Middle Eastern peoples.
Philistia, land of the Philistines, eighth on the list (Psalm 83:7), was located along the southwest coast of Israel.
David had subdued the Philistines prior to the engagement with the Mesopotamian forces (see 2 Samuel 8; 1
Chronicles 18). But, as with Edom and Moab, it could be that the Philistines revolted at the time of the fight
against Mesopotamia. A significant portion of the area of ancient Philistia is today the Palestinian Gaza Strip—
Gaza being one of the ancient Philistine cities. The Philistines gave their name to Palestine, the name used by
the Greeks and Romans for the land of Israel. And there may be some Philistines among the Palestinians of
today.
Listed ninth are ―the inhabitants of Tyre‖ (Psalm 83:7). It might seem problematic for this to apply to the time
Asaph wrote—as King Hiram of Tyre was closely allied to David and Solomon. The same problem exists for a
Phoenician Gebal if that is the city intended, as Gebal was under Tyre‘s dominion. Yet it could be that there
were rogue elements in Tyre favorable to the Mesopotamians against Israel. Perhaps this is why the wording
―inhabitants of Tyre‖ is used instead of just Tyre. On the other hand, it could be that the psalm simply did not
concern events of Asaph‘s time—that it was instead exclusively a prophecy of the end time. In a modern
setting, Lebanon could be indicated. However, modern descendants of the Phoenician Tyrians, along with
modern descendants of the Babylonians, may be found in southern Europe (see the Bible Reading Program
comments on Isaiah 13:1–14:2). And ancient Tyre prefigured the end-time European-centered Babylonian
commercial system of the last days (see Ezekiel 27; Revelation 18).
Listed tenth and last is Assyria (Psalm 83:8). This was probably the principal Mesopotamian power involved in
the conflict with David. In a modern setting, the land of Assyria could perhaps indicate northern Iraq. However, it
could be that the modern descendants of the ancient Assyrians are intended—apparently, as noted in the Bible
Reading Program comments on Isaiah 10:5-34, to be found among the Germanic people of Central Europe. As
the same comments note, the early Catholic theologian Jerome applied Psalm 83:8 to the Germanic tribes
invading western Europe along the Rhine.
In modern times, all the various Middle Eastern peoples listed here have fiercely opposed the people of Israel
(foremost among ―Israel‖ being the United States and Britain) and Judah (the Jewish people, including the
modern Israeli state)—constantly plotting and conspiring against them and at times actually fighting them
militarily or through terrorism, with many shrieking ―Death to Israel!‖ and ―Israel into the sea!‖ After the Arab
states came together in the Arab League at the end of World War II, one of its first major actions was a joint
attack on the Israeli state when it was established in 1948. Conflict has erupted numerous times since, with
Israel fighting several wars for survival against overwhelming odds.
As for European involvement, Germany fought America and Britain in World Wars I and II and waged the
terrible Holocaust against the Jews. The Germans were allied with the Ottoman Turks in World War I and with
anti-Semitic Arabs in World War II—the Muslim Grand Mufti of Jerusalem, Hajj Amin al Husseini, finding
common cause with the Nazis. As pointed out in a recent article, ―In late March 1933, al-Husseini contacted the
German consul general in Jerusalem and requested German help in eliminating Jewish settlements in
Palestine—offering, in exchange, a pan-Islamic jihad in alliance with Germany against Jews around the world‖
(David Dalin, ―Hitler‘s Mufti,‖ Human Events, Aug. 3, 2005). And since the formation of the state of Israel shortly
after World War II, Germany and other European nations have politically and economically supported the
Palestinian cause against what they see as Israeli ―occupation‖ and ―oppression.‖
This decades-long hostility (with its intermittent wars and intifadas) may be what is meant in Psalm 83, though
the song could parallel other end-time prophecies in foretelling a more concerted and severe onslaught closer
to the end of the age. Asaph calls on God to deal with the enemy forces as He dealt with seemingly
overwhelming enemies before (verses 9-12). ―As with Midian‖ (verse 9) refers to God‘s victory accomplished
through Gideon in Judges 7. ―As with Sisera, as with Jabin at the Brook Kishon‖ (Psalm 83:9) refers to God‘s
victory accomplished through Deborah and Barak in Judges 4–5. Oreb, Zeeb, Zebah and Zalmunna (Psalm
83:11) were leaders of the Midianites killed by Gideon and his men (Judges 7:25–8:21).
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Asaph then calls for judgment on the enemy nations—remarkably for the cause of redemption. He asks that
God would pursue, frighten and shame the enemies so that they would repent and seek a relationship with God
(verse 13-16). He further prays that they be dismayed, confounded forever and shamed and that they perish
(verse 17). Is there a contradiction here? Some think Asaph seeks for the enemies to repent but, if they still
refuse, for them to then be destroyed. That may be, but the passage is not directly worded that way.
We should realize that the word translated ―forever‖ in verse 17 does not necessarily mean for all eternity as in
modern English usage (compare Exodus 21:6). Indeed verse 18, which says that the punishment is so that the
enemies will know that God is ―the Most High over all the earth,‖ appears to hint at the second resurrection. For
how will these enemies know anything if they are dead forever? While the lesson will of course be learned by
those left alive, a straightforward reading of these verses would seem to say that the lesson is for those who
perish. The desire in verse 18, then, seems to be that the mortal defeat the enemies experience from God in
this age will convince them of His sovereignty when they are raised in the future—leading them to the
repentance mentioned in verse 16. (Jesus spoke of this resurrection to repentance in Matthew 11:20-24 and
12:41-42, and the Bible mentions it in several other references. To learn more about God‘s plan to offer
salvation to all human beings who lived without a proper understand of His ways, see our free booklet What
Happens After Death?)
―Righteousness…Shall Make His Footsteps Our Pathway‖ (Psalms 84–87)
As in the superscriptions of Psalms 8 and 81, al gittith in the superscription of Psalm 84 denotes either a song
of the winepress or, as in the NKJV, one played ―on an instrument of Gath‖—Gittite being the adjective form of
this Philistine city.
Psalm 84, ―the first of the six psalms that make up the final group of Book III…expresses yearning for fellowship
with God, who dwells in his temple in Zion and from alone come security and blessing. References to God as
[‗LORD of hosts‘ or] ‗LORD Almighty‘ [NIV] and a prayer for ‗our shield,‘ the Lord‘s ‗anointed,‘ form distinctive
links with the final psalm of the group (for the former see 84:1, 3, 8, 12 and 89:8; for the latter see 84:9 and
89:18, 38, 51). The five psalms thus introduced [85–89] are four cries out of distress arranged around a central
song (Ps 87) that celebrates God‘s special love of Zion and the care he has for all its citizens. Of these four, the
first (Ps 85) and the last (Ps 89) are communal prayers, and the remaining two (Ps 89; 88) are prayers of
individuals. They all make much of God‘s [‗mercy and truth‘ (NKJV) or] ‗love and faithfulness‘ [NIV] (see 85:7,
10-11; 86:5, 13, 15; 88:11; 89:1-2, 5, 8, 14, 24, 28, 33, 49) and his ‗saving‘ help (see 85:4, 7, 9; 86:2, 16; 88:1;
89:26). And three of them share another key concept, ‗righteousness‘ (see 85:10-11, 13; 88:12; 89:14)‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalms 84–89).
Of this final cluster of six psalms, four are labeled in the superscriptions as coming from the sons of Korah.
Psalm 84, one of these Korahite psalms, is ―a prayer of longing for the house of the Lord. In tone and
perspective it stands close to Ps 42 [another Korahite psalm] and may reflect similar circumstances. If so, the
author (presumably a Levite who normally functioned in the temple service), now barred from access to God‘s
house [perhaps during a time of national calamity]…gives voice to his longing for the sweet nearness to God in
his temple that he had known in the past. References to God and his temple and to the ‗blessedness‘ (see vv.
4-5, 12) of those having free access to both dominates the prayer and highlights its central themes‖ (note on
Psalm 84).
In verses 1-2, the psalmist‘s unsatisfied longing leaves him faint, his whole being aching to be in God‘s
presence. While this could be merely figurative, it could just as well be literal. Perhaps through long prayer,
fasting and mourning, he really was weak to the point of fainting. In verse 3, ―the psalmist is jealous of the small
birds that have such unhindered access to the temple and the altar. They are able even to build their nests
there for their young—the place where Israel was to have communion with God‖ (note on verse 3). These birds
have found a home with God, which the psalmist himself desires. What a great blessing it is to have God‘s
house as your home (verse 4). We should recognize that the house of God in these verses is also
representative today of God‘s Church and, in an ultimate sense, of God‘s Kingdom and family for all eternity.
In verse 5, the words translated ―whose heart is set on pilgrimage‖ literally mean ―‗in whose hearts are (the)
highways,‘ i.e. the highways the Israelites took to observe the religious festivals at Jerusalem (Zion, v. 7)‖ (note
on verse 5). The pilgrimage here is also figurative—that of following the pathway of return to God and of
pressing onward to His Kingdom. On this journey, as we see in verse 6, even difficult circumstances
(represented by the Valley of Baca or Weeping) will be washed over with God‘s blessing (symbolized by
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springs, rain and pools). We should recall here Psalm 23, where God as our Shepherd leads us through the
valley of death-darkness (verse 4) on the way to dwelling in His house forever (verse 6).
The journeying pilgrims ―go from strength to strength‖ (84:7). The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―As one nears
the temple, the rigors of the journey become tolerable, for the joy of the approaching arrival strengthens the
soul‖ (note on verses 5-7). Even so, as God‘s people today continue through life, they build character and
rejoice more and more as the time draws ever closer when God‘s Kingdom will be established on the earth.
―God‘s saints on their hopeful way to Zion experience anew the bountiful hand of God as their ancestors did on
their way through the Desert of Sinai to the promised land (see 78:15-16; 105:41; 114:8)—and as their
descendants would on their return to Zion from Babylonian exile (see Isa 41:17-20; 43:19-20; 49:10)‖
(Zondervan, note on Psalm 84:6)—the return from Babylonian exile in the end time being the primary focus in
these passages. Spiritual Israel, the Church, follows the highway to God today. Physical Israel and the other
nations on earth will follow at Christ‘s return.
In verses 8-9 the phrases ―our shield‖ and ―Your anointed‖ refer to the king of Israel (see 89:18, 20). Why would
this prayer for the king be included here by the psalmist? ―Only as God blesses the king in Jerusalem [perhaps
in giving him victory against enemies preventing journey to the temple] will the psalmist once more realize his
great desire to return to his accustomed service in the temple‖ (note on verses 8-11). Of course, in an ultimate
sense, the figure of the anointed king looked forward to the future Messiah, whom God will send to establish His
Kingdom.
The psalmist concludes that the privilege of spending a single day in God‘s house is better than a thousand
days anywhere else (verse 10). He moreover says that just being a doorkeeper (often considered to be a
menial servant) in God‘s house is worth more than living (presumably the life of luxury) among the wicked
(same verse). As a point of consistency, helping to validate the psalm‘s superscription, we should note that it
was the Korahites who served as doorkeepers or gatekeepers at the tabernacle and temple (1 Chronicles 9:1727; 26:1-19). This was in fact a ―trusted office‖ (9:22, 26).
Some reckon from Psalm 84:10 that the post of ―doorkeeper‖ will be a position held by some of God‘s saints in
His coming Kingdom—those on the bottom rung, it is derogatorily inferred. First of all, we should recognize that
such a position of responsibility would not be a bad thing, as is commonly implied. Yet, secondly, we are told
that angels rather than glorified human beings will serve as gatekeepers of the New Jerusalem (Revelation
21:12). And thirdly, the psalmist appears to have been referring to his own particular service or simply using
metaphoric language to draw a contrast—or both. In no way is the passage meant to teach that ―some will be
only mere doorkeepers in God‘s Kingdom.‖ Yet we are told something here about whatever positions God‘s
people occupy in His Kingdom: ―No good thing will He withhold from those who walk uprightly‖ (Psalm 84:11).
Verse 12 assures us that happiness comes through trusting in God. Be assured that He will deliver on His
promises. Whatever circumstances prompted the composition of Psalm 84, this song, given its current
placement in the Psalter, ―now voices the devotion to and reliance on God that motivate the remaining prayers
of the group it introduces‖ (note on Psalm 84).
Psalm 85, another psalm of the sons of Korah, is a lamenting plea for national restoration. Its specific setting is
unknown. God has here forgiven His people and returned them from captivity (verses 1-3) but the effects of His
wrath—as the lingering consequences of their sins—are still being felt (verses 4-7). This could describe the end
of some foreign oppression during the period of the judges. Or it could conceivably apply to the time of King
Hezekiah‘s reforms following the captivity and return of 200,000 Jews at the hands of the northern kingdom of
Israel in alliance with Syria during the reign of Hezekiah‘s father Ahaz (see 2 Chronicles 28). Yet it could also fit
with the later return from Babylonian captivity.
―Many believe that vv. 1-3 refer to the return from exile and that the troubles experienced are those alluded to
by Nehemiah and Malachi. Verse 12 suggests that a drought has ravaged the land and may reflect the drought
with which the Lord chastened his people in the time of Haggai (see Hag 1:5-11)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible,
note on Psalm 85).
After pleading for revival, mercy and salvation (verses 6-7), the psalmist states that he will hear what God has
to say, trusting that God will ―speak peace‖ to His people—that is, with peaceful intent or directing them in the
way to peace—as long as they don‘t ignore His words and turn back to the foolishness of their sins (verse 8).
God‘s salvation, prayed for in verse 7, is available to those who fear Him (verse 9)—that is, who with the
appropriate mind frame of awe and respect will heed and follow whatever God says.
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In verse 10, ―the union of God‘s mercy and truth and His righteousness and peace describes the way things
ought to be, or the state of peace spoken of in v. 8. The blending of the ideals of truth and righteousness in v.
11 suggest a vision of the kingdom of God (see Is. 11)‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 10-13). As
noted above, verse 12 may indicate a period of drought and assurance, on one level, that the land will yield
physical produce. Yet the picture here is primarily figurative, as verse 11 shows truth as the crop that is
produced—thanks to the figurative sunlight and rain of God‘s righteousness from above.
Truth springing out of the earth may also be a messianic reference (compare Isaiah 53:2). Notice the final
words of Psalm 85, wherein God‘s righteous footsteps become the path for us to follow (verse 13). Jesus the
Messiah has set the example for us of how to live, that we ―should follow His steps‖ (1 Peter 2:21). And this
pathway, as the highway to Zion in the previous psalm (84:5-7), leads to the glorious Kingdom of God—so that
all of us may be part of the harvest of truth.
Psalm 86 is a prayerful lament of David, wherein he cries out to God for mercy. This is the only psalm in Book
III with David‘s name in the title. Certain key phrases are found in other psalms of David. ―I am poor and needy‖
(verse 2), referring to his lowly, humbled state and need for God‘s saving help, is also found in Psalm 40:17
(repeated in 70:5). ―To You, O LORD, I lift up my soul‖ (86:4) is also found in Psalm 25:1 (compare 143:8). And
―Teach me Your way, O LORD‖ (86:11), showing his deep longing to know and follow God‘s laws, is also found
in Psalm 27:11.
David doesn‘t give the specifics of his affliction but it is dire—as he perceived himself headed toward ―the
depths of Sheol‖ (verse 13), that is, the grave. And his predicament involved a proud mob of violent, godless
men who sought his life (verse 14). David is troubled by his situation ―all day long‖ (verse 3), and its remedy
requires God‘s forgiveness (verse 5). A number of other psalms of David follow this familiar pattern.
In the NKJV translation of verse 2, David prays, ―Preserve my life, for I am holy.‖ The word translated ―holy‖
here is not the typical Hebrew word meaning holy, qodesh or kadesh. Rather, the Hebrew word here is hasid,
translated ―godly‖ in Psalm 4:3: ―But know that the LORD has set apart for Himself him who is godly.‖ However,
the word hasid is closely related to the word hesed, used in Psalm 86 for God‘s mercy, lovingkindness or
covenant faithfulness. In context of the rest of verse 2, David seems to be stressing his relationship to God—
that he is loyal and faithful to God. The NIV translates his words as, ―…for I am devoted to you.‖ Thus, David is
not saying he is worthy of saving because of some self-inherent goodness. He is instead basing His plea on the
relationship He has with God—one of mutual covenant faithfulness.
―Among the gods there is none like You, O LORD,‖ David declares in verse 8, answering the rhetorical question
posed in Exodus 15:11. None of the pagan gods of the surrounding nations are even real—though real demonic
spirits may pose as them (compare 1 Corinthians 10:20). That David does not believe in pagan gods is clear,
for he states, ―You alone are God‖—appropriately spelled in English with a capital G (verse 10). He foresees
the time when the nations worshipping false gods will learn about their true Creator and glorify Him (verse 9)—
which we see more about in the next psalm.
Besides expressing his desire to know and follow God‘s teachings (verse 11), David also asks for an
―undivided‖ heart so that he can properly fear God and sincerely praise Him (verses 11-12). And note that he is
confident that he will be able to do so forevermore (verse 12) because, as he is sure, God will have delivered
him from his life-threatening situation (verse 13). The description of God‘s compassion and mercy in verse 15
appears drawn from God‘s description of Himself to Moses in Exodus 34:6.
David concludes Psalm 86 with a final plea for mercy, strengthening and deliverance (verse 16), asking for a
positive sign on his behalf (verse 17)—not to help him believe, as he already does, but so that his enemies will
be put to shame.
Psalm 87, another Korahite psalm in the final cluster of Book III, is a song of Zion—yet a remarkably unusual
one in that other nations are included in the ranks of Zion‘s citizenry. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, in its
introductory note on this psalm, says that it‘s ―difficult to postulate an original life-situation for the psalm. It may
well have been associated with any of the three pilgrimage festivals, when Israel together with proselytes [from
other nations] joined together in the worship of God at the temple.‖ While there may have been some
application for that time, the psalm when composed was clearly forward-looking—prophesying of the future.
Thematically, this psalm follows David‘s remark in the previous psalm about all nations eventually coming to
worship the true God (86:9).
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―The holy mountains‖ of 87:1, where sits the foundation of God‘s worship system and from where He will
ultimately rule all nations, refers either to Israel and Judah or to the hills of Jerusalem. If the former, verse 2
narrows the focus to Zion. If the latter, verse 2 simply defines the mountains as those of Zion. ―The LORD loves
the gates of Zion‖ because they form the entrance to the temple through which His people have a relationship
with Him. The Nelson Study Bible states that ―the verb loves includes the idea of choice (see Deut. 6:5) as well
as emotion. God chose Jerusalem, and He also has an enduring affection for the city‖ (note on verses 2-3).
In verse 4, the end of the phrase ―I will make mention of Rahab [i.e., Egypt (see Isaiah 30:7)] and Babylon to
those who know Me‖ could be translated as ―….AS those who know Me‖ (note on Psalm 87:4)—or perhaps
―…AS OF those who know Me.‖ The NIV renders verse 4 this way: ―I will record Rahab [Egypt] and Babylon
among those who acknowledge me—Philistia too, and Tyre, along with Cush [i.e., Ethiopia or perhaps all of
east and southern Africa]—and will say, ‗This one was born in Zion.‘‖ This is saying that people born in other
nations, even nations that were troublesome to Israel, will be considered as ―born in Zion‖ once they repent and
worship the true God. Verse 6 affirms, ―The LORD will record, when He registers the peoples: this one was
born there.‖
This process begins with the Church of God today: ―But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the
living God, the heavenly Jerusalem…to the general assembly and church of the firstborn who are registered in
heaven‖ (Hebrews 12:22)—spiritual Zion according to the New Covenant, ―the Jerusalem above…which is the
mother of us all‖ (Galatians 4:26). The New Testament describes the gentile nations generally as ―aliens from
the commonwealth of Israel and strangers of the covenants of promise, having no hope and without God in the
world‖ (Ephesians 2:12). Yet those who come into God‘s Church have a drastically changed status—to that of
being ―no longer strangers and foreigners, but fellow citizens with the saints and members of the household of
God‖ (verse 19). Through Jesus Christ, they become ―Abraham‘s seed, and heirs according to the promise‖
(Galatians 3:29).
Then, when Christ returns, these will all be spiritually born of Zion in the resurrection. As Isaiah 66:8 says:
―Shall the earth be made to give birth in one day? Or shall a nation be born at once? For as soon as Zion was in
labor, she gave birth to her children.‖ Afterward, God‘s holy mountain, His Kingdom, will grow from Zion to fill
the entire earth—so that all nations will become part of Israel in a spiritual sense. All will be born in Zion. How
marvelous is God‘s plan for all people! It is a cause for singing and rejoicing (Psalm 87:7). The phrase ―all my
springs are in you‖ (same verse), or ―all my fountains are in you‖ (NIV), calls to mind the ―river whose streams
shall make glad the city of God‖ (46:4), the life-giving river of the New Jerusalem (Revelation 22:1-5), the
―fountain of life‖ (Jeremiah 2:13) and the ―wells of salvation‖ (Isaiah 12:3), from which living water will be drawn
with joy.
Occurring as it does near the end of Book III, which contains a number of psalms about Israel‘s devastation at
the hands of enemy nations (previewing the time of the great tribulation ahead), perhaps this psalm was placed
here to remind God‘s people to not focus on wishing ill on their enemies but to long for the day when all will be
reconciled, dwelling happily together in the family of God.
Despondent Prayer; The Davidic Covenant Renounced? (Psalms 88–89)
There is some question as to the authorship of Psalms 88 and 89. The superscription of Psalm 88 describes it
as a song of the sons of Korah (the last of 11 Korahite psalms in the Psalter) as well as a maskil—an instructive
psalm or ―contemplation‖ (NKJV)—of Heman the Ezrahite. Psalm 89 is labeled as a maskil of Ethan the
Ezrahite. Many take these names to refer to David‘s Levitical choir leaders Heman and Ethan (the latter
apparently also known as Jeduthun). Indeed, Heman the singer, grandson of Samuel and choir leader of the
Levitical clan of Kohath, was a descendant of Korah (see 1 Chronicles 6:33-38).
Yet note 1 Kings 4:31, which says that Solomon was wiser than ―Ethan the Ezrahite, and Heman, Chalcol, and
Darda.‖ These men were evidently descendants not of Levi but of Judah‘s son Zerah: ―The sons of Zerah were
Zimri, Ethan, Heman, Calcol, and Dara‖ (1 Chronicles 2:6). The distinction Ethan the Ezrahite here appears to
denote Ethan the Zarhite or Zerahite (recall that Hebrew was originally written with no vowels). How do we
make sense of this?
Some think traditions have become confused and that the superscriptions of Psalms 88 and 89 are in error—
that the designation ―Ezrahite‖ was wrongly added to the Heman and Ethan in these psalm titles. But that is not
necessarily so. First of all, it is entirely possible that the Heman and Ethan here are not David‘s Levitical music
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leaders at all but instead the illustrious descendants of Zerah. If so, it could be, in the case of Psalm 88, that the
sons of Korah took the Zerahite Heman‘s written poem and set it to music—turning it into a song (making it ―a
psalm of the sons of Korah‖). On the other hand, the Heman here could well be David‘s Levitical choir leader, a
descendant of Korah. Note that Korah himself was the son of Izhar, one of Kohath‘s four sons (see 1 Chronicles
6:37-38, 18). Perhaps the descendants of Izhar were referred to as the Kohathite sub-clan of the Izrahites or
Ezrahites. However, such an explanation would not apply to David‘s music leader Ethan, who was a
descendant of Levi‘s son Merari. Considering all this, perhaps the Heman of Psalm 88 was David‘s music
leader, the Izrahite, while the Ethan of Psalm 89 was the famous Zerahite and not the Merarite choir leader
(more on this in the comments on Psalm 89).
Besides attribution, the superscription of Psalm 88 also contains the phrase le-mahalath le-annoth. Recall that
Psalm 53‘s superscription contains the phrase le-mahalath. As noted before in the Bible Reading Program, this
phrase has been variously interpreted as ―On sickness,‖ ―On suffering,‖ ―To pipings‖ (on wind instruments) or
―To dances‖ (or some sort of choreography). The second part here, leannoth, is thought to mean ―of humblings
or ―of afflictions.‖ It is not clear whether both parts are to be understood independently or taken together as a
combined phrase (such as ―On suffering of afflictions‖). Also, one or both parts together could indicate either the
subject matter of the psalm or another tune to which the psalm is set.
Heman, whatever his specific identity, is in Psalm 88 enduring some grave, life-threatening trial. Verse 15 in
fact says that he has experienced life-threatening affliction for years—since his youth. It is not clear whether he
means that he has been enduring the same, continuing trial ever since then or that he has experienced
numerous similar dire circumstances over the years. The latter seems more likely, though his recurring
problems may stem from the same root causes having never abated. In his despair, Heman voices a desperate
complaint against God: ―Why, O LORD, do you reject me and hide your face from me?‖ (verse 14). He cries out
to God day and night (verses 1, 9, 13), pleading for Him to hear (verse 2). He feels death is inevitable and
close. He is as good as dead already, ―adrift among the dead‖ (verse 5), cut off from God, no longer
remembered by Him (same verse).
Indeed, he perceives his circumstances as coming from God: ―You have laid me in the lowest pit‖ (verse 6).
―You have afflicted me with all Your waves‖ (verse 7)—that is, of wrath and terrors (compare verses 16-17).
―You have caused my friends to abandon me; you have made me repulsive to them…. I am worn out from the
burden of your punishments‖ (verses 8, 15, Today‘s English Version). Heman can‘t escape his misery: ―I am
shut up, and I cannot get out‖ (verse 8).
He has called on God every day and worshipped Him with outspread hands (verse 9). Is it to no avail? Is he to
die like the wicked? Will God wait to intervene until after he is already dead? (compare verse 10a). Of course,
God certainly can intervene for those who have already died through resurrecting them—and He will ultimately
resurrect all His people in the future. But this thought was far from the psalmist. For how would letting him die at
this time bring God glory in the present? If dead, without consciousness, Heman could not declare God‘s
lovingkindness, faithfulness and righteousness to others (see verse 10b-12). In other words, he was no use to
God dead. This recalls David‘s reasoning in Psalms 6:4-5 and 30:8-9.
The psalm ends gloomily with the situation unresolved: ―You have made even my closest friends abandon me,
and darkness is my only companion‖ (88:18, TEV). Nevertheless, there is a glimmer of hope in this darkest of
laments based on the way it opens, for Heman begins the psalm by addressing the Lord as ―the God who saves
me‖ (verse 1, NIV) or ―God of my salvation‖ (NKJV). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says: ―Though the
psalm ends on a lament, faith triumphs, because in everything the psalmist has learned to look to ‗the God who
saves‘ (v. 1). The ‗darkness‘ (v. 18; cf. v. 12) of grief is reminiscent of death; but as long as there is life, hope
remains focused on the Lord. [One particular commentator] is right when he writes, ‗Psalm 88 stands as a mark
of realism of biblical faith. It has a pastoral use, because there are situations in which easy, cheap talk of
resolution must be avoided‘‖ (note
on verses 15-18).
The Zondervan NIV Study Bible points out in its note on the closing cluster of Book III (Psalms 84–89): ―The
final two prayers (Ps 88; 89) both end unrelieved by the usual expression of confidence that God will hear and
act…. However, the editors of Book III have placed them under the near shadow of Ps 87, the more distant
shadow of Ps 84 and the still more distant shadow of Ps 82. From these psalms they should not be
dissociated.‖
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Psalm 89 begins as a psalm of praise for God‘s covenant with David, the Lord here seen sharing His dominion
over creation with His earthly regent (verses 1-37), but ends as a lament over the apparent downfall of the
Davidic dynasty (verses 38-51)—with a doxology (expression of praise) appended at the end to close Book III
of the Psalter (verse 52).
This maskil—instructive psalm or ―contemplation‖—was composed by Ethan the Ezrahite. As mentioned above,
his identity is disputed. Some believe this refers to David‘s Levitical choir leader Ethan (also apparently known
as Jeduthun), but it more likely seems to refer to the Ethan the Ezrahite of 1 Kings 4:30-31, a descendant of
Judah‘s son Zerah (compare 1 Chronicles 2:6). It should be observed that the earliest time that could
conceivably fit with the latter section of this psalm is that of Pharaoh Shishak‘s invasion during the reign of
Solomon‘s son Rehoboam. Perhaps David‘s choir leader Ethan could have lived until this time, as was
postulated in the Bible Reading Program‘s comments on Psalms 73–74 with regard to Asaph and his psalms
about national invasion—though it seems unlikely that both choir leaders would have lived into their early 100s.
(Of course, whether Asaph lived that long is not known. His psalms could have been exclusively prophecies—
as could the conclusion of this psalm.) Ethan the Ezrahite in 1 Kings 4 appears to have lived at the time of or
prior to Solomon—though it could be that he lived long afterward and that the comparison here between
Solomon and him (and the other noted Zerahites) could have been a much later addition to the account of
Solomon in the book of Kings.
One possibility worth considering is that Ethan the Ezrahite wrote only the first part of Psalm 89 (verses 1-37)
as a positive psalm during the time of David or Solomon and that another author added the downturn of the final
section (verses 38-51) at a much later time—perhaps even as late as the fall of the Kingdom of Judah to
Babylon. Most, however, take the psalm as a unified composition—with a long setup to give the background for
the lament of the final section. Of course, regardless of how the psalm came together, it is presented to us as a
unified whole in the Psalter.
Ethan begins with a celebration of God‘s mercy (hesed or covenant love) and faithfulness, which he will sing of
―forever…to all generations‖ (verses 1). God‘s merciful love stands firm forever, having been established ―in the
very heavens‖ (verse 2). This evidently is all aimed toward the covenant with David in verses 3-4 of a perpetual
dynasty, which the prophet Nathan had revealed to David (see 2 Samuel 7:12-17). Evidently much more was
said to David than is recorded in 2 Samuel 7. The establishment of thepromise in the heavens is explained in
more detail in verses 29 and 36-37 of Psalm 89, where it is said that David‘s dynasty will persist as long as
heaven, sun and moon. This is related to God‘s statement through Jeremiah that His covenant with David was
as unbreakable as the pattern of day and night and as the ordinances of heaven and earth (see Jeremiah
33:19-21, 25-26). God, moreover, explicitly swore to David that His dynasty would rule in all generations (Psalm
89:3-4). This creates a problem for many modern interpreters, as we will later consider.
Verses 5-17, concerning God‘s might and power, may appear to be a digression in the psalm. Yet this
description of the Almighty Sovereign of heaven and earth is central to the psalm for a number of reasons. First
of all, it illustrates His capacity to keep His promises—to fulfill the terms of the covenant He has made.
Secondly, we are made to understand that God, on His throne of righteousness and justice (verse 14), is the
true and ultimate King. He was actually Israel‘s King to start with (1 Samuel 12:12). The human king of Israel
belongs to Him (Psalm 89:18)—serving as His viceroy, governing for Him on His throne. Note 1 Chronicles
29:23: ―Then Solomon sat on the throne of the LORD as king instead of David his father.‖ Furthermore, we
should bear in mind that the One known to the Israelites as God in the Old Testament was in fact the
preincarnate Jesus Christ (see 1 Corinthians 10:4). He would later be born as a human being of David‘s lineage
and, later still, come in glory to take back His throne to Himself as Israel‘s King forever—in ultimate fulfillment of
the promise of the Anointed King, the Messiah.
The Nelson Study Bible notes on Psalm 89:9-10: ―Rahab [pictured elsewhere as a river- or seamonster] is a title
for Egypt (87:4 [compare Isaiah 30:7]). The sea and Rahab [here] refer to God‘s great victories: in the
beginning, His control of His creation; in the historic past, His victory over Egypt; and in the future, His complete
triumph over Satan, sin, and death (Is. 27:1; 51:9). The psalmists regularly assert God‘s complete control of
creation (see 24:1). Nothing can challenge God‘s majestic rule over the entire universe.‖ Compare also Psalm
93:2-4. (And for more on the term Rahab, see the Bible Reading Program comments on Job 25–26.)
In Psalm 89:12, Mount Hermon is the snow-covered, 10,000-foot peak on Israel‘s northern border with
Lebanon. Mount Tabor here, though only 1,800 feet, nevertheless rises grandly above the flatter land around it
in the Galilee region. The majesty of these mountains serves but to praise the great God who made them. His
arm and hand, symbolizing His strength and authority, is strong and high (verse 13).
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The words ―joyful sound‖ in verse 15 are translated from the Hebrew word teruah, the same word translated
―blowing of trumpets‖ with respect to the Feast of Trumpets (see Leviticus 23:24). It refers to a great awakening
blast on the shofar or ram‘s horn—like a shout or alarm. Perhaps the idea in Psalm 89:15 s that, in a figurative
sense, all creation blares the majesty and power of God—and that those who perceive this are blessed.
Responding to God, these people experience His favor, righteousness, empowerment and exaltation (verses
15-17). The horn in verse 17 is a symbol of strength (see verse 24; 75:10; 92:10-11; 132:17).
Verse 18 of Psalm 89 returns to the subject of the human king, who serves God as the people‘s defensive
―shield‖ (see 84:9). This provides a transition back into a discussion of the Davidic covenant. In Psalm 89:19,
the Masoretic Text says God spoke in vision to a plurality of ―holy ones‖ rather than the singular ―holy one.‖ This
does not necessarily mean that multiple people received the vision, especially as the vision itself is singular.
The statement more likely means that the one receiving the ision, presumably Nathan, communicated what he
received to all of God‘s people.
With God‘s mighty arm and hand mentioned earlier, He now establishes and strengthens David as His anointed
king (verses 20-21). He and those who follow Him to the throne would prevail against enemies (verses 22-24).
As God ruled the sea (verse 9), He would now bestow sovereignty over the seas and rivers to the Davidic
dynasty (verse 25). During the reigns of David and Solomon, Israel‘s borders were extended from the River
Euphrates in the north to the River or Brook of Egypt in the south. And in alliance with Hiram of Tyre and later
Egypt, Israel came to exercise dominion over maritime commerce in the Mediterranean and Red Seas. In the
future, the Davidic dynasty‘s dominion over the seas would be even greater, as we will see.
The king of Israel would experience a special Father-son relationship with God (verse 26)—being as God‘s
firstborn, the highest of the kings of the earth (verse 27). David and Solomon did become the greatest kings of
their time. Yet there was still more in store for the Davidic dynasty, which was to go on forever (verse 29).
Verses 30-34 show that God‘s promise to David was not ultimately contingent on the faithfulness of his
descendants. If they disobeyed God, He would punish them but would not bring David‘s dynasty to an end.
Verses 35-37 make it certain that God‘s promise is absolute and irrevocable. All of this serves to introduce the
shocking contrast of the final section. Things looked bleak for the royal descendant of David—whoever he was
at the time described here. He was evidently guilty of sin for which God was angry (verse 38). And it appeared
that God, despite His promises, had renounced His covenant to uphold the dynasty (verse 39). Broken
defenses, ruined strongholds, plunder by enemies who are exalted, turning back the edge of the king‘s sword
and not sustaining him in the battle (verses 40-43)—all of this point to a time of national invasion and the
suffering of crushing military defeat. As mentioned earlier, the earliest time that would fit such circumstances
was the invasion of Pharaoh Shishak during the reign of Solomon‘s son Rehoboam. Yet this could refer to a
later invasion and defeat—perhaps even the final cessation of the Davidic dynasty in Judah at the time of the
Babylonian invasion. Note the dreadful scale of the events. The psalm says the Davidic crown and throne have
been cast down to the ground (verses 39, 44). The dynasty appeared doomed.
How could this be? Had not God utterly sworn that such a thing could never happen? Yet it looked like God was
flouting every promise He had made to David regarding his throne and dynasty. How long will God let this
horrible situation continue, the psalmist asks (verse 46). Life is so short—will he live to see the end of this
situation? (verses 47-48). Where is the lovingkindness (the hesed) sworn to David, as noted at the beginning of
the psalm? (verse 49; compare verses 1-3). The psalmist concludes by praying that God will think on the heavy
burden of shameful reproach—the terrible mocking—that all His people, including His anointed king, are now
being made to suffer from enemies (verses 50-51).
As hopeless as the end of the psalm may seem, it is not utterly so. For implicit in the question of how long this
situation will go on is the thought that God may yet intervene. Indeed, why bother praying if there is no hope
that He will act? Moreover, as much as the psalm ends in lament and confusion, we should recall that most of
the psalm—the first part—speaks in glowing terms of God and His faithfulness.
Looking back at the first verse gives us the real focus of the psalm—God‘s merciful love and faithfulness is
eternal and will be extolled forever. This is the lens through which the difficult circumstances at the end of the
psalm are to be viewed. How, then, do we reconcile this? An important clue is found in verse 4. God said
David‘s throne would be built up to all generations—that is, one of his dynastic descendants would rule in all
generations. Yet nowhere is it promised that there would be no breaks in the reigns of David‘s descendants. In
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fact, the punishing of the kings for transgression (see verse 32) could evidently include the temporary cessation
of the Davidic throne—as long as a generation did not pass without David‘s throne being reestablished.
Yet what of the Davidic dynasty seemingly terminating with Zedekiah at the time of Babylon‘s invasion? Most
Bible commentators today would be hard pressed to explain this in light of the Davidic covenant. Some think the
throne was reestablished with the coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ. But Jesus was born more than 500
years later—after which many generations had passed, despite God‘s promise that David‘s throne would rule in
all generations. Moreover, Jesus did not come to reign on David‘s throne at His first coming. He will do that
when He later returns. So, have more than 2,500 years now gone by without a descendant of David ruling on
his throne? Has God voided His covenant with David and broken His promises after all?
The answer is no. The Davidic throne was in fact transferred from Judah to Israel at the time of Babylon‘s
invasion (compare Ezekiel 17). This entailed planting David‘s lineage in the British Isles—as Israelite tribes
were in the process of migrating there (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy).
Shocking though it may seem, the royal dynasty of Great Britain today is the continuation of the line of David.
Britain‘s monarchs have been the highest of the earth (see Psalm 89:27)—with historical dominion over the sea
(see verse 25). To trace this amazing story, be sure to read our online publication The Throne of Britain: Its
Biblical Origin and Future at www.ucg.org/brp/materials/.
Finally, we should realize that, as previously mentioned, David‘s descendant Jesus Christ is going to come
back and reassume His rightful place as King over Israel as well as all nations. Through Him, the ultimate
Anointed One (Messiah) and firstborn of God who will rule supreme over all the earth‘s kings, he sublime
promises to David will come to fullest fruition—and His omnipotent reign will last for all eternity to come. With
the compilation of the Psalter, Psalm 89 in its final form concludes with the grateful praise of verse 52, bringing
Book III to a positive ending.
―You Have Been Our Dwelling Place in All Generations‖ (Psalms 90–91)
We come now to Book IV of the Psalter, which, as pointed out in the Bible Reading Program‘s introduction to
Psalms, appears to have originally been joined with Book V in a single collection. As the Zondervan NIV Study
Bible notes, this section of the Psalter begins with Psalms 90–100, ―a series of 11 psalms arranged within the
frame ‗you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations‘ (90:1) and ‗his faithfulness continues
through all generations‘ (100:5)—a series that begins with prayer and ends with praise. The first two of these
psalms (90–91) are thematically connected (point and counterpoint); the next three (92–94) form a trilogy that
serves as a transition to the final thematic cluster (95–99). At the very middle, Ps 95 anticipates the four
following psalms and adds a warning for the celebrants of Yahweh‘s reign that echoes the warning of Moses in
Dt 6:13-18. Evidently the editors of the Psalter intended readers of this group of psalms to hear echoes of the
voice of Moses as interceder (Ps 90) and as admonisher (95:8-11), through which ministries (shared also by
Aaron and Samuel) Israel had been blessed under the reign of the Great King, Yahweh‖ (note on Psalms 90–
100). We should also bear in mind that Books IV and V look forward to the coming reign of God over all the
earth.
Psalm 90 is the only psalm attributed to Moses in the book of Psalms (although he wrote two other songs that
we know of, found in Exodus 15 and Deuteronomy 32). This attribution makes Psalm 90 the psalm of oldest
recorded origin. It is ―a prayer to the everlasting God to have compassion on his servants, who through the
ages have known him to be their safe haven (v. 1; see also 91:9) but who also painfully experience his wrath
because of their sin and his sentence of death that cuts short their lives—a plea that through this long night of
his displeasure God will teach them true wisdom (see v. 12…) and, in the morning after, bless them in equal
measure with expressions of his love so that joy may yet fill their days and the days of their children and their
daily labors be blessed. This psalm has many links with Ps 39‖ (note on Psalm 90).
The translation of verse 3 is disputed. Where the KJV and NKJV have ―destruction,‖ other modern versions
have ―dust.‖ The word here literally denotes ―powder,‖ though it can have the sense of ―being crushed‖ or, as a
footnote in the Jewish Publication Society Tanakh says, ―contrition‖ (being broken and humbled). Paired with
the word ―return‖ in the next line, the idea in the KJV and NKJV seems to be that God has punished people for
sin, bringing them to destruction or humbling, and then commands them to ―Return‖ (to Him), this being the Old
Testament term for ―Repent.‖ Just as God would here be telling the people to return to Him in verse 3, Moses in
verse 13 asks God to ―Return‖ to His people—not in repentance but in attentive care. Yet those who advocate
the word ―dust‖ in verse 3 see the pairing with return‖ as meaning that God commands mortal human beings to
return to dust (i.e., to the ground), recalling the curse of Genesis 3:19. Moreover, this is seen to fit better with
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the imagery of people quickly perishing in the verses that follow (Psalm 90:4-6). It should be noted, however,
that Moses used a very different word for dust in Genesis 3. And the context of quickly perishing could just as
well mean, ―Repent, for you don‘t have much time.‖
Life can sometimes seem long to people—like they have plenty of time to do whatever they will do. But a
human lifetime, indeed, as long a time as human beings have been around, is only a very short period in God‘s
eternal perspective. Moses says that a thousand years (just over the longest time that anyone had ever lived,
perhaps hearkening back to Adam, Methuselah and Noah, who lived to be 930, 969 and 950 respectively) are
gone as yesterday (a single day) to God—or as an even shorter period of time, a watch in the night having been
about four hours in the Old Testament period (verse 4). Early rabbinic tradition came to view this verse,
juxtaposed with God‘s Sabbath command about resting from daily toil, as meaning that the thousands of years
of human history are represented by the days of the week—6,000 years of man‘s sin and futile toil followed by a
1,000-year Sabbath of God‘s rule. The apostle Peter appears to have been referring to Psalm 90:4 when He
wrote of Christ‘s coming at the end of human history: ―But beloved, do not forget this one thing, that with the
Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slack concerning His
promise‖ (2 Peter 3:8-9).
The NIV apparently gives the correct sense of the beginning of verse 5 in Psalm 90: ―You sweep men away in
the sleep of death.‖ The latter part of the verse and verse 6 compare human life to grass springing up in the
morning and, in the heat of the sun, withering by the end of the day. This should not be construed literally to
mean that grass lives only one day—though it sometimes does live only a few days in the Middle Eastern
deserts. This is rather a figurative picture, keeping with the imagery of human life as beginning and ending
within a single ―day.‖
Verse 8 is a reminder that God sees all of our sins—even our secret ones. We may hide things from other
people, but we can‘t hide them from God—and His perspective is the one that ultimately counts. In verse 9
Moses laments, ―All our days pass away under your wrath‖ (NIV)—so that ―we finish our years like a sigh.‖ In its
note on verse 7, The Nelson Study Bible states regarding being consumed by God‘s anger and wrath: ―The
allusion is to the anger of God against the unbelieving Israelites in the wilderness (see Num. 13; 14). An entire
generation spent their lives wandering in the wilderness because of their unbelief and rebellion.‖ Other
commentators, however, suggest that the context is not the wilderness experience of Israel but life outside the
Garden of Eden. ―If fellowship with God could be pictured as life lived together in a Garden, then it was sin that
had excluded humanity from such a wonderful life (Gen. 3:22-24). Accordingly man now lives outside the
Garden under the wrath of God‖ (George Knight, Psalms, comments on Psalm 90).
The latter idea here seems to fit better with the age limits Moses cites in verse 10. He presents a typical human
life span as 70 years and points out that it may be extended to 80 if someone‘s physical constitution permits.
This is not to cap human life at 80, but it does seem to label 80 as being a rather old age for people. Yet
consider that Moses himself was already 80 at the time of the Exodus. After 40 years of wandering in the
wilderness, he lived to be 120—and his brother and sister, Aaron and Miriam, were even older when they died
around that time. It seems odd that at such an age, looking back over the years of wilderness wandering,
Moses would be saying that life might be stretched to 80. This fact would seem to support Moses having written
this psalm closer to the time of the Exodus, when he perhaps did not expect to live to be 120—so that, as
mentioned above, God‘s judgment in the psalm would refer to the whole of human experience since the Garden
of Eden rather than merely Israel‘s years of wandering.
In any case, Moses‘ point in verse 10 is that human life is brief and that, even if it‘s longer than usual, it‘s still
filled with labor and sorrow. It brings to mind Jacob‘s statement to the Egyptian pharaoh: ―The days of the years
of my pilgrimage are one hundred and thirty years; few and evil have been the days of the years of my life, and
they have not attained to the days of the years of the life of my fathers in the days of their pilgrimage‖ (Genesis
47:9).
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states that the beginning of Psalm 90:11 is meant in the sense of a ―strong
affirmation: ‗Nobody knows the power of your anger!‘‖ The rest of the verse apparently means that the fear of
God is justified because of what His wrath can result in. The point is that man should live carefully, with awe
and respect for God, fearing to disobey Him. Moses in verse 12 asks God to ―teach us to number our days, that
we may gain a heart of wisdom.‖ The idea here, the central point of the psalm for our sakes, is that we come to
recognize how short our time is, to value the time we have so as to use it wisely (compare Ephesians 5:15-16;
Colossians 4:5).
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In Psalm 90:13, Moses pleads with God to return—meaning, as mentioned earlier, to revisit His servants with
help and care. He interjects with the question common to laments, ―How long?‖ (verse 13)—how long will it be
until God does what he is asking. When will God return and satisfy us with His unfailing love so that we may be
glad and rejoice? (verse 14). Moses asks that God make us glad in proportion to the affliction He has laid on us
in this life (verse 15). In fact, He will ultimately go far beyond that. For as the apostle Paul writes in Romans
8:18, ―The sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed
in us.‖
Moses prays that God‘s beauty (verse 17), the wonderful vision of His work and glory (verse 16), would be upon
us, giving our lives and work a sense of continuity and meaning. His loving intervention for us establishes true
value and purpose for life. ―Frail, limited, and sinful as man is, the love of God can transform what is weak to
His own glory‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 17). The Zondervan NIV Study Bible, in its introductory note on
Psalm 90, states: ―So that the melancholy depiction of the human state here might not stand alone, the editors
of the Psalter have followed it immediately with a psalm that speaks in counterpoint of the happy condition of
those who ‗dwell in the shelter of the Most High‘ (91:1 [compare 90:1]) and ‗make the Most High {their} dwelling‘
(91:9; see also 92:13). To isolate Ps 90 from this context is to distort its intended function in the Psalter
collection. See also Ps 103.‖
Psalm 91 is without attribution in the Hebrew Masoretic Text. The Greek Septuagint version adds a
superscription saying that the psalm is ―of David.‖ We should note a thematic connection between the previous
psalm and this one. Psalm 90 begins with the words, ―Lord, You have been our dwelling place in all
generations‖ (verse 1). This psalm begins, ―He who dwells in the secret place of the Most High shall abide
under the shadow of the Almighty‖ (91:1; compare verse 9). The Zondervan NIV Study Bible refers to Psalm 91
as ―a glowing testimony to the security of those who trust in God—set beside Ps 90 as a counterpoint to the
dismal depiction of the human condition found there‖ (note on Psalm 91).
The first two verses present four different designations for God: Elyown (―Most High‖); Shaddai (―Almighty‖
though perhaps meaning All-Nourishing or All-Sufficient as the root shad means ―breast‖); Yahweh (translated
―the LORD‖ but meaning ―He Is That He Is,‖ signifying Eternal, Ever-living or Self- Existent); and Elohi (―My
God‖ or ―My Strong One‖). These distinctions communicate various aspects of God‘s nature. Note in verse 14
that God sets on high those who have known His name—not referring to Hebrew pronunciation but to
understanding who He is and what He is all about, which His names help to reveal. (Many people have been
led to believe that there is a single sacred Hebrew name for God that must always be used when addressing
Him, a doctrine that contradicts what the Bible reveals. For more on this, see ―The Sacred Name—Is a Christian
Required to Use It?‖ at www.ucg.org/reprints/index.htm.)
Dwelling ―in the secret place of the Most High‖ (verse 1) recalls David‘s words in Psalms 27:5 and 31:20, which
mention God hiding His people in the secret place of His presence within His tabernacle or pavilion. Abiding
―under the shadow of the Almighty‖ (Psalm 91:1) is related to verse 4: ―And He shall cover you with His
feathers, and under His wings you shall take refuge.‖ This is a figurative picture of God as a mother bird
sheltering its young—imagery found elsewhere in David‘s psalms (61:4; 63:7). As noted before, the word for
―wings‖ can also denote ―skirts‖ or the borders of a garment—with the imagery of a man taking a woman under
his wing as symbolic of marriage (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Ruth). It is likely that parentchild and husband-wife metaphors are being blended in these various references to show the great care God
has in protecting His people—as the imagery is also blended with the idea of God being the defensive refuge
and fortress of His people (compare 61:3-4; 91:2, 4). Psalm 91:3 says God will deliver His people ―from the
snare of the fowler‖—that is, traps laid by bird catchers (see also 124:7)—again comparing God‘s people to
young birds.
The psalmist goes on to explain various ways that God‘s people will be kept from harm. It is important to focus
on this and hold tight to the scriptural promises here. However, we must recognize that while God‘s people
have His certain promise of protection, this does not mean that no harm of any kind will ever come to them in
this life. Note verse 7, where thousands will fall around you but you yourself as a servant of God will not be
touched. This has often been the experience of God‘s people, just as declared here. But the verse does not say
that God‘s people will never be touched by peril or death. Verse 10 should be understood in the context of
verse 7—that when many around God‘s people fall, they will be spared. Here, too, it is not stated that no
calamity will ever befall those who serve God. The psalm itself points out that they will experience trouble in life
(verse 15). Consider what happened to Job, David, Paul and others—and even to Jesus Christ, the
quintessential righteous person.
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Verses 11-12 say that God has commissioned His angels with protecting His people—that they will carry you
through life ―lest you dash your foot against a stone.‖ So do God‘s people never stub their toes? That is not
what is meant here. It does not say, ―…so that you will never dash your foot against a stone.‖ Rather, the point
is that God‘s angels often intervene to protect us, sometimes even from seemingly minor harm. In the
monumental confrontation between Jesus and Satan prior to the start of Jesus‘ ministry, the devil resorted to
quoting Scripture, twisting it to suit his aims. And he chose these verses among others to make his challenge.
He told Jesus to throw Himself from the pinnacle of the temple because Psalm 91:11-12 promised that God‘s
angels would be there to catch Him (Matthew 4:5-6). Jesus countered, ―It is also written, ‗Do not put the Lord
your God to the test‘‖ (verse 7, NIV)—quoting Deuteronomy 6:16, referring to the negative sense of challenging
God‘s grace. Clearly God‘s promise of protection does not mean that we may arrogantly presume on His favor
through trying to set the terms of how He must intervene for us (by deliberately placing ourselves in harm‘s
way).
Besides helping us to better understand Psalm 91, Jesus‘ response teaches us something else about
comprehending the Bible in general by His words ―it is also written.‖ We should not base our understanding of a
biblical subject on just one or a few verses when there are others that bear on the matter. Rather, we are to
consider all of the verses that bear on a matter and deduce the truth from the whole of pertinent Scripture.
With all this in perspective, let‘s notice more specifically what Psalm 91 tells us. Verse 3 does not say that we
will never fall into an enemy trap or experience deadly illness. Yet we can take confidence that God says here
that He will deliver us from these. Sometimes this means keeping us from them (perhaps most of the time), but
it may mean rescuing us after a period of affliction. And at times ultimate deliverance—salvation—is in view.
Even if we should die, God will later resurrect us to be utterly impervious to harm, just as He is.
Verses 5-6 do not say that we will never experience terrifying situations, disease or devastation though He often
spares us from these. But when these do come, confidence in God‘s care and His overall plan will help us to
not ―be afraid‖—that is, to not live in fear. Even this does not mean that we will never go through doubting
moments of worry and fright. Rather, the idea is that, if we earnestly seek God, our lives will not be
characterized by fear but by faith (compare 94:19).
In the concluding verses, God Himself speaks within the words of the psalm (91:14-16). Verse 15 assures us
that He will answer our prayers and that, whatever troubles do befall us, He will be with us in them—helping us
to endure them. Moreover, we see again here that God will deliver us (verses 14-15), if not immediately then
over time—and certainly when we are later resurrected to be in His Kingdom. ―Long life‖ and ―salvation‖ in the
final verse applies most fully to that future time. God often does bless His people with longevity and deliverance
in this life, but consider that Jesus Christ, the most righteous person to ever live, died at age 33. The ultimate
long and satisfying life is that which is still to come—in contrast to the brevity and sorrow of life today as
presented in Psalm 90.
―The LORD Reigns‖ (Psalms 92–94)
No author is given for Psalm 92, though some suggest that verses 10-11 may imply that one of the Davidic
kings composed it. The psalm is described in the superscription as ―A Song for the Sabbath day,‖ the only
psalm designated this way in the Psalter. The Zondervan NIV Study Bible notes on this title: ―In the postexilic
liturgy [worship service] of the temple, this psalm came to be sung at the time of the morning sacrifice on the
Sabbath. (The rest of the weekly schedule was: first day, Ps 24; second day, Ps 48; third day, Ps 82; fourth
day, Ps 94; fifth day, Ps 81; sixth day, Ps 93.)‖ This schedule is reflected in both the Talmud and the psalm
headings in the Greek Septuagint (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on 92:1 and introductory note
on Psalm 24). While the weekly Sabbath is a memorial to God‘s creation, culminating in mankind, it also looks
forward to His completion of man‘s creation in the age to come. As shown in Hebrews 3–4, the Sabbath
represents the time of God‘s Kingdom.
Psalm 90 began the present cluster of psalms with the troubles of life in this age, seeking God‘s compassion on
those who abide in Him and looking forward to future reward. Psalm 91 followed with God‘s deliverance of
those who dwell with Him, to be fully realized in an ultimate sense at the end of the present age. Now, Psalm 92
further progresses into God‘s ultimate deliverance of His people (those planted in His house), along with
judgment on the wicked. This ties in well with the Sabbath as representative of the time when God‘s Kingdom
will be established on earth. And it all serves to introduce Books IV and V of the Psalter, which in general look
forward to that wonderful time.
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Zondervan‘s introductory note on Psalm 92 calls it ―a joyful celebration of the righteous rule of God. Its
testimony to the prosperity of the righteous, ‗planted in the house of the LORD‘ (v. 13), links it thematically with
Ps 91…while its joy over God‘s righteous reign relates it to the cluster of psalms that follow (Ps 93–100; see
especially Ps 94). There are, in fact, reasons to believe that the editors of the Psalter brought together Ps 92–
94 as a trilogy that serves as a bridge between Ps 90–91 and 95–99.‖ The psalmist sums up the reasons for
praising God as His great works and His deep thoughts (verses 4-5). Senseless, foolish men don‘t grasp the
enormity of God‘s work or the scope of His thinking. The psalmist draws on the metaphor of grass, used in
Psalm 90:5-6 for the brevity of human life, to particularly describe the fate of evildoers: they will flourish briefly,
be scattered and then perish (92:7-9).
God has lifted up the psalmist‘s ―horn,‖ symbolic of his strength (verse 10; compare 75:4-5; 89:18, 24; 132:17).
This imagery transitions to that of anointing oil, which was poured from a horn (see 1 Samuel 16:13). As noted
above, the mention in Psalm 92 of anointing (verse 10) and evil enemies brought own (verse 11; compare 54:7;
59:10) has led some to see a king as the psalm‘s author—though priests were also anointed, as were some
prophets, and these had enemies too. In any case, many view the reference here as prefiguring the future
Anointed One or Messiah.
In its note on the conclusion of Psalm 92 (verses 12-15), Expositor‘s states: ―How different is the tone of these
verses from the lament of 90:5-6! The wicked are easily swept away whereas the ‗righteous‘ (…cf. 1:6) are
likened to a ‗palm tree‘ and to ‗a cedar of Lebanon‘ ([Psalm 92] v. 12). Both trees are symbolic of strength,
longevity, and desirability (cf. v. 14; Isa 2:13; 65:22; Hos 14:5-6; Zech 11:2). The metaphorical representation of
trees growing and bearing fruit ‗in the courts‘ of the Lord ([Psalm 92] v. 13; cf. 84:2, 10) suggests the closeness
of the righteous to their God (cf. Isa 61:3; Jer 32:41). For a similar expression, see [Psalm] 52:8, where the
psalmist [i.e., David] compares himself to ‗an olive tree flourishing in the house of God.‘ For the imagery of
fruitfulness and vigor, see 1:3. Whereas the wicked perish prematurely, the godly rejoice in the promise that the
Lord‘s favor rests on them even in old age‖—indeed, especially in old age, meaning even beyond this physical
life in perpetual spirit existence.
As previously mentioned, the ultimate Anointed One died young in physical terms, at age 33, but, now
resurrected, He will live on forever and ever—as will all those firmly planted in God‘s house (today signifying His
spiritual temple, His Church, and ultimately meaning His eternal Kingdom and family).
Like Psalms 91 and 92, Psalms 93-100 are without attribution in the Hebrew Masoretic Text. However, the
Greek Septuagint translation titles Psalms 93–99 as being ―of David.‖ Indeed, two of these clearly are. The New
Testament attributes Davidic authorship to Psalm 95 (see Hebrews 4:7). And Psalm 96 is taken from David‘s
song to celebrate the ark‘s placement in the tabernacle in Jerusalem (compare 1 Chronicles 16:23-33).
One of the royal psalms (those which celebrate God as King), Psalm 93, as the Zondervan NIV Study Bible
notes, is ―a hymn to the eternal, universal and invincible reign of the Lord, a theme it shares with Ps 47; 95–99.
Together these hymns offer a majestic confession of faith in and hope for the kingdom of God on earth. They
were probably composed for the liturgy of a high religious festival [likely the Feast of Trumpets or Tabernacles]
in which the kingship of the Lord—over the cosmic order, over the nations and in a special sense over Israel—
was annually celebrated…. And implicitly, where not explicitly, the Lord‘s kingship is hailed in contrast to the
claims of all other gods; he is ‗the great King above all gods‘ (95:3)…. Ps 93 appears to have been separated
from Ps 95-99 to serve as a thematic pivot between Ps 92 and 94 (as Ps 47 was used as a pivot between Ps 46
and 48). It celebrates Yahweh‘s secure cosmic rule that grounds his righteous and effective rule over human
affairs—which is the joy (Ps 92) and the hope (Ps 94) of those who rely on him for protection against the
assaults of the godless fools who live by violence.‖
Psalm 93 opens with the key of the royal psalms: ―The LORD reigns‖ (verse 1; compare 96:10; 97:1; 99:1). The
Nelson Study Bible comments: ―In general, the royal psalms speak of the Lord as King in three different ways.
He is King over creation, for He is the Creator (74:12-17). He is King over the Israelites 44:4), for He is their
Savior. And He is the coming King, for He will eventually judge everyone (47:7, 8). Sometimes in people‘s
minds God‘s kingdom is narrowly identified with the coming glorious rule of Jesus: God‘s present reign is
ignored. But sometimes [in fact, more typically] the opposite is true. God‘s present rule can be emphasized so
much that Jesus‘ coming is disregarded. The royal psalms consistently balance these two ideas: ‗The LORD
reigns‘ (93:1), but the Lord is also coming to establish His permanent rule (24:9 [compare 96:13; 98:9])‖
(―INDepth: The Royal Psalms,‖ sidebar on Psalm 93). Indeed, these go hand in hand. It is God‘s perpetual
sovereignty on His throne ―from everlasting‖ (verse 2; compare 90:2)—His eternal omnipotence—that enables,
and gives surety to the promises of, His unending reign to come.
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Psalm 93:1-2 describes God robed in military victory regalia, His establishment of the world as unmovable
(unable to be wrested from His control) and the persistence of His throne from past eternity. It is in this context
that verses 3-4 speak of the rising ―floods‖ and the ―mighty waves of the sea.‖ The threefold repetition of
―floods‖ creates a poetic sense of waves pounding on the shore. Yet God is higher and mightier—and, given the
context of verses 1-2, victorious over them. This recalls Psalm 89:9: ―You rule the raging of the sea; when its
waves rise, You still them.‖ And Psalm 29:10: ―The LORD sat enthroned at the Flood, and the LORD sits as
King forever.‖ This all may reflect on one level God‘s power of creation that brought the world out of primordial
chaos, when ―darkness was on the face of the deep.
And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters‖ (Genesis 1:2). It likely also applies to when man
later witnessed the vast destructive powers of the waters in the global Flood of Noah‘s day. Stories of that
episode left people with the concept of the flooding waves as irresistible cosmic forces of destruction. Yet God
is high above these forces—and is able to control them. And He rules the waves of the sea even now, having
set the boundaries of how far they may come over the land (Job 38:8, 11). In other passages, floods, waters
and seas also represent peoples and nations—including invading armies. God stands above all peoples and
forces, ever the victor.
Some have noted a similarity in the descriptions here to the Canaanite god Baal, who ―was supposed to have
been victorious over the waters‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 93:3-4). Yet we should recognize that Baal
was merely a counterfeit of the true God in some respects. Scripture sets the record straight in relating who is
truly victorious over the waters—Almighty God. Moreover, consider God‘s testimonies and holiness in verse 5.
The Nelson Study Bible notes on this verse: ―While this psalm uses language resembling [to some degree] the
worship of Baal to emphasize the greatness of God (Ps. 29), it also glorifies God with praises never attributed to
Baal. None of the accolades of Baal speak of his testimonies. But God is superior to Baal, for he is faithful to
His word. He is the gracious God who speaks to his people; He is the holy God of Scripture who is approached
by His people; and he is the eternal God whom we worship, as did the people of ancient Israel.‖
The transition to verse 5 in Psalm 93 is interesting. Whereas verses 1-4 present God‘s revelation of His power
and might through creation (compare Revelation 1:20), verse 5 of Psalm 93 says that God is also revealed
through Scripture and His house. Such a transition from God‘s revelation of Himself through creation to
revelation through His law and testimony is also found in Psalm 19:1-8. Psalm 93:5 declares that God‘s
scriptural testimonies are trustworthy. They are as rock-solid and as firmly established as the world (compare
verse 1). As for God‘s house, in the time of the psalm‘s composition it would have referred to either the
tabernacle or temple of God—showing that God was revealed to His people through the worship system
practiced there. God‘s house today, through which His holiness is revealed, is His Church. And, of course, His
house in an ultimate sense signifies His eternal Kingdom and family.
―Psalm 94 is a royal psalm, since the phrase ‗Judge of the earth‘ (v. 2) is equivalent to ‗King‘ (50:4-6). The
righteous call for the divine Judge to punish evil in the world (82:8; 96:13; 98:9)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
Psalm 94). It is also a lament over present conditions, wherein the psalmist—David if the Septuagint‘s
attribution is correct—pleads for the time of divine intervention in world affairs described in the surrounding
psalms. The double repetition of statements and thoughts throughout magnifies the urgency and impact of the
psalm.
The song begins by doubly stressing that vengeance belongs to God and asking that He would take action and
punish the proud (verses 1-2; compare 79:10; Deuteronomy 32:35; Romans 12:19). Of course, we must
understand that God‘s ―vengeance‖ is not a hateful tit-for-tat lashing out but the exercise of perfect justice
tempered, as circumstances warrant, with patience and mercy. The psalmist twice cries out with the common
lament phrase ―how long,‖ aching to know how long the world must endure wicked people perpetrating their evil
ways. Verses 5-6 mention the harm they do to the weak of society. God commanded that special care be
shown to those in need, but the wicked afflict and murder them! And all the while they are blasphemous in their
arrogant attitude, thinking they are getting away with something despite God—as if He has no understanding of
what‘s going on (verses 4, 7).
But they are the ones who need to understand—that He knows exactly what is going on. He is the One who
invented seeing and hearing and the means to experiencing them! And He sees and hears everything (verses
8-9). He will teach the nations a powerful lesson about who He is and His acute awareness through the
correction He administers (verse 10). The thoughts of man are nothing next to what He knows and what He can
bring to pass (compare verse 11).

489

Far better than instruction from severe correction is to be instructed from God‘s law (verse 12)—as those who
submit to Him are. Learning the teachings of Scripture gives us ―rest‖—i.e., comfort and peace—until the time
that God chooses to bring His judgment on the wicked (verse 13). For through God‘s Word we come to
understand that He will not abandon His people (verse 14) and that just judgment will at some point return
(verse 15)—in an ultimate sense when God‘s Kingdom is at last established on the earth.
In verse 16, the psalmist rhetorically asks twice who will act for him against evildoers. The answer, of course, as
the next few verses make clear, is God. Indeed, in verse 17 the psalmist declares that God has already helped
him—otherwise he would be dead. This is true for all of us even now. Consider that if God did not restrain
Satan and his demons, they would surely have already exterminated mankind, and God‘s people in particular.
The psalmist knows that God is there to help him even when he thinks he‘s falling (verse 18). In the midst of the
worry and fear that all experience, the psalmist knows that God provides him with comfort and true happiness to
make it through life (verse 19).
In verse 20 the psalmist asks, ―Shall the throne of iniquity, which devises evil by law, have fellowship with You?‖
The question is obviously rhetorical, as the answer is surely no. But whom is the psalmist talking about here?
Most take the reference here to evil people in positions of power generally. That could be. Yet if the psalmist is
David or one of his royal successors, he could instead be referring to himself. That is, he would be rhetorically
asking, ―If my rule as king were evil, could I have fellowship with You?‖ Again, the answer would be no. And the
fellowship he has with God would testify to the righteousness of his reign—classing him among the innocent
whom the wicked oppose (see verse 21).
In verse 22, the psalmist reaffirms his confidence in God‘s ongoing protection (compare verse 17). And he
closes in verse 23 with the assurance that God has brought on the wicked their own iniquity and will yet bring
this to fullness in final judgment. Here we see that God‘s laws exact their own penalty on those who live in
defiance of them. The present life of the wicked is not so rosy as it might appear at a glance. And in the end,
those who persist in evil will—as is twice stated in keeping with the repetition through the psalm—be destroyed.
This then sets the stage for the Kingdom of God, wherein only the righteous may rule and flourish.
―The Great King Above All Gods‖ (Psalms 95–97)
As noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 93, Psalms 95–99 are royal psalms celebrating
God as King—perhaps composed for temple worship during the fall festival season. Though these psalms have
no attribution in the Hebrew text of the Scriptures, the Greek Septuagint translation titles them ―of David.‖ The
New Testament confirms this attribution in the case of Psalm 95, quoting from the psalm (compare verses 7-11;
Hebrews 3:7-11) and declaring it the work of the Holy Spirit (verse 7) through David (4:7).
Psalm 95 moves through three aspects of worship: celebration (verses 1-5); humility and reverence (verses 67); and obedience (verses 8-11). Beginning with the celebration aspect, David calls for people to praise God
with shouts, thanksgiving and joyful singing (verses 1-2). The reasons for praise? God is great and above all
gods (verse 3)—meaning above all false idols (see 96:4-5)—for He is the Creator and Sustainer of all things,
including everything that people have set up as objects of worship (95:4-5; compare 96:5). This is also the
reason for obedience. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary points out that God‘s role as Creator establishes His
kingship. Since God ―has made everything, no one may isolate a single aspect of God‘s creation to be his god.
The Lord rules over the seas (93:3-4) and the great mountains (90:1-2). They belong to the Lord by creative
fiat. Creation and dominion are hereby established as corollary to each other‖ (note on 95:3-5).
In light of God being our Maker and our God, we worship and bow down before Him (verse 6). ―The Hebrew
word translated worship means literally ‗to prostrate oneself.‘ When bow down, kneel, and worship occur
together as in this verse, they amplify each other and call for a reflective, humble approach to God‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on verses 6-7). Verse 7 further explains the basis for honoring and obeying God: ―We are the
people of His pasture, and the sheep of His hand.‖ This seems a mixed metaphor, with people in a pasture.
Note the unmixed metaphor in Psalm 100:3: ―We are His people and the sheep of His pasture.‖ However,
reversing these is justified on the basis of the whole picture of people under a king as the sheep of a shepherd
being a rather common metaphor in the ancient world. ―Since kings were commonly called the ‗shepherds‘ of
their people…their realms could be referred to as their ‗pastures‘ (see Jer 25:36; 49:20; 50:45)‖ (Zondervan NIV
Study Bible, note on Psalm 95:7). We live in the ―pasture‖ of the earth, which was formed by God.
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Moreover, like the earth we ourselves are ―of His hand‖—made by Him and in His care. Sheep know and follow
the voice of their shepherd (John 10:3-4). Yet the nation of Israel had not done so well as the sheep of God‘s
flock. David urges us to hear the Shepherd‘s voice (Psalm 95:7b, which tells us to not become stubborn,
rebellious and wayward, as ancient Israel had become in the wilderness (verses 8-11). The New King James
Version sets verses 8-11 inside quotation marks, as in these verses God is speaking within the words of the
psalm, referring to Himself with ―Me‖ and ―My.‖ Although the Israelites had seen God‘s wonderful work (verse 9)
in delivering them from Egypt by many miracles, they failed to trust Him for their daily needs of food and water.
In verse 8, the NKJV reads, ―Do not harden your hearts, as in the day of rebellion, as in the day of trial in the
wilderness‖ (italics added), while the NIV leaves the two italicized words here untranslated: ―Do not harden your
hearts as you did at Meribah, as you did that day at Massah in the desert‖ (verse 8). At their encampment at
Rephidim the people complained against God and Moses because they were thirsty. God gave them water
there from a rock, but Moses renamed the site Meribah, meaning ―strife, quarreling, contention.‖ The Greek
Septuagint and the New Testament translate this word as ―rebellion.‖ Massah, meaning ―testing,‖ is another
name ―given to the place where the Israelites murmured for want of water (Ex.17:7; Deut. 6:16; 9:22; 33:8);
called also Meribah‖ (The New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p. 824, ―Massah‖).
Yet it was not at this particular rebellion that God declared the older generation of Israelites would not enter His
rest, as Psalm 95:11 states. Rather, this came a bit later in Numbers 14 (see verses 28-30). Here the people
had refused to progress from their encampment at Kadesh to entering the Promised Land because they feared
the giants (the Anakim) there and the fortified cities of the Canaanites (see Deuteronomy 1:28). It was at that
time that God ―took an oath, saying, ‗Surely not one of these men of this evil generation shall see that good land
of which I swore to give your fathers‘‖ (Deuteronomy 1:35).
Entry into the Promised Land equated to finding rest (see Exodus 33:14; Deuteronomy 12:10; 25:19; Joshua
1:13, 15). Thus, Meribah and Massah in Psalm 95, while likely alluding on one level to the specific episode at
the water, was evidently meant more as a general description of the attitude of the Israelites in their
wanderings. Indeed, as noted above, in translating this passage into Greek, the book of Hebrews translates
these words as well—showing that they are not mainly intended as place names. The psalmist states that
although God continued to care and provide for the people, He was angry with them during the wilderness
years. They never developed a heart receptive to Him or His ways (verse 10). Near the end of their 40 years of
wandering, God and the people had another face-off over water at Kadesh (also renamed Meribah). Moses lost
patience with the people and struck the rock twice, bringing on himself and Aaron the severe penalty of being
excluded from entering the ancient Promised Land (Numbers 20:1-13; see the Bible Reading Program
comments on this passage).
―Rest‖ in Psalm 95 is ―a rich concept indicating Israel‘s possession of a place with God in the earth where they
are secure from all external threats and internal calamities (see Dt 3:20; 1Ki 5:4…)‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm
95:11). The call to not rebel so as to enter God‘s rest still applies. This is what Hebrews 3–4 explains, warning
Christians against falling into faithless disobedience like ancient Israel (see 3:12-13; 4:11). These New
Testament chapters point out that the warning and exhortation of Psalm 95 is given not to those who failed to
enter God‘s rest in the time of Moses and Joshua, but rather to those long after—in a time David designated as
―Today‖ when he was inspired to compose the psalm (see Hebrews 4:7). The applicable time called ―Today‖ still
continues, we are told (verse 8; see also 3:13).
Hebrews 4:9 uses the Greek word sabbatismos—meaning Sabbath observance (resting from weekly labor),
which the ancient Israelites flagrantly violated—to designate the rest God‘s people are still to enter today.
Moreover, the passage makes clear that this is as a type of the future rest to be experienced in God‘s
Kingdom—the Promised Land still to come. To better understand how the weekly Sabbath relates to rest—past,
present and future—see the free booklet Sunset to Sunset: God‘s Sabbath Rest.
We earlier read Psalm 96 in conjunction with 1 Chronicles 16, which concerns David having the Ark of the
Covenant brought to its new tabernacle in Jerusalem. The words of Psalm 96, with some alteration, appear as a
significant portion of the latter half of the psalm David composed for that occasion (see 1 Chronicles 16:23-33).
Portions of Psalms 105 and 106 may also be found in that psalm in 1 Chronicles 16 (see the Bible Reading
Program comments on 1 Chronicles 16:4-36; Psalm 105:1-15; 96; 106:1, 47-48). It appears that the 1
Chronicles 16 psalm was the original composition—later divided into separate psalms, probably for temple
worship. Consider that Psalm 96 seems to have been produced through editing the lyrics of 1 Chronicles 16:2333. Note for instance the following sets of three—sing, sing, sing (verses 1-3), give, give, give (verses 7-9), and
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let, let, let (verses 11-13). The parallel arrangement in 1 Chronicles 16 has the words sing just once and the
word let four times in a row.
It is interesting in this light to consider the first words of Psalm 96, which do not appear in 1 Chronicles 16: ―Oh,
sing to the LORD a new song!‖—the same as Psalm 98:1 (compare also 33:3; 40:3; 144:9; 149:1). The words
of Psalm 96 were probably not new when it was arranged but were being used in a new situation. The music
was likely somewhat different, given the word changes. But the main point is probably that all worship songs
are to be sung as new—as heartfelt communication rather than rote memorization.
We ought to consider this in singing hymns today. We should always find fresh reasons for praising God. As
one commentator suggests: ―A new experience of God‘s blessing, a new truth discovered in the Word, a new
beginning after a crisis, a new open door for service—all of these can make an old song new or give us a new
song from the Lord‖ (Warren Wiersbe, Be Exultant—Psalms 90-150: Praising God for His Mighty Works, note
on verses 1-3). The psalm further implies that the new song will be a daily expression of the good news of
salvation and God‘s glorious works (verses 1-3).
Psalm 96 is paired with Psalm 98 in both theme and arrangement. They begin and end quite similarly—and
they both demonstrate an expanding throng of praise: 1) the worshipping congregation of Israel proclaiming
God among the nations (96:1-5; 98:1-3); 2) all the nations of the earth joining in worship (96:7-10; 98:4-6); and
3) all creation rejoicing (96:11-13; 98:7-9). As we will see, each of these psalms is followed by a hymn
celebrating the Lord‘s reign (compare 97:1; 99:1) and its special benefits for the people of Zion (compare 97:812; 99:4-9). ―This arrangement suggests that Ps 97 has been linked with 96 and Ps 99 with 98 to form a pair of
thematic couplets—introduced by Ps 95‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 96).
Psalm 96:4 tells us that God is to be praised for His greatness and that He is to be feared—held in reverent
respect and awe—―above all gods.‖ The other ―gods‖ people worship are mere idols, but the true God is the
Creator of the universe (verse 5)—which includes anything people might decide to worship. This same
reasoning was employed in the previous psalm (95:3-5). God is surrounded by majestic honor, strength and
splendor in His sanctuary—in context seeming to refer to not merely His physical house on earth but to His
heavenly abode (96:6).
The three-fold call give, give, give in verses 7-8 (―ascribe‖ in the NIV), which does occur in 1 Chronicles 16, has
a parallel in David‘s words of Psalm 29:1-2. The idea is that of rendering God His due. Examples of what to
render are also given here in triplet form: offering, worship and proper fear (96:8b-9). Worshipping ―in the
beauty of holiness‖ is also found in the parallel verses above.Where 1 Chronicles 16 has the directive to ―say
among the nations, ‗The LORD reigns‘‖ (verse 31) as the second of its four ―let‖ verses, it is placed before the
―let‖ verses in Psalm 96. The pairing of this phrase with the comment on the firm establishment of the world in
Psalm 96:10, demonstrating God‘s present sovereignty, is also found in the introduction to the royal psalms of
this section (see 93:1). This also introduces the future reign of God through Jesus Christ, when ―He shall judge
the peoples righteously‖ (96:10).
In verses 11-12, as noted above, the whole creation is personified as rejoicing at the establishment of that
future reign (compare Romans 8:18-23). Where 1 Chronicles 16:33 mentions God as coming to judge the earth
(administering His righteous rule and justice throughout it), Psalm 96:13 builds more intensity regarding this
theme with the repetition of ―He is coming‖ and the addition of the final sentence describing Christ‘s coming
rule. As already mentioned, a close parallel to the encouraging conclusion in verses 11-13 is found in 98:7-9.
Psalm 97 is another of the royal psalms praising God‘s sovereignty. While it follows in theme from Psalm 96, it
adds the benefits of God‘s rule to the people of Zion (thematically parallel to Psalm 99 following Psalm 98). As
with the other psalms of this section, Psalm 97 may have been composed by David, as the Septuagint
attributes it. At the outset, we again encounter the key to the royal psalms in the phrase ―the LORD reigns‖
(verse 1; see 93:1; 96:10; 99:1). The whole earth, even to the farthest isles, can be glad because His
omnipotent rule is founded on righteousness and justice (verse 2b; compare 89:14).
The statement ―clouds and darkness surround Him‖ (Psalm 97:2a) pictures the coming judgment of God on
rebellious mankind. At that time, Christ will deal with His enemies in a great display of consuming power and
global upheaval (verses 3-5), as detailed in many passages (e.g., Joel 2:2; Zephaniah 1:14-15; Isaiah 2:12, 19;
Micah 1:3-4). This will demonstrate His sovereignty as ―the Lord of the whole earth‖ (Psalm 97:5).
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Verse 6 says, ―The heavens declare His righteousness.‖ In an ongoing sense, the heavens declare God‘s
power and majesty (19:1-4) as well as His establishment of cosmic order and stability. Moreover, in a future
sense, the ominous signs in the heavens accompanying Christ‘s return will demonstrate His intention to bring
justice to the earth.
The psalm calls for shame on those who serve idols, whether literal false deities or worthless pursuits that claim
their time and attention. Anyone or anything that has been idolized will ultimately be placed in submission to the
true God (see Psalm 97:7). As in the previous two psalms, we are told that God is ―above all gods‖ (verse 9;
see 95:3; 96:4).
Zion (Jerusalem) in 97:8 (see also 99:2) can refer to the physical city and its inhabitants, who are glad at the
message of God‘s sovereignty and coming Kingdom. Jerusalem will in fact be the capital of the world during the
reign of Christ. The ―daughters of Judah‖ in 97:8 are taken to mean ―villages of Judah‖ in the NIV, showing the
rejoicing of Jerusalem and its outlying communities. In a prophetic context, ―Zion‖ can also refer to God‘s
spiritual people, His Church. So can the ―daughters of Judah,‖ as the spiritual people of God are Jews in a
spiritual sense (see Romans 2:25-29). Until Christ returns, those who love God must continue to reject evil
(verse 10; see also Proverbs 8:13). God‘s people benefit from His protection and enlightenment—He is the
foundation of their joy (Psalm 97:11-12).
―Shout Joyfully to the LORD, All the Earth‖ (Psalms 98–100)
As explained in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 96, that psalm finds a parallel in Psalm 98.
Both begin with a call for a new song of praise for the Lord (96:1; 98:1). Both progress through widening circles
of praise: first the congregation of worship at the temple (96:1-5; 98:1-3); then all people on earth (96:7-10;
98:4-6); and finally all creation (96:11-13; 98:7-9). And the two psalms end with rather similar language (see
96:11-13; 98:7-9).
Another royal psalm of the set spanning 93–99, Psalm 98 also follows this thematic progression: ―(1) a call to
praise God as the Savior (vv. 1-3); (2) a call to praise God as the King (vv. 4-6); (3) a call to praise God as the
coming Judge (vv. 7-9)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 98). As with the other psalms of this section, the
Septuagint names David as the author, though this attribution is not confirmed (in fact, only two of the seven,
Psalms 95 and 96, have confirmed Davidic authorship).
The end of Psalm 98:1 introduces the psalm as what some call a ―Divine Warrior victory song‖ (Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary, introductory note on Psalm 98). The imagery of God‘s ―right hand‖—symbolic of favorable
action—gaining victory was earlier used of His powerful deliverance of Israel from Egypt (see Exodus 15:6;
compare Deuteronomy 4:34). It was God‘s ―right hand‖ that afterward delivered the Promised Land into Israel‘s
hands (Psalm 44:3). The reference in Psalm 98 could just as well refer to God leading Israel‘s armies to victory
in David‘s day or later. It ultimately could also serve as an endtime prophecy of God‘s future takeover of this
world, as explicitly mentioned at the end of the psalm.
Verse 2 explains that ―God‘s saving acts in behalf of his people are also his self-revelation to the nations; in this
sense God is his own evangelist (see 77:14…see also Isa 52:10)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm
98:2). The end of verse 3 will be ultimately realized at the return of Christ in power and glory at the end of the
age (compare Isaiah 40:5; Luke 3:6). Only then will the psalmist‘s call for the whole earth to join in a joyous
celebration of praise to the Lord, the King, be answered (see verses 4-6). Only then will the whole of creation
be liberated from its current bondage to corruption (compare verses 7-8; Romans 8:21).
The psalm ends with the great announcement also made in Psalm 96:13: ―He is coming to judge the earth‖
(98:9)—that is, to rule all nations—and His judgment or rule will be righteous and equitable, meaning fair,
reasonable, impartial and just.
Psalm 99 is the last of the set of royal psalms beginning with Psalm 93. It appears to form a couplet with Psalm
98, as Psalm 97 does with 96. Psalms 97 and 99 both open with the same key phrase, ―The LORD reigns,‖ and
they both mention the special benefits of this reign to Zion. This can refer to the physical city of Jerusalem and
its inhabitants or to God‘s spiritual people. ―Jacob‖ in 99:4 refers to the physical nation of Israel, wherein God
has previously executed just and righteous rule and will do so again in His Kingdom—as a preview of how He
will then extend His rule to all nations.
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A running theme through Psalm 98 is God‘s holiness. Note the similar refrain at the end of verses 3, 5 and 9:
―He is holy…He is holy…the LORD our God is holy.‖ As The Nelson Study Bible explains: ―Holy means to be
‗distant‘ or ‗distinct from.‘ This is the principle word used to describe the transcendence of God (113:4-6)‖ (note
on Psalm 99:3). In line with this, verse 2 states that God is ―high above all the peoples.‖ Another commentator
says: ―The word ‗holy‘ means ‗separate, set apart, totally different.‘ God‘s nature is ‗wholly other,‘ yet He was
willing to dwell with His people and meet their needs‖ (Wiersbe, Be Exultant, note on verses 1-3). Indeed,
despite how high above us God is (compare Isaiah 55:8-9), we are also told that ―He is not far from each one of
us‖ (Acts 17:27).
In response to the majesty and power of God‘s reign, people on earth should tremble and shake with awe
(Psalm 99:1, NIV). God dwelling ―between the cherubim‖ (same verse) may refer to God‘s exalted throne in
heaven—yet the significance here may be that of God coming down to the earthly model of His heavenly throne
in the tabernacle or temple. Recall the two golden cherubim fashioned to cover the mercy seat of the Ark of the
Covenant (Exodus 25:18-20). During the time of Israel‘s wilderness years, God met with Moses at the mercy
seat: ―And there I will meet with you, and I will speak with you from above the mercy seat, from between the two
cherubim which are on the ark of the Testimony‖ (Exodus 25:22). This would seem to parallel the later
statement in Psalm 99 regarding God speaking to Moses, Aaron and Samuel ―in the cloudy pillar‖ (verse 7),
which came down into the tabernacle, evidently still in Samuel‘s day as it later did in Solomon‘s temple (see 1
Kings 8:10-11). Even so, when Christ comes in power to rule the nations, He will rule from the earthly temple in
Jerusalem and the pillar of cloud and fire will be restored (Isaiah 4:5).
Worshipping at God‘s ―footstool‖ in Psalm 99:5 connotes a feeling of humility. From His throne in heaven, God
looks on the earth as His footstool (Isaiah 66:1; Matthew 5:35). Yet more specifically, He refers to the place of
His tabernacle or temple as His footstool (Psalm 132:7; Isaiah 60:13)—and that is evidently what is meant here,
given the parallel mention of God‘s ―holy hill‖ (Psalm 99:9). ―When the Israelites came to the temple in
Jerusalem to worship, they pictured themselves as being at the feet of the Creator‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note
on verse 5).
In verse 6, Moses is classed with Aaron as a priest in the sense of an intercessor between God and man.
Indeed, all of the spiritually converted people of God are considered to form a priesthood (1 Peter 2:5, 9). The
psalmist remembers that God answered the faithful men of old—Moses, Aaron and Samuel serving as
examples of this (there having been many others). Although God punished their sins, He still answered them
with forgiveness: ―You were to them God-Who-Forgives‖ (verse 8).
The psalmist infers that, ―since God answered the prayers of our ancestors, surely He will continue to answer
the prayers of those who call upon Him‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 6). Indeed, He does so today and
will do so even more dramatically when His coming reign over the earth is established. All of this again
demonstrates that despite God‘s high and holy transcendence above our lowly earthly existence, He is
intimately concerned with His people and faithfully responds to their worship and prayers.
Psalm 100 is an unattributed psalm of public thanksgiving to God that follows the set of royal psalms from 93 to
99. ―Perhaps the ancient editors felt that the royal psalms demanded the response of worship provided by this
psalm‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 100). The psalm also closes the entire section of psalms beginning
with Psalm 90. Psalm 100 is related to Psalm 95:1-2 and, as we will see, to 95:6-7. And its opening words in
100:1 are the same in Hebrew as the first line of Psalm 98:4, there translated, ―Shout joyfully to the LORD, all
the earth.‖
The full response to this call will later come when Jesus Christ establishes the Kingdom of God on the earth.
Under His rule, everyone will experience the gladness (verse 2) of living in harmony with God. At that time
singing with joy to the Lord will be natural and spontaneous. In the meantime, worshippers come before Him
anticipating the future with joy—in spite of circumstances of the world. The basis for giving thanks is that God,
as our Creator, has made us. We did not make ourselves (verse 3). ―For in Him we live and move and have our
being‖ (Acts 17:28). Moreover, God guides us, cares for us and provides for us as a shepherd does his sheep
(see Psalm 100:3b). The same basis for praise is laid out in Psalm 95:6-7.
We are commanded to enter into God‘s presence and worship Him because He is eternally good, loving and
merciful (verses 4-5). The gates and courts here picture the temple where people come through the gates into
the courts to praise God as a congregation. It also symbolizes the fellowship and worship of God‘s spiritual
temple today, His Church, as well as the great throngs of worship in the coming Kingdom.
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A Royal Oath of Office; A Testimony for the Future (Psalms 101–102)
As the Zondervan NIV Study Bible points out, Psalms 101–110 appear to form ―a collection of ten psalms
located between two other groups (…Ps 90–100; 111–119) and framed by two psalms that pertain to the king
(the first, the king‘s vow to pattern his reign after God‘s righteous rule; the last, God‘s commitment to maintain
the king—his anointed—and give him victories over all his enemies. This little psalter-within-the-Psalter is
concentrically arranged. Inside the frame [of 101 and 110], Ps 102 and 109 are prayers of individuals in times of
intense distress; [within these] Ps 103 and 108 praise the Lord for his ‗great…love‘ that reaches to the heavens
(103:11; 108:4); [within these] Ps 104 and 107 are complements, with 104 celebrating God‘s many wise and
benevolent acts in creation and 107 celebrating God‘s ‗wonderful deeds‘ (vv. 8, 15, 21, 24, 31) for people
through his lordship over creation; and [finally within these] the remaining two are also complements, with Ps
105 reciting the history of Israel‘s redemption and 106 reciting the same history as a history of Israel‘s rebellion.
This little psalter includes most of the forms and themes found in the rest of the psalter. Its outer frame is
devoted to royal psalms and its center pair to recitals of Israel‘s history with God…. As a collection it bears a
distinctly redemption-history stamp and evokes recollection of all the salient elements of the O[ld] T[estament]
message‖ (note on Psalms 101–110).
Given this apparent collection, there is the obvious problem of the book division occurring within it at Psalm
107. Recall, however, from the Bible Reading Program‘s introduction to Psalms that the division between Books
IV and V of the Psalter appears to be an artificial late change—seemingly made primarily to create a fivefold
division of the Psalms to correspond with the five books of the Law, likely to have the temple songs follow along
with the Scripture reading cycle. We will note more about this matter when we come to Psalm 107 in our
reading.
Psalm 101 is a royal psalm of David composed in the form a commitment. As is the case with most psalms, it is
not clear whether he originally intended this as a solely personal expression or planned from the beginning for it
to be used by others. In any event, when included in the Psalter its words of commitment were certainly to be
proclaimed by others—these being successor rulers (as only they had the power to administer justice in the
fashion proclaimed in the psalm). Thus, the psalm could have become a sort of oath of office.
David is determined to ―behave wisely in a perfect way‖ or, as the New International Version renders this, to ―be
careful to lead a blameless life‖ (verse 2). He begins by praising God, because God‘s mercy (or lovingkindness)
and justice motivate David to rule Israel with the same gracious care and upright fairness.
God had made known His expectations for the kings of Israel (Deuteronomy 17:14-20). The king was to write
his own copy of the law and study it ―all the days of his life‖ so that he would properly fear God, administer
God‘s laws and treat his subjects with respect. David vows that in his ―house‖—his royal office and
administration—he will be scrupulous in matters of justice, love and mercy (Psalm 101:2b). By leading a
―blameless‖ life, David meant that he would live with integrity and integrate his life with God‘s purpose. He was
not implying that he would never sin (though he would of course strive not to). The question ―Oh, when will you
come to me?‖ (verse 2) may refer to David‘s need for special help from God, or it may relate to the Ark of the
Covenant. As one commentator explains regarding this verse: ―Once David was established on the throne in
Jerusalem, he had a consuming desire to bring the ark of God back to the sanctuary so that God‘s throne might
be near his throne. His question in verse 2, ‗When will you come to me?‘ reflects this desire. The ark had been
in the house of Abinidab for many years (1 Sam. 6:1-7:2) and then in the house of Obed-Edom after David‘s
aborted attempt to relocate it (2 Sam. 6:1-11)‖ (Wiersbe, Be Exultant, introductory note on Psalm 101). There
was a great lesson in the latter episode. For God‘s law, which David as king was to read and write his own copy
of, clearly states how the ark was to be transported. God does want to ―come to‖ us—but only on His terms.
David states that his administration will be different from how other kings in the region ruled. He says he will set
―nothing wicked‖ or ―no vile thing‖ (NIV)—literally, no thing of Belial (this word connoting utter worthlessness
and later used as a name for Satan)—before his eyes. He may be referring to an idol or an evil practice or
person—with setting this thing or person before the eyes meaning looking to it or such a person for guidance or
affording it or him a place of honor and privilege in his presence. This would not happen in David‘s reign.
By ―the deeds of faithless men‖ (verse 3, NIV) or ―the work of those who fall away‖ (NKJV), David may be
referring to Saul‘s administration—that he will have no part with that kind of leadership. David had a consuming
desire to clean things up when he took office. ―When David became king, first in Hebron and then at Jerusalem,
he inherited a divided land and a discouraged people whose spiritual life as at low ebb. Asaph described the
situation in 78:56-72 and named David as God‘s answer to Israel‘s problems. Everything rises and falls with
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leadership, but many of King Saul‘s officers were fawning flattering ‗toadies‘ who were unable to work with a
man like David‖ (same note).
In support of David‘s desire for a righteous administration, he states that no one in his employ will lie, practice
deceit, slander, or demonstrate a lack of respect for others—rather, going to the heart of good leadership, he
will look for the faithful of the land to serve with him (verses 4-7). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states:
―The king invites only people of integrity to ‗dwell‘ with him and to serve in his presence as appointed courtiers.
Only by surrounding himself with the best and most capable men who will advance the interest of God can the
king rest assured that the kingdom of God is strengthened‖ (note on verse 6). David closes the psalm with a
vow that it would be part of his daily routine to rout evil and wickedness from the land, especially in Jerusalem—
the standard would be set there in his capital city first (verse 8).
Of course, as a fallible human being, David did not always live up to his intentions. Consider that such a
despicable person as his nephew Joab was high in David‘s administration for the length of its duration. The
commitments of this psalm will be perfectly fulfilled during the administration of David‘s descendant Jesus
Christ—which will include David himself, then resurrected and perfect, as well as all Christians who remain
faithful to Christ, who will then serve as divine kings under Him.
Psalm 102 is a lamenting prayer by an unnamed individual in severe affliction and distress—apparently during
a time of national distress: ―The title…in accordance with vv. 1-11, 23-24…designates the prayer as that of an
individual. But vv. 12-22, 28 clearly indicate national involvement in the calamity. It may be that the distress
suffered by the individual, while its description suggests physical illness, is the result of his sharing in a national
disaster such as the exile—a suggestion supported by references to the restoration of Zion‖ (Zondervan NIV
Study Bible, note on Psalm 102 title). Indeed, beyond the lament, the psalm also looks forward with hope and
faith to the restoration of God‘s people—in an ultimate sense at the establishment of His Kingdom—making this
a fitting psalm for its placement in Book IV of the Psalter, which points to the time of the coming messianic
reign.
The prayer opens with a plea that God would hear the psalmist‘s cry and quickly come to his aid (verses 1-2). In
these two short verses he makes five requests for God‘s attention: hear me; let my cry come to you; don‘t hide
from me; turn your ear to me; answer me quickly. The situation is simply awful. Life, its delights gone, is ebbing
away. In his constant grief and despair the psalmist forgets about and doesn‘t feel like eating—leading to
malnutrition and emaciation (verses 3-5, 9, 11). He feels forsaken, isolated, alone, vulnerable and unable to
sleep—like some lonely bird eking out a tentative existence on its own (verses 6-7). His torment is magnified by
the ranting reproach of enemies (verse 8)—perhaps referring to foreigners who have captured him and his
countrymen. Where the NKJV says these enemies ―swear an oath against me‖ (same verse), the NIV says that
they ―use my name as a curse.‖ That is, ―they say, ‗May you become like that one (the one named) is‘‖
(Zondervan, note on verse 8).
He sees his circumstance as God‘s judgment (verse 10). And, as already noted, it seems that this refers to
calamity that God has brought on the whole nation—not just this representative individual. But things are not left
in despondency and hopelessness. For there is confidence in God‘s coming deliverance of His people. The
ancient restoration of Jerusalem after the Babylonian exile is but a small foretaste of what is pictured here in
this psalm. For the ―set time‖ spoken of (verse 13) is the day yet future in which all nations and kings will fear
God‘s name and His glory (verse 15)—when God in the person of Jesus Christ will actually ―appear in His glory‖
(verse 16) and all nations and kingdoms will gather to serve Him (verse 22). The building up of Zion (verse 16)
refers to the coming restoration of Israel in the Kingdom of God—as well as the building up of spiritual Zion,
God‘s Church, to serve as the holy and perfect administration of that Kingdom. All God‘s people who have
suffered during all ages will have their prayers fully answered in an ultimate sense (see verse 17).
This wonderful message, the psalmist declares, would be written down for a future generation—a people yet to
be created (verse 18). Given the whole context, and the verse that follows, it appears that this coming
generation would also face terrible trials just as the psalmist. But given this good news—the gospel of the
Kingdom—they would be able to look forward with hope in the midst of suffering and declare God‘s praises
(verse 18), just as in this psalm.
In verses 23-24, the psalmist remembers his immediate plight and pleas again with God to intervene and not
cut his life off early—contrasting his brief existence with God‘s eternal life and perspective. Yet it is in God‘s
eternal existence (verses 24-27) that there is hope for the future. For come what may, He and His purpose will
endure. Because God continues, so would His people continue generation after generation (verse 28). This will
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allow the great restoration looked for in the psalm. And it will also bring, in God‘s set time, the perfect
restoration of the psalmist himself and of all who have placed their hope and trust throughout the ages in the
Eternal God.
―Forget Not All His Benefits‖ (Psalms 103–104)
Psalm 103, attributed in the superscription to David, is a psalm of praise for the wonderful goodness of God
directed toward His people. David begins by talking with himself, demanding that his whole being ―bless‖ the
Lord (verses 1-2). This is in response to all of God‘s wonderful benefits—the blessings He gives us. We cannot
of course bless God in kind. A ―blessing‖ from a human being directed to God is a word of heartfelt praise or
thanksgiving or an expressed wish to see all of God‘s purposes fulfilled, implying cheerful and committed
cooperation with Him—submitting oneself fully to His will. Note that the psalm begins and ends with the same
formula (verses 1, 22)—as does the next psalm (104:1, 35).
In Psalm 103:3-5, David calls attention to six personal blessings from the Lord: forgiveness, healing,
redemption, lovingkindness, satisfaction and renewal. With ―you‖ and ―your‖ in these verses, David was still
speaking to himself, but clearly these statements apply to all of God‘s people. That is, each of us reading or
singing along with the psalm could say the same things to ourselves. A seventh blessing—relief from
oppression—is listed in verse 6 as applying to ―all‖ (thus expanding the divine blessings out to others).
At the top of his list, David thanks God that He has the power and desire to forgive the perverse crookedness of
our human nature that manifests itself in various iniquities (verse 3a). Next we are told that God ―heals all your
diseases‖ (verse 3b)—just as God ―forgives all your iniquities‖ in the previous clause. Some, realizing that godly
people sometimes must suffer ongoing infirmity despite repeated prayers (as even the apostle Paul had to),
think God healing ―all‖ our diseases here does not mean that He heals every single one. Rather, they interpret
these words as meaning merely that all diseases we have that are healed are healed by God—that is,
whenever we are healed, God is the One who heals us. This is problematic, however, as it would indicate the
same meaning for the previous parallel clause—that all iniquities we have that are forgiven are forgiven by God
(thus meaning that God is the One who does whatever forgiving is done and not all of our sins are necessarily
forgiven). Yet the statement about forgiveness seems more clearly to mean that God forgives every one of our
sins—which indicates that the healing clause means that God heals every one of our diseases. In fact, as an
inspired scriptural proclamation about God‘s nature, this would seem to be a divine promise. How then are we
to reconcile this with faithful Christians who are not healed?
First we must recognize that there are conditions that must be met for healing—just as there are for
forgiveness. Forgiveness requires repentance and faith—and so does divine healing (especially in cases where
the sickness or disease is a result of the afflicted person‘s sins). But even when these conditions are met, God
is not obligated to instantly and immediately remove affliction. Yet Psalm 103:3 would indicate that He has
obligated Himself to heal the faithful at some point. He may choose to instantly intervene and heal—or, for His
great and inscrutable purposes, He may decide to delay healing until much later. In fact, He may in some cases
choose to delay healing until after a person has died—when, in the ultimate healing, He will return believers to
life in the resurrection from the dead. In this, God still proves Himself faithful to the promise of Psalm 103.
Indeed, faithful believers brought up in the resurrection will experience perfect wellness and be impervious to
illness for eternity to come.
We find a further parallel in the benefit that follows. God ―redeems your life from destruction‖ (verse 4a)—―from
the pit‖ (NIV)—pulling us from dire circumstances and ultimately from the grave. This, of course, does not mean
that we won‘t suffer adversity or death. David suffered both. God‘s own perfect Son, Jesus Christ, suffered
intensely and died in His human life at a young age. So, while the promise of Psalm 103:4 is in part for our lives
today—as God keeps us from various calamities throughout our lives and lets us endure others before rescuing
us—the ultimate fulfillment of the verse will not come until our future resurrection in God‘s Kingdom. Even so, in
verse 3 God delivers us from physical ailments throughout our lives today, but He will not remove all illness
from us for eternity to come until that same resurrection.
The same applies to being crowned with lovingkindness and tender mercies (verse 4b). On one level, David
may have been speaking to himself of God having literally crowned him as the king of Israel—along with the
advantages and privileges that brought. Yet he may also have been thinking of God more generally and
figuratively heaping blessings and care upon his head (compare Genesis 49:26). The word for ―lovingkindness‖
in Psalm 103:4 is hesed, meaning loyal steadfast love or covenant faithfulness, while tender mercies here
refers to deep compassion and parental care (compare verse 13). Being the objects of God‘s grace or favor

497

―crowns‖ His people above all creation. And ultimately, they will be crowned as literal kings to rule in His
Kingdom (Revelation 5:10).
That God ―satisfies your mouth with good things‖ (Psalm 103:5) includes more than providing food. ―The word
translated ‗mouth‘ is a bit of a puzzle since it is usually translated ‗ornaments‘ or ‗jewelry,‘ words that hardly fit
this context‖ (Wiersbe, Be Exultant, note on verses 1-6). The NIV follows the Greek Septuagint translation in
rendering the word as ―desires‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 5). ―Some students interpret
the word to mean ‗duration‘ or ‗years‘ (see NASB [compare NRSV]). No matter how old we become, God can
satisfy the needs of our lives and the spiritual desires of our hearts‖ (Wiersbe, note on verses 1-6). To be
renewed like the eagle (verse 5) pictures having the strength to soar, to keep on (compare Isaiah 40:31). Both
elements of Psalm 103:5 will find ultimate fulfillment in the Kingdom of God—as will God‘s righteous and just
intervention for the oppressed of verse 6.
David uses the past national experience of Israel to illustrate God‘s blessings on His people—particularly His
forgiveness, mercy and love. This was explained to Moses and demonstrated to the Israelites in how God dealt
with them (verses 7-8, 17-18; compare Exodus 34:6-7). Though the Israelites, as we all do, deserved death for
sin, God nevertheless continues to work with His people. His punishments against Israel‘s constant rebellion
were not without end but were intended to help rehabilitate the people, not to justly destroy them (Psalm 103:910). God is here praised for His willingness to temper His righteous anger with His vast mercy and care for His
people as His little, weak children (verses 11-14). Whereas God‘s anger is brief—required only during the
fleeting physical existence of man—his ―mercy‖ or loyal love is forever and will serve to perpetuate those who
honor their commitment to follow Him (verses 15-18).
God‘s benefits extend to all within His dominion. ―And His kingdom rules over all‖ (verse 19)—so that all
creation (in both the spiritual and physical realms) should praise God along with David, as the psalm calls for in
the threefold address: ―Bless…Bless…Bless…‖ (verses 20-22a), followed by the final repetition of the psalm‘s
opening line. This also serves to introduce the praise of God for His creation in the next psalm.
Though Psalm 104, a meditative hymn of creation, is unattributed in the Hebrew Masoretic Text, the Greek
Septuagint translation names David as the author. This may have been reasoned on the basis of the psalm‘s
apparent relationship with the previous psalm (103), the Masoretic superscription of which credits David. Note
that David in Psalm 103 opens and closes with the exuberant self-exhortation to ―Bless the LORD, O my soul!‖
(verses 1, 22) and that the same opening and closing is found in Psalm 104 (verses 1, 35), making it seem a
continuation. There is a thematic relationship as well. Psalm 103 dwelt on God‘s benefits (verse 2), while Psalm
104 deals with God‘s provision through creation. Psalm 103 concluded with a call for praise of God issued to
―all His works, in all places of His dominion‖ (verse 22).
Psalm 104 then concerns God‘s works throughout His dominion in creation and ―the fruit of [His] works‖ (verse
13). However, none of this is clear proof of Davidic authorship. For just as it would seem that later editors
placed these psalms next to each other in the Psalter, it could also be that these editors, rather than David,
copied the opening and closing of Psalm 103 over to the beginning and end of 104 to emphasize the continuity
here.
In this song the psalmist follows to some degree the days of creation of Genesis 1. He starts out by describing
the great God as clothed with honor, majesty and light (verses 1-2)—paralleling God‘s first recorded command
in commencing the creation account, ―Let there be light‖ (Genesis 1:3). God elsewhere declares that He is light
and completely without darkness (1 John 1:5)—speaking not just of His radiant glory on the physical level but,
in spiritual imagery, of His moral perfection.
Corresponding to the second day of Genesis 1, ―the second creative act is ‗the firmament‘ or ‗the heavens‘
described here as a [curtain or] ‗tent‘ [NIV] stretched out over the earth (cf. Isa 40:22). As a camper readily
pitches his tent somewhere, so God without exertion prepared the earth for habitation‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on Psalm 104:2). Genesis 1:6-8 says that the firmament of heaven or the sky divided waters
under it from waters above it. This division of upper and lower waters appears to distinguish between water
vapor in the atmosphere and liquid waters of the seas and other bodies of water on the earth‘s surface. The
imagery of God laying the beams of His ―upper chambers‖ (or upstairs rooms) in the atmospheric waters (Psalm
104:3; compare verse 13) portrays Him as setting the lowest levels of the heavens, where He dwells, in the air
above the earth.
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Within this expanse God, in the person of Jesus Christ through whom God created all things (see John 1:1-3,
14; Ephesians 3:9), traveled on ―clouds‖ and ―wind‖ (Psalm 104:3b). These words here may connote more than
atmospheric conditions, as God later led Israel in the radiant cloud of His glory and the word for ―wind‖ here is
ruach, translated ―Spirit‖ in Genesis 1:2: ―And the Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters.‖
Moreover, Psalm 104:4 uses the plural of ruach in describing the angelic hosts—―spirits.‖ God created these
spirit beings, brilliant like stars in flaming fire, as His ―angels‖ (meaning messengers) and ―ministers‖ (meaning
servants). Note that both these terms were used to address them in the previous psalm (103:20-21), showing a
further tie between these two songs. Note also that Psalm 104:4 is quoted in Hebrews 1:7 to demonstrate the
subordination of angels to Jesus Christ and later glorified members of God‘s divine family.
Continuing on the second day of Genesis 1, God next focused on the ―waters under the heavens‖ (verse 9),
gathering them into one place and uncovering the dry land. This was necessary because the land had earlier
been covered by ―the face of the deep‖ (verse 2). The cessation of this flooded condition is described in Psalm
104:5-9. Verse 6 tells us that the earth was ―covered…with the deep‖ and that ―the waters stood above the
mountains‖—though the mountains may have been much lower in elevation at that time, an idea we will
consider further in a moment. The flooded condition of the earth was evidently a result of global calamity
between the earth‘s initial creation and the six days of Genesis 1, which represent a renewal or re-creation of
the earth and its life (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Genesis 1).
Psalm 104:7 says that an order from God caused the waters to retreat. As translated in the NKJV and many
other versions, verse 8 describes the waters going up over the mountains and flowing back down into the
valleys. This translation, however, is unclear. The Revised Standard Version renders the verse this way: ―The
mountains rose, the valleys sank down to the place which thou didst appoint for them.‖ This would imply major
topographical changes as part of the reason for shifting waters. Many argue against this as a break in context—
especially as the ―they‖ in verse 9 for which God has set a boundary to prevent their returning to cover the earth
is clearly the waters. However, it is possible that verse 8 is parenthetical and that the ―they‖ in verse 9 refers
back to the waters in verses 6-7.
Some see verse 9‘s reference to God setting a boundary against global flood (evidently the coastlines of the
world) as referring to His covenant after the Flood of Noah‘s day (compare Genesis 9:11-15). However, it more
naturally refers here to God‘s establishments of the coastlines in Genesis 1. Note that Psalm 104:9 does not
say, ―…that they may not ever return to cover the earth.‖ Here the idea was probably ―…that they could not
return to cover the earth [on their own].‖ Later, in Genesis 9, God did state that the waters would never again
destroy the world.
Rather than proceeding immediately to the next day in the Genesis 1 scheme, Psalm 104 next highlights the
benefits of the fresh waters of the earth to the various creatures God later formed. Then the psalm moves to the
third of the Genesis 1 days (verses 11-13), describing the production of grass and vegetation (Psalm 104:14).
And again, before proceeding to the next day, the psalm describes the benefits of these things to later-created
man and beast. Likewise, the psalm then moves to the fourth day of Genesis 1:14-19 regarding the
appointment of the sun and moon to mark times and seasons—and again explains how these things serve
animals and human beings (Psalm 104:19-23). In all this, we observe a connection with Psalm 103 in the
recounting of God‘s benefits.
The psalmist here pauses for summary and praise: ―O LORD, how manifold are Your works! In wisdom You
have made them all‖ (104:24). He then resumes his reflection, proceeding to day five of Genesis 1, highlighting
the creation of teeming life in the sea. This is a benefit to human beings plying ships in maritime commerce
(verse 26). Leviathan (same verse) may be a literal sea monster—some have suggested a giant crocodile—but
is apparently figurative in various passages of human empires or the power behind them, Satan the serpent of
Genesis 3 (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Job 41). Whichever is intended, all depend on God
for existence—and they will play a role in fulfilling God‘s purposes despite themselves.
Psalm 104:27-28 shows that all the creatures mentioned thus far (some formed as late as the sixth day of
creation week) are utterly reliant on God for their existence and sustenance. If God does not provide for them
and sustain them, they die (verse 29). And God does allow this to happen—sometimes on a large scale, as the
calamities of Genesis 1:2 and the Flood of Noah both attest. Yet even in such circumstances, God‘s providence
continues—for He sends forth His Spirit, creates life once again and renews the face of the earth (Psalm
104:30). This could refer to the general cycle in which, as flora and fauna die, God provides new life to replace
what returns to dust. However, in the context of the rest of this psalm, this verse may be directly referring to the
six days of Genesis 1 as a period of renewal and recreation on a global scale.
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Considering the summary of the six days of creation through the psalm, it may be that the theme of the song‘s
conclusion concerns the day intended to memorialize creation—the seventh-day Sabbath (Genesis 2:1-3),
which also symbolizes the time of God‘s coming Kingdom (compare Hebrews 3–4). Note in verse 31 the desire
for God‘s glory to endure forever and that God may rejoice in His works (both very much Sabbath themes). The
Sabbath teaches us that in observing creation we must view it as subordinate to God Himself. Verse 32
reminds us that God ―is so much greater than his creation that with a look or a touch he could undo it‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 32). The Sabbath calls for singing, praises, meditation and glad
rejoicing (compare verses 33-34).
The statement ―May sinners vanish from the earth and the wicked be no more‖ (verse 35) seems to be a wish
rather than a curse on specific sinners. The psalmist envisions a world without the pollution of sin and
wickedness. ―The psalmist is not vindictive in his prayer against the wicked but longs for a world fully
established and maintained by the Lord, without outside interference‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 35). This, too,
is a powerful Sabbath theme as we look forward to God‘s Kingdom. As previously mentioned, Psalm 104 closes
just as it opens (and as 103 opens and closes): ―Bless the LORD, O my soul!‖ There is good reason to believe
that the next phrase, ―Praise the LORD!,‖ originally began the next psalm (as we will see in our next reading).
―He Remembers His Covenant Forever‖ (Psalm 105)
Psalm 105 continues from the past two psalms on the theme of praising and thanking God for His benefits—in
this case, for His special care and provision for Israel in fulfillment of His promises. We earlier read Psalm 105
in conjunction with David‘s bringing the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem—for the first 15 verses of the psalm
are taken from the first part of David‘s song composed for that occasion (1 Chronicles 16:4-36). We more
recently read Psalm 96, which is taken from the second part of that psalm in 1 Chronicles. (See the Bible
Reading Program comments on 1 Chronicles 16:4-36; Psalm 105:1-15; 96; 106:1, 47-48 and on Psalm 105:1645; 1 Chronicles 16:37-43; 2 Samuel 6:20-23.)
Just as the same doxology or praise expression ―Bless the LORD, O my soul!‖ appears at the beginning and
end of both Psalms 103 and 104, it seems likely that another doxology, ―Praise the LORD!‖ (Hebrew Hallelujah)
is found at the beginning and end of Psalms 105 and 106—the last two psalms of Book IV in the Psalter. It
appears that the doxology ―Praise the LORD!‖ at the end of Psalm 104 should actually begin Psalm 105—as it
does in the Septuagint—prefixed to the statement from 2 Chronicles 16:1: ―Oh, give thanks to the LORD!‖
(Psalm 105:1). Again, observe that the same doxology ends Psalm 105 and that it has been prefixed to the
excerpt from 1 Chronicles 16:34 in Psalm 106:1 (and also affixed to the adaptation of 2 Chronicles 16:35-36 in
Psalm 106:47-48).
Psalm 105:1-15 follows the source material from David in 1 Chronicles by instructing others to thank God, to
seek Him and call on Him and to proclaim His wondrous deeds to others—one important way being through
psalms such as this one. Minor changes may be noted from the source material. For instance, Psalm 105:6
refers to the Israelites (―children of Jacob‖) as the ―seed of Abraham His servant‖ rather than ―seed of Israel His
servant‖ (see 1 Chronicles 16:13)—perhaps to emphasize the covenant with Abraham mentioned a few verses
later. Both descriptions are of course true. The progression of patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob/Israel)
appears in 1 Chronicles 16:16-17 and Psalm 105:9-10. In the entire book of Psalms the name Jacob occurs 34
times while Abraham is mentioned by name in only Psalm 105 (verses 6, 9, 42) and 47:9—and Isaac is recalled
by name in Psalm 105:9 only.
In 1 Chronicles 16, David had emphasized the theme of remembering—for the Israelites to remember God‘s
marvelous works and judgments (verse 12) and to remember the covenant He made with he patriarchs to give
their descendants the land of Canaan (verses 15-19). The first reference (verse 12) is repeated in Psalm 105
verbatim (verse 5). Yet in the second reference, rather than calling for the audienceto ―remember His covenant
forever‖ (1 Chronicles 16:15), Psalm 105 says that ―He remembers His covenant forever‖ (verse 8). The change
here would seem to stress that even if the people don‘t remember, God does. This further demonstrates, in line
with other psalms of this section, God‘s benefits—here being His eternal faithfulness. The same theme of
remembering is built on later in verse 42, where God‘s faithfulness is again demonstrated.
David‘s words in 1 Chronicles 16:20-22, repeated in Psalm 105:13-15, are a further reference to the patriarchs.
God had promised them the land of Canaan as an inheritance when their households were few in number and
they were actually strangers in the land, which was for the most part out of their control verses 11-12). Though
not immediately giving them this homeland, God preserved them from harm in the meantime as they traveled
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as nomads from nation to nation and kingdom to kingdom (verses 13-14). Regarding his rebuking of kings for
their sakes, telling these rulers not to hurt His anointed ones (verse 15)—here synonymous with His prophets
(same verse)—note two examples in the life of Abraham (see 12:10-20; 20:1-17). In the latter instance, God
told Abimelech (the Philistine king of Gerar) that Abraham was a prophet (verse 7). Other stories in Genesis
show that God continued to oversee the lives of Isaac and Jacob, protecting them from those who would have
harmed them.
We then move into the latter part of Psalm 105, which was not taken from David‘s earlier composition in 1
Chronicles 16. The author of this latter section is unknown. It could have been David or, just as easily, anyone
else from his time up to that of Ezra more than five centuries later. This section follows on from God‘s promise
to give the land of Canaan to Israel by telling the story of what led up to their eventual inheritance (verses 1645). The psalmist picks up the Genesis account with the story of Joseph, who was sold by his brothers into
slavery and ended up the ruler of all Egypt under its pharaoh. While in prison, Joseph, with God‘s inspiration,
accurately interpreted the divinely induced dreams of the pharaoh‘s baker and butler—eventually securing his
release. This is evidently what is referred to in Psalm 105:18-19, which the NIV translates as saying that Joseph
was imprisoned ―till what he foretold came to pass, till the word of the LORD proved him true.‖ Joseph then
interpreted dreams of the pharaoh to mean that a period of plenty would be followed by a period of famine—and
the pharaoh appointed Joseph as his vizier or prime minister to oversee the storing up of provisions for the
famine.
This eventually served to provide during the time of famine for Joseph‘s father Israel or Jacob and the rest of
his family—who came down to settle in Egypt. Verse 16 declares the destruction of provision and resultant
famine to be the work of God. And verse 17 further declares Joseph being sent as a slave to Egypt to be by
God‘s design—so as to provide for His people. This is just what Joseph himself acknowledged in assuring His
brothers that He would not take vengeance on them: ―You meant evil against me; but God meant it for good, in
order to bring it about as it is this day, to save many people alive. Now therefore, do not be afraid; I will provide
for you and your little ones‖ (Genesis 50:20-21). Note, incidentally, that Egypt is referred to here as the ―land of
Ham‖ (Psalms 105:23, 27; 106:22; compare 78:51). Ham was one of the three sons of Noah, and from him
sprang Mizraim or the Egyptians (Genesis 10:1, 6). The H in ―Ham‖ was pronounced as a heavily aspirated or
―coughed‖ K—so that the name could be written as Khem (as the Moffatt Translation renders the word in
Psalms 105 and 106).
Khem (sometimes spelled Chem) was in fact the ancient name for Egypt, written in hieroglyphic script as KM,
the name denoting ―black‖ or ―hot‖ (in the sense of ―burnt.‖). The ―black‖ meaning here is often understood to
refer to the darkened fertile soil along the length of the Nile. But the name Khem could just as well derive from
the name Ham, which has the same meaning, or be a reference to Ham‘s dark-skinned descendants.
Jacob‘s family grew and prospered in Egypt until God turned the hearts of the Egyptians ―to hate His
people…and deal craftily with His servants‖ (Psalm 105:25). At no time does the psalmist question why this
long history of intrigue and reversal was necessary for giving the Promised Land to Abraham‘s descendants. He
trusts God. The Lord‘s performance of spectacular miracles during the Exodus period that comes next in the
story flow was critical for Israel‘s remembering (see Deuteronomy 15:15).
In introducing the Exodus, the psalmist mentions God sending Moses and Aaron to perform signs and wonders
(Psalm 105:26-27; compare Exodus 4; 7:8-13). He then follows with a description of the plagues with which
God struck Egypt (Psalm 105:26-36; compare Exodus 7:14–12:30). The psalmist begins with the plague of
darkness (Psalm 105:28a), which was actually the ninth of the 10 plagues. It may be that he was using this to
metaphorically represent all the plagues as a dark time of affliction for Egypt. And this could have been
intended as a play on words—the sending of darkness or blackness on the ―Black Land‖ (as ―land of Ham‖ in
the previous verse could mean).
The second part of verse 28 has caused much difficulty in interpretation. The NKJV has: ―And they did not rebel
against His word.‖ Some take the ―they‖ as ―these‖—referring to the plagues that follow in the next few verses,
meaning that these (in a personified sense) did not veer from accomplishing what God sent them to do. Others
take the ―they‖ of verse 28 to be the same ―they‖ of verse 27, that is, Moses and Aaron (verse 26), which would
mean they did not go astray from fulfilling the signs God gave them to perform. Others take ―they‖ in verse 28 to
refer to the ―them‖ of verse 25, among whom signs were performed—though it is not clear whether this refers to
the Israelites or the Egyptians (see verses 24-25). If the Israelites, verse 28 would mean that they did not go
against doing what God commanded them at this time—i.e., keeping the Passover, etc.
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However, the ―they‖ in verse 28 is usually understood to refer to the Egyptians, as ―their‖ in the next verse
clearly refers to them. Yet how did the Egyptians ―not rebel against [God‘s] word‖ when they were punished for
defying God‘s command to release His people? Some Bible versions try to fix this problem by dropping the
word ―not‖ before ―rebel‖—meaning that the Egyptians did rebel. However, the Hebrew word for ―not‖—lo—is
clearly present here. The NIV and Jewish Publication Society Tanakh more reasonably solve the problem by
interpreting the words as a rhetorical question: ―…for had they not rebelled against his words?‖ Another
possibility is that the statement here speaks of the end result of all the plagues—that the darkness of the
plagues in the previous clause broke the Egyptians so that they no longer rebelled against His order to release
His people. Finally, it may be that the statement simply means that at all points the Egyptians did not withstand
His word (to any effect)—as they could not.
The psalm then reiterates the various plagues in generally the same order as the book of Exodus except for
switching flies and lice and skipping over the fifth plague of livestock deaths and the sixth plague of boils (and,
as already mentioned, for having darkness first as a summary rather than in its actual next-to-last position). The
psalm, we must remember, is written as poetry and makes no claim to giving the historical order. The present
wording may simply have better fit the musical composition.
Following the description of Egypt‘s punishment, we then again see God‘s provision and benefits for His people.
Psalm 105:37 mentions the Israelites departing enriched with silver and gold. Where the same verse says that
there was ―none feeble‖ among them, J.P. Green‘s Literal Translation says that ―not one was stumbling.‖ The
NIV says ―no one faltered‖ (compare JPS Tanakh). Thus, God took such excellent care of His people that
everyone made it. Verse 39 describes His pillar of cloud and fire, which shaded the people from the desert sun
during the day and gave them light to see at night. And during their travel through the desert He miraculously
fed them with quail, manna and water (verses 40-41)—the word ―satisfied‖ here recalling the listing of God‘s
benefits in Psalm 103:5.
God performed all of this because (―for‖) ―He remembered His holy promise‖ to Abraham (Psalm 105:42).
Joyfully and gladly, God gave the land to ―His chosen ones,‖ Abraham‘s descendants. They inherited a land
already developed by the labor of the Canaanites, so they could immediately enjoy its produce and benefits.
Yet all this required a proper heartfelt response of gratitude (as the psalm begins) and the honoring of God
through obedience. ―He gave them the lands…that they might observe His statutes and keep his laws‖ (verse
45).
God remembered His covenant and promises and stuck to them—and the people needed to do the same.
Moreover, these wonderful laws, as God‘s greatest benefits to Israel, gave the people far more freedom than
their physical deliverance from Egypt. Far more than land and populace in the land of Canaan, obedience to
God‘s laws would make them a truly great nation, as God had also promised Abraham (compare Genesis 12:13; Deuteronomy 4:6-8). This promise is yet to be completely fulfilled when Israel at last comes to properly
understand all this and fully submits to God‘s ways in the Kingdom of God.
Psalm 105 makes it clear that God is in charge of history—and guides its outcome for the benefit of His people.
As we will see, the next psalm continues the theme of God remembering His people for their great benefit
(compare 106:4-5). As we reflect on these psalms, may we all join in our thoughts in the expression that opens
and closes them: Hallelujah or ―Praise the LORD!‖
―They Soon Forgot…For Their Sake He Remembered‖ (Psalm 106)
In the arrangement of the Psalter as it has come down to us, Psalm 106 is the concluding psalm of Book IV.
Yet as explained in the Bible Reading Program‘s introductory comments on the Psalms, it appears that Books
IV and V originally formed a single collection before a book division was placed here.
Furthermore, as was mentioned in the program‘s opening comments on Psalm 101, Psalms 101–110 appear to
form a collection of hymns. Indeed, Psalms 105, 106 and 107 (now the first psalm of Book V) seem to be very
closely related (more on this later). Of course, the location of the book division here, though seemingly artificial,
must surely have been very carefully selected. Perhaps this place was chosen so that Book V would flow right
on from Book IV in theme and tone, serving to establish the continuity of the psalms.
Recall that Psalms 103 and 104 both begin and end with the same inner exhortation ―Bless the LORD, O my
soul.‖ Likewise, as noted in prior comments, it appears that Psalms 105 and 106 both begin and end with a
shared doxology or praise expression: Hallelujah or, as translated, ―Praise the LORD!‖ (as this expression on
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the last line of Psalm 104 seems more likely to open 105). Coming immediately after these opening words in
Psalm 105 is the call to gratitude: ―Oh, give thanks to the LORD!‖ (verse 1), taken along with a large section
that follows (verses 1-15) from David‘s psalm composed for the occasion of bringing the Ark of the Covenant to
Jerusalem in 1 Chronicles 16 (see verses 7-22). In Psalm 106 we find a parallel to this. Occurring right after its
opening doxology is another call to thanksgiving taken from a later related line in the very same Davidic
composition: ―Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He is good! For His mercy [or steadfast love] endures forever‖
(compare Psalm 106:1; 1 Chronicles 16:34). The end of Psalm 106 was essentially taken from the same song
as well, as we will later consider further (compare Psalm 106:47-48; 1 Chronicles 16:35-36). For this reason we
earlier read these parts of Psalm 106 (verses 1, 47-48) in conjunction with our reading of 1 Chronicles 16.
Observe moreover that Psalm 107 also opens with David‘s words ―Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He is good!
For His mercy [or, again, steadfast love] endures forever.‖ (This is also powerfully expressed throughout Psalm
136.)
Many consider Psalm 106 to be a companion to 105 in various respects—including both language nd theme.
Psalm 106 rehearses much of the same national history covered in 105 but with an expanded perspective.
Psalm 105 is a song of thanks to God for His faithfulness in remembering His promises and covenant as a
benefit for His people. Psalm 106 thanks God for continuing in His faithfulness despite the rebellion of His
people—repeatedly leading them to repentance and restoration. On this basis, the psalm is also a prayer to be
included among the recipients of this wonderful benefit of God‘s mercy and deliverance, which is here asked for
yet again. Note especially verses 4-5: ―Remember me, O LORD, with the favor You have toward Your people.
Oh, visit me with Your salvation, that I may see the benefit of Your chosen ones, that I may rejoice in the
gladness of your nation, that I may glory with your inheritance.‖ Thus, Psalm 106 constitutes a continuation of
the presentation of God‘s benefits to His people begun in Psalm 103—the benefit here being God‘s wonderful
patience.
A strong contrast is drawn throughout the psalm: the sinful rebellion of the people versus the constant
faithfulness of God; the people who ―soon forgot His works‖ (verse 13), who ―forgot God their Savior‖ (verse
21), versus the God who ―for their sake…remembered His covenant, and relented according to the multitude of
His mercies‖ (verse 45). In all the confession of Israel‘s rebellion throughout the psalm, we must not make the
mistake of seeing this as the point of the psalm. As one commentator expresses it: ―The purpose of the psalm is
not to condemn Israel but to extol the Lord for His longsuffering and mercy toward His people. In order to glorify
God, the writer had to place God‘s mercies against the dark background of Israel‘s repeated disobedience‖
(Wiersbe, Be Exultant, introductory note on Psalm 106).
The particular circumstance behind the composition of the psalm is not known except that the psalmist appears
to have been scattered with others of God‘s nation among foreigners (see especially verse 47). For this reason
and a statement we will later note in verse 46, many have surmised that the psalm was written during the
Babylonian captivity. Furthermore, we can see that the psalmist was familiar with Psalm 105, using it and its
source material by David in 1 Chronicles 16 to write Psalm 106. (Some advocate the same author for Psalms
105, 106 and 107.)
The psalmist may have been reflecting on the amazing events described in the previous psalm, ―God‘s wonders
in the land of Ham‖ (105:27), for He notes that the Israelites forgot that God did ―wondrous works in the land of
Ham‖ (106:22). Remarkably, God had done these wondrous works for His people despite the fact that they had
basically lost faith in Him and persisted in their failure to acknowledge Him even as He rescued them (verse 7).
Interestingly, the great act of God left out of the Exodus account in Psalm 105 is the Red Sea crossing—but this
pivotal event is incorporated as a major focus in the expansion of the story in Psalm 106 (verses 7-12, 22).
Verse 12 says that this episode finally led the people to then believe God‘s words and sing His praise—yet only,
as the next verse clarifies, for a very brief period. They did not wait on God, lacking trust and patience (verse
13), and grumbled for water (see verse 14; compare Exodus 15:22-27), for food (see Exodus 16) and more
specifically for meat (see Numbers 11:4-15, 31-35). Although God gave the people what they asked for, He
allowed them to suffer consequences (Psalm 106:15; compare Numbers 11:33).
Psalm 106:16-18 recalls the rebellion in Numbers 16 of Korah, Dathan, Abiram and other dissenters who
envied and opposed the leadership of Moses and Aaron—though Korah is not named here, perhaps for the
simple reason of poetic construction. The earlier horrific episode of the golden calf at Horeb or Mount Sinai, the
very site of Israel‘s covenant with God, is also recalled (Psalm 106:19-20; see Exodus 32). On more than one
occasion God would have destroyed the people for their idolatry ―had not Moses His chosen one stood before
Him in the breach, to turn away His wrath‖ (verse 23). ―The metaphor ‗stood in the breach‘ derives from military
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language, signifying the bravery of a soldier who stands in the breach of the wall, willing to give his life in
warding off the enemy‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 23). Similar imagery occurs in Ezekiel
22:30, where God finds no one to ―stand in the gap‖ before Him on behalf of His people‘s land so that he should
not destroy it.
The psalm next addresses the Israelites‘ fearful refusal to honor God in embracing and entering the Promised
Land, which brought on them the penalty of their decades of wandering and death in the wilderness (Psalm
106:24-27; see Numbers 14). The next two incidents in Psalm 106 happened near the end of Israel‘s
wilderness years. The episode of worshipping Baal of Peor (verse 28) is found in Numbers 25, which mentions
the people‘s involvement in Moabite and Midianite sexual rites. Psalm 106 adds the detail that the people ―ate
sacrifices of the dead‖ (verse 28b, KJV)—which horridly might mean that they ate the dead as sacrifices, for
Baal worshippers practiced cannibalism (the word cannibal deriving from Kahna-Baal, meaning ―priest of Baal‖).
The idolatrous debauchery so provoked God that He sent a plague that killed 24,000 people, withdrawing it only
when Aaron‘s son Phinehas executed an Israelite man and Midianite woman who brazenly attempted to
perform their lewd rites at God‘s tabernacle. Because of Phinehas‘ bold stand for the holiness of God and His
people, God promised him an enduring priesthood for his descendants. The incident at the ―waters of strife‖
(verse 32) or ―waters of Meribah‖ (NIV) occurred earlier (Numbers 20). Moses lost patience with the people and
reacted to their rebellious grumbling ―so that he spoke rashly with his lips‖ (verse 33). As a result of his angry
outburst, Moses lost the privilege of leading the people into Canaan. This drastically contrasts with Moses‘
intercessory role in verse 23. The point seems to be that they wore down even their wonderful intercessor so
much that he lost patience with them and stumbled.
When the people finally entered the Promised Land, they ―did not destroy the peoples, concerning whom the
LORD had commanded them‖ (verse 34). They instead embraced the lifestyle and customs of the native
Canaanites (verse 35). They worshipped their idols, even sacrificing their children to the pagan deities behind
them, which were actually demons (verses 36-37; compare Leviticus 17:7; Deuteronomy 32:17; 1 Corinthians
10:20). By these works they defiled themselves and polluted the land (verses 38-39). Therefore God‘s wrath
was so great that He ―abhorred His own inheritance‖ (verse 40). Pathetically, in blending with the gentiles (that
is, the other nations), the Israelites were actually submitting to the ways of peoples who hated them. God
therefore gave them over wholly to these enemies (verses 41-42). Yet God‘s purpose, even in the midst of His
wrath, was not to destroy His people but to bring them to repentance and rescue them. ―Many times He
delivered them‖ during the period of the Judges (verse 43), but the people always drifted away from Him (verse
44). Nevertheless, He heard their cry (verse 44), remembered His covenant (verse 45) and relented (same
verse). Verse 46 further says that God made His people‘s captors to take pity on them. The Zondervan NIV
Study Bible says this ―makes clear that the author‘s recital includes the Babylonian captivity (see 1Ki 8:50; 2Ch
30:9; Ezr 9:9; Jer 42:12). Although there were earlier captivities of Israelite communities, no other captive group
was said to have been shown pity‖ (note on Psalm 106:46). This, of course, assumes past Scripture as the only
source of the psalmist‘s information.
Finally, as previously noted, verses 47-48 are, as with the opening of the psalm, taken from David‘s psalm in 1
Corinthians 16 but with some interesting differences. Observe that David in 1 Corinthians 16 tells those who
hear his psalm to ―say, ‗Save us, O God…‖ (verse 35). Psalm 106:47 does not say to ―say,‖ but rather simply
says, evidently in response to David‘s words, ―Save us, O LORD our God…‖ David further said to say, ―Gather
us together, and deliver us from the Gentiles…‖ In David‘s context of Israel as an independent nation, this
would simply have been a prayer for the unity of God‘s people and help against foreign enemies bent on
destroying them. When applying this statement in Psalm 106:47, notice that it has been changed to fit new
circumstances: ―…And gather us from among the Gentiles…‖ (emphasis added). This implies a time of
captivity—again commonly assumed to mean that the psalmist and his people are captives in Babylon.
The last two lines of verse 47 and the first two lines of verse 48 are the same as in 1 Chronicles 16:35-36. Yet
observe in 1 Chronicles 16:36 that the second line ends David‘s psalm. It is followed by this description of what
happened following its performance: ―And all the people said, ‗Amen!‘ and praised the LORD‖ (same verse).
This is transformed in Psalm 106:48 into a directive as part of the song: ―And let all the people say, ‗Amen!‘
Praise the LORD!‖ Thus verse 47 says what David told the people to say. And verse 48 tells people to say what
the people did say in response to David‘s song. This ending to Psalm 106 very much seems to be an intrinsic
part of the psalm rather than an editorial attachment of a doxology and amen as in other book endings within
the Psalter—further strengthening the idea that there was initially no book ending here.
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―Oh, That Men Would Give Thanks to the LORD‖ (Psalm 107)
The repeated refrain of Psalm 107, which begins Book V of the Psalter, expresses a desire for people to thank
God for His repeated mercy and deliverance in rescuing them from their troubles. With this psalm, Book V in
fact opens on much the same note as the previous book closes. Indeed, the first words of Psalm 107 are the
same as the first words of Psalm 106—taken from David‘s psalm in 1 Chronicles 16 (wording further
emphasized in Psalm 136).
As the Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments in its introductory note on Psalm 107: ―In its recitational style the
psalm is closely related to Ps 104–106, and in its language to Ps 105–106. For that reason it has been
seriously proposed that with these last two psalms it forms a trilogy from the same author. Whether or not this is
so, its affinity with the preceding psalms strongly suggests that it was associated with them before the insertion
of a Book division between Ps 106 and 107 and that it was intended to conclude the little series, Ps 104–107 [or
perhaps 103–107 since 103 introduces the theme of God‘s benefits, including the satisfaction of His people with
good (103:5; 107:9)]. Its recital of God‘s ‗wonderful deeds for men‘ (v. 8)—which climaxes Ps 105–106—
balances the recital of his many wise works in creation (see 104:2-26) and his benevolent care over the animal
world (see 104:27-30). The editors may have inserted a Book division between Ps 106 and 107 with a view to a
fivefold division of the Psalter‖—that is, to parallel the Pentateuch in the scriptural reading cycle.
Verses 2-3 mentions the redeemed of God gathered from enemy captivity in foreign lands. A hint as to what
captivity is intended is perhaps found in verse 16, which says that God ―has broken the gates of bronze, and cut
the bars of iron in two.‖ Very similar language is found in Isaiah 45:1-2, which describes the fall of Babylon to
the Persian emperor Cyrus: ―Thus says the LORD says to His anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have
held—to subdue nations before him and loose the armor of kings, to open before him the double doors, so that
the gates will not be shut: I will go before you…I will break in pieces the gates of bronze and cut the bars of
iron‖ (Isaiah 45:1-2). Thus Psalm 107:16 points to a fulfillment of this passage. God in fact used Cyrus to issue
the first decree allowing the Jewish captives in Babylon to return to Judea.
Verses 4-7 describe the Israelite exiles as having wandered in desolation without enough to eat and drink, with
God at last giving them a city to dwell in. This probably refers not to resettlement in Jerusalem (which was not a
rescue from severe circumstances) but rather to the Jews eventually settling down in Babylonian communities
following their initial deportation. Thus the wording of ―go to‖ rather than ―come to‖ a city (verse 7).
It should be observed that there is also a greater spiritual reality here too—as John the Baptist was later
commissioned with words taken from this psalm to show God‘s people the way out of spiritual imprisonment
(compare verse 10; Luke 1:79), evidently through his message of God‘s Kingdom and call for repentance.
Among other trials the psalmist alludes to are dangers at sea while conducting maritime commerce (Psalm
107:23-30)—demonstrating that the psalm does not exclusively concern returning exiles. ―No problem is too
great for God. This psalm imagines the worse calamities a Jew could think of: homelessness and starvation
(verses 4-5), imprisonment (10-12), self-inflicted disease (17-18), and—the ultimate—imminent shipwreck (2327). Since Israel was landlocked, few Jews had experienced turbulent seas, and thus dreaded them. In all
these cases, God was able to rescue those who called for his help‖ (Zondervan New Student Bible, note on
verse 27). When tempest-tossed sailors are at their wits‘ end, they cry out to God and He delivers them,
bringing them to safe havens (verses 27-30). As Psalm 89:9 states: ―He calms the storm, so that its waves are
still.‖
God is sovereign. In response to wickedness, He can turn fruitful land into barren land (verses 33-34). In
showing mercy to the poor and their families, He can turn wilderness into desirable acreage for vineyards, cattle
and harvests (verses 35-38). Those who are righteous understand that God punishes wickedness through
oppression, affliction and sorrow (verses 33, 39-40) and ―sets the poor on high‖ (verse 41). Wonderfully, as part
of God‘s great benefits, His involvement in man‘s affairs is ultimately for a great purpose—that ―they will
understand the lovingkindness [hesed, faithful love] of the LORD‖ (verse 43). That is certainly cause for
thanksgiving.
―Save With Your Right Hand‖ (Psalms 108–110)
Psalm 108 is titled a psalm of David, being a combination, with slight modifications, of parts of two other psalms
of David, Psalms 57 and 60 (compare 57:7-11 with 108:1-5 and 60:5-12 with 108:6-13). As their superscriptions
attest, Psalm 57 was written when David and his men hid from Saul in the cave near the desert oasis of En
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Gedi, and Psalm 60 was written when David fought against the forces of Mesopotamia and Syria. We earlier
read Psalm 108 in the Bible Reading Program in conjunction with the account of the latter episode (see the
Bible Reading Program comments on 2 Samuel 10; 1 Chronicles 19; Psalm 60; Psalm 108; Psalm 83). It would
be helpful here to review the Bible Reading Program‘s Psalms section comments on Psalm 57 and Psalm 60.
The first part of Psalm 108 (verses 1-5), the part also found in Psalm 57:7-11, praises the extensiveness of
God‘s hesed—His steadfast covenant love and mercy. In fact, where Psalm 57:10 said it reaches to the
heavens, Psalm 108:4, slightly reworded, says it is great above the heavens. Based on this pervasiveness of
God‘s covenant faithfulness, the latter part of Psalm 108 (verses 6-13), the part taken from Psalm 60:5-12, is a
prayer for deliverance from and help against Israel‘s national enemies. While the later song could have been
composed shortly after the former, so that the circumstances described still existed, it may be that the later
composition was much later—so that circumstances were completely different yet the same general need for
God‘s intervention was present (evidently after a period of things not going so well). As in Psalm 60, the song is
adamant in proclaiming that only through God can we attain ultimate victory.
In Psalm 109, often referred to as an imprecatory (cursing) psalm of lament, David calls on God to judge and
punish his wicked enemies who have attacked him with lies and hateful accusations (verses 1-4). Their
fabrications are baseless, ―without a cause‖ (verse 3), and they have betrayed David, returning,he says, ―evil for
good, and hatred for my love‖ (verse 5).
In its opening and closing, David refers to his enemies in the plural. Yet in verses 6-19, the psalm refers to a
singular individual. Some take these verses to be David‘s quoting of his enemies regarding himself, yet it more
likely seems that David is the one speaking here—referring to a primary antagonist, evidently one holding an
office of responsibility (see verse 8). In very strong language, David calls on God to settle accounts (verses 620). The Nelson Study Bible states: ―Here the psalm takes a decidedly negative tone. The description of the
wife of the enemy becoming an impoverished widow and the children becoming beggars [verses 9-12] seems
particularly harsh. However, the psalmist directs these strong requests to the Lord; he does not actually take
the sword into his own hand. He may feel compelled to vent his anger in words, but the psalmist understands
that vengeance itself belongs to the Lord‖ (note on verses 6-8).
Still, we might wonder why David would pray for calamity on innocent family members. Of course, they may not
have been innocent at all. We do not know the exact circumstances here. It may be that the children mentioned
were older—and that David understood them and the wife to be fully supportive of the wicked man‘s attacks on
him. They may even have been participants in slandering him. The enemy‘s parents may also have been
involved (see verse 14).
Moreover we should consider, as the Zondervan NIV Study Bible says, that ―the close identity of a man with his
children and of children with their parents, resulting from the tightly bonded unity of the three- or four-generation
households of that ancient society, is alien to the modern reader, whose sense of elf is highly individualistic….
That deep, profoundly human bond accounts [along with passed down behavior and consequences] for the
ancient legal principle of ‗punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation‘ (see
Ex 20:5…)‖ (note on Psalm 109:12). Furthermore, since it was considered that ―a man lived on in his
children…the focus of judgment [when mentioning the cutting off of descendants] remains on the false accuser
(see 21:10; 37:28)‖ (note on 109:13).
It also seems that the curses David calls for are ones his accusers have pronounced against him—that he is
merely praying for their curses against him to be turned back on themselves (compare verses 17-20). The
psalm thus forms an ―appeal for judicial redress—that the Lord will deal with them in accordance with their
malicious intent against him, matching punishment with crime‖ (Zondervan, note on verses 6-15). Indeed, we
must also remember that David was Israel‘s king and judge as well as an inspired prophet of God. His song
here, though no doubt personally heartfelt, was more importantly a declaration of God‘s judgment rather than a
model for us on how to pray about enemies. This is what God‘s law decreed concerning false accusers: ―If the
witness is a false witness, who has testified falsely against his brother, then you shall do to him as he thought to
have done to his brother; so you shall put away the evil from among you. And those who remain shall hear and
fear, and hereafter they shall not again commit such evil among you. Your eye shall not pity: life shall be for life,
eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot‖ (Deuteronomy 19:18-21).
As for how we are to pray about our enemies, Jesus gave us this instruction: ―Love your enemies, do good to
those who hate you, bless those who curse you, and pray for those who spitefully use you‖ (Luke 6:27-28). Of
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course, this does not preclude asking God to deal with them with ―tough love‖ if they persist in harm—as this
would ultimately be for their own good.
Demonstrating Psalm 109‘s prophetic aspect, the apostle Peter later cited the end of verse 8, ―Let another take
his office,‖ in regard to selecting a replacement for Judas Iscariot among the 12 apostles after his betrayal of
Jesus Christ (Acts 1:20). This does not necessarily mean that all of Psalm 109 is applicable to Judas. For
instance, we have no other evidence that he had a wife and children—though it is possible that he did. The
important point is that the judgment decreed on a betrayer of God‘s anointed king would, in an even greater
sense, fit Judas. Judas betrayed Jesus, the King of Kings, returning evil for the love that Christ had shown him.
Psalm 109:14-15 should not be understood as a prayer for removing all possibility of repentance and
forgiveness for David‘s enemy and the enemy‘s family. Rather, David is asking that God not forget what they
did to him so as to ensure their punishment. Yet David himself would have accepted an enemy‘s repentance—
just as God accepted David‘s own repentance. Some, it should be noted, see the verses here as indicating that
Judas cannot be forgiven for his sin upon repentance in the second resurrection. These verses indicate no such
thing.
Finally, David describes the effect of the enemies‘ attacks on him (verses 22-25)—foreshadowing what Jesus
Himself would experience. And he prays for God to powerfully intervene in a way that would make it clear to the
enemies that God was doing so (verses 26-27). David closes with praise, confident in God‘s coming
intervention on his behalf (verse 31)—just as God will intervene for all of His people suffering such assaults and
persecution from others.
Psalm 110 is a royal psalm of David that affirms the divinity of the Messiah. Note that the psalm begins in verse
1 with ―the LORD‖—i.e., YHWH (He Is Who He Is, the Eternal God)—giving subordinate regal rule at His right
hand to another whom David refers to as ―my Lord‖ (Adoni, meaning ―Master‖). David was the king of Israel.
Who, if not God, was over him as his Lord? Prior to Jesus‘ day, the Jews viewed this psalm as messianic. They
saw David here looking to the future Messiah or Christ, the anointed King who would establish the Kingdom of
God over all nations.
Yet other passages showed that the Messiah would be a descendant of David, which was seemingly
problematic for Psalm 110. Jesus used these points in confounding the Pharisees. Note this exchange from
Matthew 22 (which gives evidence of the Jewish messianic interpretation of Psalm 110 and confirms David as
the psalm‘s author):
―While the Pharisees were gathered together, Jesus asked them, saying, ‗What do you think about the Christ?
Whose Son is He?‘
―They said to Him, ‗The Son of David.‘
―He said to them, ‗How then does David call Him ‗Lord,‘ saying [in Psalm 110:1]: ‗The LORD said to my Lord, sit
at My right hand, till I make Your enemies Your footstool‘? If David then calls Him ‗Lord,‘ how is He his Son?‘
And no one was able to answer Him a word, nor from that day on did anyone dare to question Him anymore‖
(verses 41-46; compare Mark 12:35-37; Luke 20:41-44).
It was unheard of that a forefather would call a descendant ―Lord‖ (i.e., Master). Moreover, how could David, as
the founding father of his dynasty, refer to a king to follow in his stead as his Lord? Some have proposed that
David was referring to Solomon when he became king in David‘s place while David was still alive. Yet this
seems rather unlikely—for why then would the religious teachers of Christ‘s day have been confounded?
Indeed, David shortly before his death still issued commands to Solomon. So Solomon was not David‘s Lord.
Following Jesus and the emergence of Christianity, a new Jewish explanation came about—that le David (―of
David‖) in the psalm‘s title meant not by David but regarding David and that the psalm was written by one of
David‘s subjects. Yet this was obviously not the traditional understanding in Jesus‘ day, as His exchange with
the Pharisees makes clear. They considered David the author, as Jesus affirmed. It is interesting that le David
in the titles of the preceding psalms (108 and 109) was and still is understood in Jewish interpretation to mean
that David wrote these.
The apparent dilemma of having David as the author is resolved if we understand that the messianic
descendant of David is also Himself divine. Yet the wording of Psalm 110:1 does not seem to merely say that a
future messianic King would one day be David‘s Lord. David, rather, appears to say that this One was already
his personal Lord—that is, One he already served. This truly makes sense only if David recognized two divine
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beings existing at that time—one subordinate to the other. So here we have an Old Testament revelation of the
existence of God and the Word—later known as God the Father and God the Son (Jesus Christ). While this
was not generally understood by the Israelites, it should not surprise us to see that God‘s specially inspired
prophets glimpsed this important truth.
The apostle Peter quoted Psalm 110:1 as applying to Jesus as the subordinate ―Lord‖ at the right hand of God
(Acts 2:34-36). The verse is also quoted in Hebrews 1:13, which shows that this position was given to Jesus
and not to the angels. Whereas Psalm 110:1 describes both Lords from a third-person perspective, verses 2-3
are written in second person—with David using the words ―You‖ and ―Your‖ in addressing the messianic King
directly.
Depending on the context, the name YHWH (represented here as ―LORD‖) could refer to God the Father or to
the One who became the Messiah, Jesus Christ—or to both. In keeping with verse 1, the use of ―LORD‖ in
verse 2 still clearly refers to the Father. The ―You‖ and ―Your‖ with the ―rod of…strength‖ or ―mighty scepter‖
(NIV) in verses 2-3 must refer to the Messiah. Note God making ―Your [the Messiah‘s] enemies‖ a footstool
(subservient) in verse 1 and the mention again of ―Your [the Messiah‘s] enemies‖ in verse 2.
David in verse 3 tells his messianic Lord that His people will be ―volunteers‖ when the Lord comes in power.
The wording here is ―lit[erally] ‗freewill offerings,‘ i.e., they will offer themselves as dedicated warriors to support
[the Messiah] on the battlefield…. Accordingly, Paul speaks of Christ‘s followers offering their bodies ‗as living
sacrifices‘ (Ro 12:1) and of himself as a ‗drink offering‘ (Php 2:17)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm
110:3). The latter part of verse 3 apparently depicts the Messiah ―as clothed in royal majesty and glory and
perpetually preserving the bloom of youth even as the ‗womb of the dawn‘ gives birth each morning to the dew‖
(same note).
Verse 4 is either another third-person description of a divine conversation or a continuation of the secondperson address to the Messiah. God is quoted as telling the divine Messiah, ―You are a priest forever according
to the order of Melchizedek.‖ Melchizedek (meaning ―King of Righteousness‖) was in Abraham‘s day the King of
Salem (meaning King of ―Peace‖) and priest of God Most High (see Genesis 14:18-20). He was evidently a
preincarnate manifestation of Jesus Christ (see ―Who Was Melchizedek?‖ in our free booklet Who Is God?, pp.
32-33). Unlike the later Aaronic priesthood, His priesthood was not established on the basis of His descent
within a priestly tribe. Rather, it was by direct divine appointment. Jesus would continue in this priestly role on
the same basis. Discussion over this point, citing Psalm 110:4, can be found in Hebrews 5:5-11 and 6:20–7:28.
The declaration in Psalm 110 of the Messiah as a priest was a source of confusion for many of the Jews of
Christ‘s day, leading some to mistakenly think that besides a Davidic Messiah of the line of Judah, there would
also be a Messiah of the line of Aaron, who was from the tribe of Levi (and, outside the scope of this discussion,
some also believed in a Messiah of the tribe of Joseph). Yet the one Messiah was to be both King and Priest.
We will look further into the concept of the Melchizedek priesthood in our later reading of the book of Hebrews.
Note next the opening words of Psalm 110:5: ―The Lord is at Your right hand.‖ The Lord (Adonai) at the
beginning of the verse is evidently the Messianic King, Jesus Christ, who is at the right hand of the Father (see
Acts 5:31; 7:55-56; Romans 8:34; Colossians 3:1). For recall from verse 1 the Father‘s appointment of the Lord
(Jesus) to sit at His right hand. Therefore, verses 4-7 must constitute an address to God the Father about the
future rule of the messianic Lord—thus reciting back to God, in hope and trust, what God has revealed. Jesus
will execute divine judgment throughout the world and achieve victory.
―He Has Sent Redemption to His People‖ (Psalms 111–115)
Psalms 111–119, all untitled with no attributed authorship, form ―a cluster of nine psalms framed by unusual
alphabetic acrostics (…Ps 111 [112]; 119) that enclose the ‗Egyptian Hallel‘ (…Ps 113–118) [so named
because of the use of these hallel or ‗praise‘ psalms at Passover in celebration of the Israelites‘ deliverance in
Egypt]. The framing psalms that enclose the celebration of redemption contained in the Hallel offer instruction in
the piety that must characterize those who join in the celebration of God‘s saving acts on behalf of his people‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalms 111–119).
Close comparison of Psalms 111 and 112 ―shows that these two psalms are twins, probably written by the
same author and intended to be kept together…. Structurally, both Ps 111 and Ps 112 are alphabetic
acrostics…but unique in that each (Hebrew) half-line advances the alphabet…. Both of these twin psalms are
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composed of the same number of Hebrew syllables‖ (note on Psalm 111). Both psalms begin with ―Praise the
LORD!‖ or Hallelujah. And Psalm 112 picks up thematically where Psalm 111 leaves off.
While Psalm 111 praises God for His great works—creative, providential and redemptive—the focus is on
studying these works as part of wisdom instruction to see the benefits of following Him (see verse 2). God
intended His works to be remembered and considered (verse 4). All that He does is characterized by enduring
righteousness, grace, providence, truth and justice toward His people (see verses 3-7). Verses 7-8 declare
God‘s precepts, His laws, to be absolute and eternal. In verse 9, God‘s redemption of His people harkens back
to His deliverance of Israel from Egypt as well as to other acts of deliverance He performed for their benefit.
The psalmist implicitly includes here future redemption through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, for he states in the
same context that God‘s covenant with His people is forever.
Where verse 5 says God provides for those who ―fear Him‖—who appropriately respect His great power and
holy demands, understanding the consequences of disobedience—verse 10 adds the fact that this proper fear
of God is ―the beginning of wisdom‖ (see also Job 28:28; Proverbs 1:7; 9:10). We are further told that ―a good
understanding have all those who do His commandments‖ (Psalm 111:10). The italicized words here would
literally be ―who do them‖—yet the plural pronoun in the Hebrew must refer back to ―precepts‖ in verse 7—the
―they‖ of verse 8. Nothing helps to understand the purpose for God‘s laws more than actually living by them.
The more we follow them and experience their benefits, the better we understand why God commanded them.
The conclusion of the psalm refers back to its opening call for praise of the Lord—affirming that His praise, like
His enduring praiseworthy attributes (compare verses 3, 7, 9), will go on for eternity (verse 10).
Psalm 112 is another wisdom psalm with, as noted above, the same acrostic structure as that of Psalm 111.
The two psalms form a matched pair. Like Psalm 111, Psalm 112 also begins with ―Praise the LORD‖ or
Hallelujah—and follows from the final words of Psalm 111, ―His praise endures forever.‖ Psalm 112 then picks
up where 111 leaves off with the benefit of fearing God and keeping His commandments—finding happiness in
them (compare 111:5, 10; 112:1). Comparing the two psalms, we see in Psalm 112 that the righteous, who are
like God in the way they live, will be greatly blessed with honor and glory and the perpetuity that God Himself
has. Notice that both God and those who follow Him are ―gracious and full of compassion‖ (111:4; 112:4). And
of both we are told, ―His righteousness endures forever‖ (111:3; 112:3, 9).
Observe that the wonderful blessings God‘s people receive are not for selfishly hoarding—but for sharing with
others in need. A godly person will have wisdom to manage his affairs and help others (verses 4-6), and he will
not live in fear (verses 7-8). He will remain confident that God will turn things around so that ―he will look in
triumph on his foes‖ (verse 8, NIV). Of course, we should not view Psalm 112 as a promise of material riches
and an absence of hardship and harm throughout this life. God often does bless those who follow His ways with
material well-being in the here and now, but we should understand the blessings mentioned throughout Psalm
112 as coming over the course of life, through generations as God‘s way of life is passed down, and, most
importantly, as part of the ultimate inheritance of the righteous in eternity to come. This is in stark contrast, as
the last verse shows, to the wicked, who will ultimately ―melt away.‖
As earlier noted, Psalm 113 is the first in a collection of six psalms (113–118) called the ―Egyptian Hallel.‖
These hallel, or ―praise,‖ psalms ―came to be used in the Jewish liturgy at the great religious festivals
(Passover, Weeks, Tabernacles, Dedication, New Moon; see Lev 23; Nu 10:10; Jn 10:22…)‖ (Zondervan NIV
Study Bible, note on Psalms 113–118). The moniker ―Egyptian‖ is derived from their special use in the
celebration of Passover, commemorating the Israelites‘ deliverance in Egypt. The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary states, ―The Egyptian Hallel psalms received a special place in the Passover liturgy, as 113-114
were recited or sung before and 115-118 after the festive meal (cf. Matt 26:30; Mark 14:26)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, introductory note on Psalm 113).
Regarding the customary singing of Psalms 113–114 prior to the traditional Passover meal of Jewish people
today, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―Both psalms remarkably capture in poetry and song the major ideas of
the prose liturgy that is also recited before the Passover meal. That is, they speak of God‘s saving works at the
time of the Exodus. The first psalm [113] focuses the worshipers on the condescending grace of God. He is the
merciful Redeemer who bends from heaven to meet the needs of His people. Then with the singing of Ps. 114,
the Jews recall Israel‘s deliverance from Egypt—the reason for the Passover celebration and the central act of
God‘s saving grace‖ (―INDepth: The Psalms of the Passover,‖ sidebar on Psalms 113–118).
Psalm 113 opens and closes with Hallelujah—―Praise the LORD.‖ Indeed, in the opening three verses the
psalmist five times calls for the servants of the Lord to praise His name. ―In biblical thought a name is not a
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mere label of identification; it is an expression of the essential nature of its bearer. A man‘s name reveals his
character…. This was a concept shared by the peoples of the ancient world. Hence to know that name of God
is to know God as he has revealed himself (Ps. 9:10)‖ (―Name,‖ The Interpreter‘s Dictionary of the Bible). So
God‘s name includes who He is, all He has done and everything He instructs and stands for.
In verse 3, the phrase ―from the rising of the sun to its going down‖ designates not daytime, from dawn to dusk,
but rather means from the distant east to the distant west—i.e., in all places God‘s name is to be praised.
Though God dwells in unimaginable glory and splendor beyond the creation, He nonetheless humbles Himself
to be mindful of it (verses 4-6; compare 8:4). The Mighty God has compassion on His people. He lifts the poor
and needy out of dust and ashes—referring to both the physically impoverished and spiritually humble and
repentant—to seat them with princes (verses 7-8). He relieves the stigma and desperation of a barren woman
by giving her a happy home (verse 9). In these verses we have a picture of God‘s salvation and reward of His
humble people—raising them in stature to rulers and giving them joy in His family forever.
Psalm 114, still sung with Psalm 113 prior to the Jewish Passover meal as noted above, is a song about the
power of God in delivering the Israelites from Egypt, bringing them into the Promised Land and preserving them
in the wilderness in between. Stating that the Israelites ―went out…from a people of strange language‖ (verse 1)
is meant to stress the foreignness of the Egyptians and their ways (compare Psalm 81:5)—particularly their
foreignness from God‘s ways. This would also seem to indicate that the Israelites retained their own language
while in Egypt. Recall that they were not scattered throughout Egypt but had been settled in the land of Goshen
in the Nile Delta region. Sadly, the Israelites were nevertheless corrupted from living in Egypt. Thus, coming out
of Egypt was representative of coming out of Egypt‘s ways. ―In terms of ‗biblical geography,‘ Egypt represents
the world and the bondage of the sinner to its evil forces (Eph.2:1-3)‖ (Warren Wiersbe, Be Exultant—Psalms
90–150: Praising God for His Mighty Works, 2004, note on Psalm 114:1).
When God led Israel out of Egypt, the nation became His sanctuary and dominion (verse 2)—that is, His temple
and sovereign domain or kingdom. God told Moses, ―Let them make Me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among
them‖ (Exodus 25:8). And in dwelling among them, the people would in an extended sense become His holy
dwelling place—His sanctuary. God further said: ―I will dwell among the children of Israel and will be their God.
And they shall know that I am the LORD their God, who brought them up out of the land of Egypt, that I may
dwell among them‖ (29:45-46). Today God dwells within His people, true Christians, who constitute spiritual
Israel—the spiritual temple of God.
Verses 3-6 concern the miraculous parting of the waters of the Red Sea and the Jordan River for Israel to
cross—at the beginning and end of their wilderness wanderings. The Red Sea is figuratively portrayed as
―seeing‖ the dominion of God among His people and ―fleeing‖ from His manifest power. The Jordan is
personified as intentionally turning back from its normal flow. In concert with these events, we also see
mountains and hills ―skipping‖ like frightened lambs. This would seem to indicate major earthquake activity on
one or both of these occasions.
Continuing the earthquake imagery, verse 7 directs the earth to tremble at God‘s presence. This probably also
is instruction to all the earth‘s people to likewise tremble with appropriate fear and respect before God.
Ironically, those with proper fear need not be terror-stricken—for God uses His great power to benefit His
people. It was the awesome presence of God that gave the Israelites water in the desert to preserve them from
the time they left Egypt to the time they entered the Promised Land (verse 8). Even so, God‘s presence within
His people today will preserve them following their personal ―Exodus‖ from the sin of Egypt and ―Red Sea
baptism,‖ giving them spiritual drink from the divine Rock (compare 1 Corinthians 10:1-6, 11). And by His
mighty power He will see us through to the future ―Jordan crossing‖ into the spiritual ―Promised Land‖—the
Kingdom of God.
Psalm 115 is another psalm of praise, portions of which appear in Psalm 135. As stated earlier, Psalm 115
was, and still is among the Jews, the first of those traditionally read or sung following the Passover meal. It is a
song expressing communal confidence in God to help and bless His people, apparently originally intended to
have groups singing responsively. ―Structurally, the song advances in five movements involving a liturgical
exchange between the people and temple personnel: (1) vv. 1-8: the people; (2) vv. 9-11: Levitical choir leader
(the refrain [―He is their help and shield‖] perhaps spoken by the Levitical choir); (3) vv. 12-13: the people; (4)
vv. 14-15: the priests; (5) vv. 16-18: the people‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 115).
The psalmist has the people begin by directing praise away from themselves to where it rightly belongs—to
God (verse 1a). As the song later shows, God‘s people are not the source of their own blessings. Rather, God
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Himself is. God‘s glory is revealed in His ―mercy‖ (hesed, steadfast loyal love) and His ―truth‖ (His revelation of
what is true and His commitment to maintain His word)—His ―love and faithfulness‖ toward His people (verse
1b, NIV)—as evidenced through their many blessings.
What, then, the people continue, is the basis for the gentile nations to question the whereabouts—the existence
or power—of Israel‘s God? (verse 2). God is not bound to the earth. He dwells in heaven, from where He rules
over the universe with all power and authority to do throughout it as He pleases (see verse 3; compare verses
15-16). Their gods, in contrast, are merely lifeless metals formed into shape by the hands of men (verse 4).
These idols are pointless ―do-nothings.‖ They can‘t speak, see, hear, smell, feel, walk or talk (verses 5-7)—all
things the true God can do.
Then notice Psalm 115:8: ―Those who make them [i.e., idols] are like them; so is everyone who trusts in them.‖
Yet idolaters themselves speak, see, hear, smell, feel, walk and talk. In what way, then, are they like their idols?
Perhaps with the people the words are meant in a figurative sense of lacking spiritual discernment and ability—
i.e., being spiritually deaf, dumb and blind. Note, for example, Jeremiah 5:21: ―Hear this now, O foolish people,
without understanding, who have eyes and see not, and who have ears and hear not.‖ Further, they lack
spiritual power, being unable to ―walk‖ in the way of God. The idolaters could also be said to be like the idols in
the general sense of being foolish things. Both are also ultimately powerless and ineffectual. It could even be
that the end of idolaters is in mind—that those who persist in idolatry will become like idols in that they will end
up as lifeless human forms. They will have noses but will do no smelling, hands but will do no handling and
mouths but will do no talking—because they will be dead (compare Psalm 115:17).
In contrast to vainly worshipping false idols is serving and trusting in the true God—who has all power and
glory—for help, for protection and for perpetual blessing. The Levitical choir appeals to three groups of people
to trust Him: the Israelite nation (verse 9), the house of Aaron, i.e. the priesthood (verse 10) and those who fear
God (verse 11). The last group apparently means all God-fearers everywhere, in every nation, as the
complementary statement in verse 13 adds ―both small and great.‖ Verses 12-13 contain the response of the
people, who refer to themselves as ―us,‖ as in verse 1. ―The threefold call to trust the Lord, the three groups of
people, and the threefold assurance of God‘s protection find their symmetric complement in vv. 12-15a with a
threefold formula of blessing (‗will bless us‘) and a restatement of the three groups (‗house of Israel,‘ ‗house of
Aaron,‘ and ‗those who fear the LORD‘)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 12-15). These groups
are also found in Psalm 118:2-4 (compare 135:19-21, where the house of Levi is also mentioned).
Verses 14-15 of Psalm 115 follow with the priests‘ blessing on the people, ending with the declaration that God
is the maker of heaven and earth. In the next and last section, the people give the final response in the song,
acknowledging God‘s sovereignty over heaven and earth, including His appointment of man‘s subordinate
dominion over the earth (verse 16, compare Genesis 1:28-30). This is part of God‘s great blessing.
Furthermore, He desires that people acknowledge and enjoy His blessings—not that their lives and participation
in His creation be snuffed out in death (verse 17). Those who sing this song in faith and hope conclude that
they will bless God forevermore (verse 18)—implying a joyous eternal life of praising Him.
―I Will Praise You, for You Have Answered Me, and Have Become My Salvation‖ (Psalms 116–118)
Psalm 116 is a song of thanksgiving to God for deliverance from ―the pains of death…the pains of Sheol [the
grave]‖ (verse 3). The circumstances of its original composition are unknown. In similar language to that of
some of David‘s psalms, the author here speaks of personal rescue by God from some severe life-threatening
situation. However, the ―I‖ in the song eventually came to represent all of Israel, being sung on the occasion of
Passover—the second of those psalms sung after the traditional Jewish meal, as explained in previous
comments. In that sense, the song came to be seen as celebrating deliverance from Egyptian bondage
(compare verse 16).
Interestingly, in Jewish interpretation every follower of God is to view himself as having been personally
delivered from Egypt, making the ―I‖ in the song all the more fitting for that occasion. We could say the same in
a spiritual sense for those who make up God‘s Church—as Egypt represents the evil world we live in and its sin
leading to death. In any case, the song certainly has application to all of God‘s saints (verse 15)—His holy
ones—even today. And it particularly applies to the quintessential saint—the One who offered Himself up in
sacrifice on Passover as the true Passover sacrifice—Jesus the Messiah. Jesus Himself was miraculously
saved more than once from attempts against His life—until it was time for Him to make the supreme sacrifice
and die. Yet even after He died, God the Father nevertheless rescued Him from death by resurrecting Him to
eternal life. Just the same, God will often intervene throughout the physical lives of His people to keep them
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from untimely death. But should He choose to allow them to die before they have reached old age—or even if
they do reach old age and die naturally—He will ultimately rescue them later through the future resurrection.
Looking at some of the specifics of the psalm, verse 6 says that God preserves the ―simple.‖ Whereas this word
often means naïve, here it could probably better be translated ―innocent, clean, or untarnished‖ (The Nelson
Study Bible, note on verse 6). Perhaps the person intended is uncomplicated in manner of thought because he
is not trying to spin and maintain a web of deceit. The NIV translates the word in this instance as
―simplehearted,‖ which could imply ―those who are childlike in their sense of dependence on and trust in the
Lord‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 6).
Having been rescued from death‘s clutches (verses 3-6, 8), the psalmist is able to find rest and peace of mind
(verse 7). He knows that he ―will walk before the LORD in the land of the living‖ (verse 9)—similar to words
used elsewhere by David (Psalm 27:13; Psalm 56:13). Indeed, it appears that the psalmist believed in this
outcome even during his ordeal, as his next words, ―I believed, therefore I spoke‖ (verse 10a), are probably to
be linked with the statement in verse 9 (contrary to the NKJV punctuation). ―The belief in v. 10 is the hope,
articulated in v. 9, that the psalmist would walk in the land of the living‖ (Nelson, note on verses 9-10). This
interpretation we may surmise from the apostle Paul‘s quotation of the first part of verse 10 in 2 Corinthians 4
as a profession of faith, explaining why he risked his life preaching the gospel (see verses 7-14). Note Paul‘s
words in verses 13-14: ―And since we have the same spirit of faith, according to what is written, ‗I believed and
therefore I spoke,‘ we also believe and therefore speak, knowing that He who raised up the Lord Jesus will also
raise us up with Jesus, and will present us with you.‖ Paul in this statement may imply that the psalmist himself
had faith not only in being presently rescued, but ultimately even in the future resurrection of the dead.
The latter part of Psalm 116:10 should probably not be within the quotation of what the psalmist had earlier
spoken. Rather, it is likely just a statement of fact, as Green‘s Literal Translation presents it: ―I was greatly
afflicted.‖ In verse 11, the word rendered ―haste‖ could be interpreted ―dismay‖ (NIV) or ―alarm‖ (Green‘s). And
the despairing statement that ―all men are liars‖ could mean that all are ―vain‖ or ―unreliable‖ (see Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary, note on verses 10-11)—in contrast to God, who is always true and trustworthy, the only one
who can be absolutely counted on to come through on His promises.
In verse 12, the psalmist considers what he will give to God for the good that God has done for Him. Of course,
none of us could ever repay God for the blessings He has given us. That is not the point. Rather, our obligation
to our Maker and Savior is to do all that He requires of us—to give to Him what He expects of us—to submit our
lives wholly to His will. This is the context to bear in mind for the rest of the psalm.
The first thing the psalmist answers with is that He will ―take up the cup of salvation‖ (verse 13a). Some see
here a drink offering (compare Numbers 28:7). However, it appears that the psalmist is taking up this particular
cup to drink from it himself rather than pouring it out as a drink offering. The figure of the ―cup‖ occurs
elsewhere in the Psalms as signifying one‘s lot in life—what has been apportioned to him (see 16:5). In 23:5, as
part of dining at the Lord‘s banquet, the cup is shown to be running over with blessings. Here in Psalm 116 it
offers salvation. The meaning, then, would seem to be that the psalmist will embrace this salvation that God
has apportioned to him. As his duty to God, he will accept God‘s offer of eternal life and blessing along with all
the terms that accompany it.
There may be more to the imagery here as well. Some view the ―sacrifice of thanksgiving‖ in verse 17 to mean
a thank offering—a special peace offering—and see the cup as ―the cup of wine drunk at the festal meal that
climaxed a thank offering (cf. 22:26, 29; Lev 7:11-21)—called [it is presumed in this case] the ‗cup of salvation‘
because the thank offering and its meal celebrated deliverance by the Lord‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm
116:13).
Furthermore, recall that this psalm became associated with the Passover—and consider that this verse may
have given the psalm its special place in the Jewish liturgy of the evening. As The Nelson Study Bible
comments: ―At Passover this psalm is read after the meal, immediately following the third cup of wine, called
the cup of salvation. How appropriate that this Passover psalm would call to mind God‘s cup of salvation the
very night that the Savior was betrayed (Matt. 26:27; Luke 22:14-22)‖ (note on Psalm 116:12-13). We do not eat
a meal as part of the Passover service today, recognizing that Jesus implemented new symbolism. But the
truths expressed in these psalms readily correspond to the spiritual meaning of this sacred memorial of Christ‘s
death. The psalmist‘s sufferings certainly prefigured those of Jesus. And there may well be a relation between
the cup of salvation here and the cup of the New Covenant that Jesus instituted at the Passover. Indeed, all of
God‘s people must accept the redemption and salvation that comes through it.
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Hearkening back to his question of verse 12, concerning what he will render to God, the psalmist next answers
that he will call on the name of the Lord (verse 13b). That is, he will look to God as his source of help—as his
God. Next he says he will pay his vows to God (verse 14)—honor the promises and commitments he has
made—in the presence of all God‘s people, as a witness and example. The psalm then makes what may seem
a strange, non-sequitur statement in verse 15: ―Precious in the sight of the LORD is the death of His saints.‖
Some think the word for ―precious‖ here should be translated ―costly‖—meaning that God takes it as a heavy
loss—so that He does not readily allow it. Yet God does not lose His faithful saints. Those who die are
preserved for His Kingdom, and for Him the time passes quickly. So how are we to understand the verse? The
Zondervan Student Bible comments: ―This verse, often read at funerals, in no way implies that God enjoys the
death of his people. Instead, it means that he carefully watches over their death, and that it matters deeply to
him‖ (note on verse 15). While true, this does not explain how the verse fits here. Indeed, if the psalmist were
glad of God rescuing him from death, why is he saying this at all?
Recall the context of verse 12: ―What shall I render to the LORD for all His benefits toward me?‖ Immediately
after saying he will render the paying of his vows in verse 14, we find this statement in verse 15 that God
considers the death of His saints to be precious or valuable. In context, it too is something rendered to God.
The point would seem to be that the giving of ourselves wholly to God—unto death if necessary—is highly
valued in His sight. After all, in such death God does not lose His servant. Just the opposite, it is a moment of
immense gain. For when saints die their salvation is assured—surely a very precious thing in God‘s sight, as in
their next conscious moment they will be immortal spirit members of His family, faithful through all eternity to
come. Even though God has rescued him, the psalmist knows that God could still require the sacrifice of his
life—which he is willing to give, knowing that God will resurrect him in the future. Here, of course, is a very
strong parallel with Jesus Christ, who willingly submitted to the sacrificial death God required of Him in
anticipation of life with the Father yet to come.
Following on in the listing of what he will give to God, the psalmist next commits himself to being God‘s humble
servant. Interestingly he points out in this context that God has loosed his bonds. God has released him from
death‘s grip not to wild abandon, but to freely and fully serving the true God. Israel shared this responsibility in
the Exodus and throughout its national history. And Christians have likewise been freed from their sinful past to
obey God from now on (compare Romans 6:15-22).
The psalmist next declares that he will offer the ―sacrifice of thanksgiving‖ (Psalm 116:17). As mentioned above,
this could refer to the giving of a special thank offering (Leviticus 7:12). Yet it could more generally apply to
simply thanking and praising God, at least in a figurative sense. We should be extremely grateful for all that
God has done for us and express our gratitude to Him regularly and often when we call on Him in prayer.
Throughout this section, we see a loving relationship in action. God loves the writer, providing him with many
blessings, including instruction on his obligations to his Creator. The author loves God, responding with a willing
heart eager to fulfill his responsibilities in living according to God‘s Word. In the briefest of terms, God
commands and man obeys. But there is more—a loving relationship exists, as illustrated throughout the
psalms. The New Testament further develops this relational aspect of mutual love between the Father and the
believing son or daughter.
Verse 18 may be only a reiteration of verse 14. Yet it could well be more than that, signifying that the psalm
itself, in its composition and later actual performance in the temple (compare verse 19), is a fulfillment of paying
vows made to God. On a prophetic level, the wording may also foreshadow Jesus‘ offering of Himself in
Jerusalem as the true Passover sacrifice—and the witness and example given to His followers.
Psalm 117 is the shortest psalm and the shortest chapter in the Bible. It has a simple yet important directive:
everyone is to praise the Lord (verse 1). The psalmists typically call for the faithful of Israel to offer praise. But in
this psalm, the writer calls for ―all you Gentiles‖—that is, ―all you nations‖ (NIV)—and ―all you peoples‖ to praise
God.
In Romans 15:11 the apostle Paul quoted Ps.117:1 in conjunction with other Old Testament passages to
explain that God intended the gentiles to have a relationship with Him as well (see Romans 15:8-12; compare
Psalm 18:49; Deuteronomy 32:43; Isaiah 11:10). Along with the other songs of this section, the psalmist here
uses Hallelujah—―Praise the LORD‖ (Psalm 117:1-2). He also uses the word shavah for ―laud‖ or ―extol‖ (verse
1, NIV). ―Laud, which means ‗to speak well of,‘ nicely parallels the term praise, which means ‗to be excitedly
boastful about‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1).
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God is to be praised for His hesed (His loyal, steadfast lovingkindness and mercy) and His enduring emet or
truth, implying ―faithfulness‖ (NIV) to maintain His word, to keep His promises (verse 2). Through these, those of
all mankind who respond in sincerity and faith may share in the wonderful, eternal blessings of the people of
God—for they, too, will be His people.
Psalm 118 is a psalm of thanksgiving and prayer for deliverance from enemies. Though the particular
circumstances of its composition are unidentified, we do see that it concerns confidence in victory after
apparent near loss in a battle against a group of enemy nations (see verses 10-13). The last of the Egyptian
Hallel (―praise‖) collection (113–118), Psalm 118 was traditionally sung or recited at the end of the Passover
evening liturgy—though Psalm 136 was later added to the end, as it expands on the opening and closing words
of Psalm 118, ―Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He is good! For His mercy [hesed, loyal lovingkindness]
endures forever.‖ These words, taken from the psalm David composed for the occasion of bringing the Ark of
the Covenant to Jerusalem (see 1 Chronicles 16:34), were also used to open Psalms 106 and 107. We should
recall that the Egyptian Hallel psalms were also sung at all the annual festivals. Indeed, Psalm 118 was an
important part of the temple liturgy at the Feast of Tabernacles, as we will see.
Building from the call to thanks and praise in the first verse, verses 2-4 direct the call to three groups—the
nation of Israel, the Aaronic priesthood and, in general, all those who fear God—the same groupings found in
Psalm 115:9-13 (compare 135:19-20, which also mentions the house of Levi). The call here is to proclaim the
repeated refrain ―His mercy endures forever.‖
Many maintain that the ―I‖ speaking throughout the remainder of Psalm 118 is the Davidic king leading the
battle against the enemy, given his declaration about destroying the enemies (compare verses 10-12). Others
contend that the psalmist wrote this song to be sung by all Israelites from a first person perspective—in both a
collective and personal sense. Of course, a righteous king could have written it with that broader intention as
well. In the time of Jesus Christ, the ―I‖ who acts ―in the name of the LORD‖ (verses 10-12, 26) was understood
to refer to the king of Israel—indeed, the Messiah (see John 12:13). The psalm is certainly messianic, as we will
later see from explicit New Testament references.
Verses 5-7 of Psalm 118 recall God‘s past deliverance and express confidence in His ongoing faithfulness. As
the all-powerful God is on the side of His people, there is no reason to fear anything from anyone (verse 6;
compare Romans 8:31). Psalm 118:8-9 acknowledges the crucial understanding that ultimate trust must be in
God alone—not in oneself or other people, no matter what their position or power may be. Interestingly, it has
been pointed out that these two verses form the central verses in the Bible as we have it—that is, according to
the book arrangement and chapter and verse divisions found in most modern Bibles (James Montgomery
Boice, Psalms: An Expositional Commentary, Vol. 3: Psalms 107–150, 2005). Of course, the modern
arrangement is actually not the original one—and chapter and verse divisions came centuries after the
canonization of Scripture and are sometimes poorly determined. Nevertheless, the message of the particular
verses here is indeed a central theme of Scripture. Man, at his best, is limited, mortal, unreliable. As God says
in Jeremiah 17:5-7: ―Cursed is the man who trusts in man and makes flesh his strength…. [But] blessed is the
man who trusts in the LORD.‖
We then come in Psalm 118:10-18 to the actual circumstances of the battle. The King James and New King
James translators, and the translators of many other modern versions, consider that the battle here is to be
understood in the past tense, as having already been won—thus explaining the psalm‘s focus on thanksgiving
and God having answered prayer (verse 21). Yet notice in the KJV and NKJV the problem in saying that the
enemies ―surrounded me‖ and ―were quenched‖ (past tense) and that ―I will destroy them‖ (future tense). Notice
furthermore the confidence in a future outcome—―I shall not die, but live‖ (verse 17)—and, more striking, the
prayer for God‘s intervention: ―Save now, I pray, O LORD‖ (verse 25). Thus the battle is ongoing—the thanks
and praise being for past deliverance and blessings and for intervention that will surely yet come.
This being so, the word translated ―surrounded‖ in verses 10-12 is probably better translated as ―have
surrounded‖ or, as in Green‘s Literal Translation, ―surround.‖ The psalm expresses the dire gravity of the
situation by using this term four times. The psalmist compares the enemies to a swarm of bees (verse 12). Yet
they ―are quenched‖ (GLT)—that is, they are to be quenched—as quickly as burning thorns. For Israel, with
God‘s help, will prevail (same verse). Going back to the Greek Septuagint translators, many have seen a need
to emend the text of verse 13 to say that ―I was pushed‖ (NIV) rather than follow the Masoretic Text: ―Pushing,
you pushed me to fall‖ (GLT). In the Masoretic Text, the words seem addressed to God, yet the next words are
―But the LORD [has] helped me‖ (same verse). This, however, is not as contradictory as might at first seem. For
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it would actually fit what is clearly stated a few verses later: ―The LORD has chastened me severely, but He has
not given me over to death‖ (verse 18). Evidently the enemy invasion and initial losses constitute punishment
from God for some unnamed sin. But the psalmist is nonetheless confident that God will turn things around, so
there must already have been repentance, particularly as he sees himself—or God‘s people collectively—as
righteous (compare verses 15, 19-20). The passage could also be applied to the Messiah, who, though
innocent Himself, would initially suffer adversity and death for the sins of all nations but would later return
victorious over all enemies.
Verse 14 is taken from the Song of Moses in Exodus 15:2, invoking the imagery of God‘s deliverance of Israel
from Egypt—perhaps helping to give the psalm its place within the Egyptian Hallel collection. Repetition
concerning God‘s right hand (verses 15-16) may also be taken from the Song of Moses (see Exodus 15:6-7).
Just as God powerfully intervened for Israel in the Exodus, so would He intervene on this later occasion—and
so will He intervene for His people today. The same words from Exodus 15:2 are also quoted in Isaiah 12:2,
meaning that they are found in the Law, the Prophets and the Writings—the three major sections that make up
the Old Testament.
Isaiah 12, it should be mentioned, is a prophecy of Israel‘s future repentance when God delivers His people
from national enemies—and Psalm 118, beyond its application to the circumstances in which it was written,
should likewise be seen as prophetic of the future. Indeed, we elsewhere see God‘s people at that time singing
the Song of Moses (compare Revelation 15:2-3). Isaiah 12:3 speaks of drawing water with joy from the wells of
salvation—which became related to the Feast of Tabernacles, during which a special water-drawing and waterpouring ceremony was instituted. In Psalm 118:15, the mention of rejoicing and salvation in the tents of the
righteous also helped to connect this psalm with the Feast of Tabernacles in the worship services of the temple.
Verses 19-20, calling for the opening of the ―gates of righteousness‖ so as to pass through—also called here
―the gate of the LORD, through which the righteous shall enter‖—is often seen as picturing a festival procession
coming through the gates of Jerusalem or the gates of the temple. The imagery seems related to what David
wrote in Psalm 24, which many see as descriptive of the Ark of the Covenant being brought into the city or
tabernacle gates after military victory. ―There is only One who can enter the gates of the Lord of His own
accord—the perfect King of glory‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 118:19-21). And this would seem to point to
Jesus Christ as ultimately fulfilling these verses.
The idea of a procession is also found in an alternative translation of Psalm 118:27, as we will later see—all of
this adding to the connection of Psalm 118 to the annual festivals. Yet others suggest a more figurative
meaning for the gates of righteousness—that the only way into the presence of the Lord, to salvation (verse
21), is through righteousness. Thus, verses 19-20 may be part of an expression of repentance—of
determination to do what God says as He empowers. Probably both ideas are intended, as in Isaiah 26:2:
―Open the gates, that the righteous nation which keeps the truth may enter in.‖ While Jesus alone lived a
perfectly righteous life, others can receive righteousness through Him. Jesus mentioned the narrow gate that
leads to life (Matthew 7:13-14) and said that He Himself is the gate or door leading to salvation (John 10:9).
The next verse (Psalm 118:21) declares intention to praise God for having answered His people‘s prayer and
having become their salvation. The latter phrase about God having become salvation is a refrain, repeated—in
a slightly reworded form—from the verse taken from the Song of Moses (verse 14). It is worth noting that the
word in both places translated salvation, occurring 78 times in the Old Testament, is yeshu‘ah, which is very
close to the name Yeshua—that is, Jesus. (The name Yeshua is probably a contraction of the longer form
Yehoshua, meaning ―Yahweh Is Salvation.‖)
Again, there is a powerful messianic aspect to this psalm. The ultimate deliverance sought would come through
the Messiah. Note particularly verses 22-23 about the rejected stone becoming the ―chief cornerstone.‖ The NIV
has ―capstone.‖ The literal meaning, as the Zondervan NIV Study Bible points out in its note on verse 22, is
―‗head of the corner‘—either a capstone over a door (a large stone used as a lintel), or a large stone used to
anchor and align the corner of a wall, or the keystone of an arch (see Zec 4:7; 10:4). By a wordplay (pun) the
author hints at ‗chief ruler‘ (the Hebrew word for ‗corner‘ is sometimes used as a metaphor for leader/ruler; see
Isa 19:13; see also Jdg 20:2; 1 Sa 14:38). This stone, disdained by the worldly powers, has become the most
important stone in the structure of the new world order that God is bringing about through Israel. Jesus applied
this verse (and v. 23) to himself (see Mt 21:42; Mk 12:10-11; Lk 20:17; see also Ac 4:11; Eph 2:20; 1 Pe 2:7).‖
It is not clear what the psalmist himself had in mind when he wrote these words. Some suggest that Israel or its
king was meant as the rejected stone—now saved and placed at the head of all others. Yet perhaps the
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psalmist directly foresaw the Messiah as bringing the salvation foretold in the psalm. In any case, the inspired
words primarily refer to Jesus Christ, as the New Testament makes clear.
In verse 24, the day the psalm designates for rejoicing seems to refer to the time of victory—the day of
salvation—though this of course also prefigures the ultimate time of God‘s future intervention in the Day of the
Lord. This would also fit the time of the Messiah‘s crowning as King over all. However, the day of rejoicing and
gladness became specifically associated with God‘s festivals, further encouraging the use of this psalm as a
festival song. Of course, verse 24 could on some level be a more general call to rejoicing in all that God does
for His people—that is, every day is a day God has made, a fact to always find happiness in. But in context, the
emphasis here is on the day of salvation—present and future.
With this focus, verse 25 appeals to God to ―save now‖—that is, to let today be the day of salvation by granting
help and victory. The Hebrew phrase here, hoshi‘ah na‗, ―is related to the noun yeshu‘ah (‗salvation,‘ ‗victory,‘
vv. 14-15, 21)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 24-25). This phrase hoshi‘ah na‗, later
contracted to hoshana and transliterated into Greek in the New Testament as hosanna, became an appeal for
the messianic age foreshadowed in the Feast of Tabernacles. Indeed, Psalm 118 became, as mentioned
earlier, an important part of that feast‘s temple liturgy. The binding of the sacrifice to the altar in verse 27 is
thought by many to represent a thank offering, but some came to relate it to the sacrifices made during the
annual festivals, particularly the Feast of Tabernacles. The Tabernacles link was made stronger by an alternate
translation of this verse, as given in the NIV: ―With boughs in hand, join in the festal procession up to the horns
of the altar.‖ In Jesus‘ day, the Jewish people during the Feast of Tabernacles would sing Psalm 118,
proclaiming Hoshana, while waving palm and other branches during the priestly procession along a path
decorated with branches that culminated at the temple altar
with the water-pouring ritual.
This provides a historical context for the crowd‘s reception of Jesus when He made His triumphal ride into
Jerusalem on a donkey in fulfillment of another messianic prophecy. While this took place just prior to the
Passover, the people responded with Tabernacles ritual—as they believed Jesus had come to inaugurate the
messianic age. Notice what happened: ―And a very great multitude spread their clothes on the road; others cut
down branches from the trees and spread them on the road. Then the multitudes who went before and those
who followed cried out, saying: ‗Hosanna to the Son of David! ―Blessed is He who comes in the name of the
LORD!‖ Hosanna in the highest!‘‖ (Matthew 21:8-9). John 12:13 says they ―took branches of palm trees and
went out to meet Him, and cried out: ‗Hosanna! ―Blessed is He who comes in the name of the Lord!‖ The King
of Israel!‘‖ Mark 11:10 adds that they cried out ―Blessed is the kingdom of our father David that comes in the
name of the Lord!‖
Of course, they did not understand that Jesus had to first fulfill the Passover symbolism at that time by laying
down His life as a sacrifice. Consider in this light that Psalm 118 was also part of the Passover liturgy in that
day, highlighting a crossover in themes between the spring and fall festivals. It is interesting to note that Jesus
at His final Passover spoke to His disciples not only of His imminent sacrifice, but also of salvation in His future
Kingdom—which is predominantly a fall-festival theme. It is also the foremost theme in this psalm. As Psalm
118 closed the traditional Jewish Passover service, many have suggested that it was the hymn that Jesus and
His disciples sang before leaving the upper room (see Matthew 26:30), though we cannot be sure. Psalm 118
closes with a personal declaration of worshipping God with praise (verse 28) and the same opening call to
thank God for His goodness and enduring lovingkindness (verse 29)—the basis for His salvation.
―Make Me Walk in the Path of Your Commandments‖ (Psalm 119:1-40)
Psalm 119, a massive alphabetic acrostic poem, is the last of the apparent collection of psalms starting with
two other acrostic psalms, 111 and 112—thus framing the Egyptian Hallel (113–118). Yet in a number of ways
Psalm 119 is in a class unto itself. It is by far the longest of the psalms as well as the longest chapter in the
Bible. More than a wisdom psalm providing instruction in how to live, it is an extensive love song to God about
His law as well as a plea for deliverance from oppressors. The author, who is now unknown, repeatedly
declares his passionate devotion to God‘s law as a wise and reliable guide for life—and speaks of finding
delight and spiritual strength in it in the midst of distress. In general, the ―law‖ or torah the psalmist extols refers
to more than the first five books of the Bible classified as the Torah or Law. Rather, this word more broadly
means ―teaching‖ and includes all of God‘s revealed instruction in Old Testament Scripture—and we today can
even more broadly apply the term to the whole of the Bible, both Old and New Testaments, the entire written
Word of God. It should be obvious that the creation of this lengthy acrostic psalm was a major intellectual
undertaking. While God specially inspired the authors of the psalms, as He did all the biblical writers, it is clear
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from the various styles within the psalms that He made use of their individual talents. And the author of Psalm
119 was no doubt a brilliant thinker. For each of the 22 consonants in the Hebrew language, the psalmist has
composed an eight-verse paragraph (called a strophe or stanza in poetic structure). Each of the eight verses in
a stanza begins with the same letter. Verses 1-8 begin with aleph, the first letter in the Hebrew alphabet. Verses
9-16 begin with beth, the second letter in the alphabet, and so on through the remainder of the alphabet. Given
this construction, it is likely the poet intended his work to be memorized. Can you imagine memorizing all 176
verses of this psalm? The acrostic device appears in other psalms (25; 34; 37; 111; 112; 145), where it also
serves as a memory aid.
Psalm 119 uses eight different words to designate God‘s revealed instruction to humankind:
torah ―law‖ (also more broadly meaning instruction)
‗edot ―testimonies‖ (reiterations of God‘s standards)—rendered ―statutes‖ in the NIV
piqqudim ―precepts‖ (injunctions or imposed rules)
huqqim ―statutes‖ (inscribed, enacted laws)—―decrees‖ (NIV)
mitzvot ―commandments‖ or ―commands‖ (constitutional orders)
mishpatim ―judgments‖ (judicial rulings for living)—―laws‖ and ―ordinances‖ in the NIV
dabar ―word‖ (sometimes here in the sense of law, sometimes of promise)
‘imrah ―word‖ (saying, sometimes here in the sense of law, but more often of promise)
These various terms the psalmist ―distributes throughout the 22 stanzas (using all eight in He, Waw, Heth,
Yodh, Kaph, Pe—never using less than six), employing a different order in each stanza‖ (Zondervan NIV Study
Bible, note on Psalm 119). As another commentary points out regarding this psalm: ―Students disagree on this,
but it appears that every verse contains a direct mention of God‘s Word except seven: verses 3, 37, 84, 90,
121, 122, and 132. If you count ‗ways‘ [from Hebrew derek] as a synonym for God‘s Word, then you can
eliminate verses 3 and 37…. The writer may have been meditating on Psalm 19 where David listed six names
for the Scriptures, five of which are found in 119—law, testimony, precept, commandment, and judgment. Some
of the vocabulary of 19 is also found in 119, including perfect or blameless…pure…righteous and
righteousness…and meditate or meditation…. Both compare the Word of God to gold ([19:]10/119:72; 127) and
honey ([19:]10/119:103), and in both there is an emphasis on keeping or obeying God‘s Word‖ (Warren
Wiersbe, Be Exultant: Psalms 90–150, introductory notes on Psalm 119).
This huge composition no doubt took a great deal of time, effort and care to create. The Zondervan NIV Study
Bible puts it well: ―The alphabetic acrostic form, especially one as elaborate as this, may appear arbitrary and
artificial to a modern reader (as if the author merely selected a traditional form from the poet‘s workshop and
then labored to fill it with pious sentences), but a sympathetic and reflective reading of this devotional will
compel a more favorable judgment. The author had a theme that filled his soul, a theme as big as life, that
ranged the length and breadth and height and depth of a person‘s walk with God. Nothing less than the use of
the full power of language would suffice, and of that the alphabet was a most apt symbol‖ (note on Psalm 119).
Commentator Wiersbe remarks on this unknown psalmist: ―Whoever the author was, he is a good example for
us to follow, for he had an intense hunger for holiness and a passionate desire to understand God‘s Word in a
deeper way. In all but fourteen verses, he addresses his words to the Lord personally, so this psalm is basically
a combination of worship, prayer, praise, and admonition. The writer must have been a high profile person
because he mentioned the opposition of rulers (vv. 23, 161; ‗princes‘ in KJV and NASB), a word that can refer
to Gentile rulers or local Jewish tribal leaders (Neh. 3), and he also spoke to kings (v. 46). In the psalm, there
are no references to a sanctuary, to sacrifices, or to a priestly ministry [perhaps indicating a time of apostasy or
the period between the temple‘s destruction and reconstruction]. The cast of characters includes the Lord God,
a remnant of godly people in the nation (vv. 63, 74, 79, 120, etc.), the psalmist, and the ungodly people who
despised him (v. 141), persecuted him (vv. 84-85, 98, 107, 109, 115, 121-122, etc.), and wanted to destroy him
(v. 95). The psalmist referred to them as ‗the proud‘ or ‗the arrogant‘ (vv. 21, 51, 69, 78, 85, 122). They were
people who were born into the covenant but did not value the spiritual riches of that relationship. They
disdained the law and openly disobeyed it. The writer was reproached by them (vv. 22-23, 39, 42) and suffered
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greatly from their false accusations (vv. 50-51, 61, 67, 69-71, 75, 78)‖ (introductory notes on Psalm 119). The
same commentator goes on to explain his reasons for thinking the author may have been the prophet Jeremiah
on the basis of the above criteria. Others have made the same identification, though David is more typically
seen as the author.
Whoever wrote it, Psalm 119 remains a powerful witness to us today. As Wiersbe comments: ―The basic theme
of Psalm 119 is the practical use of the Word of God in the life of the believer. When you consider that the writer
probably did not have a complete Old Testament, let alone a complete Bible [and probably not a personal copy
of every scriptural scroll], this emphasis is both remarkable and important. Christian believers today [personally]
own complete Bibles, yet how many of them say that they love God‘s Word and get up at night or early in the
morning to read it and meditate on it (vv. 55, 62, 147-148)? How many Christian believers ignore the Old
Testament Scriptures or read the Old Testament in a careless and cursory manner? Yet here was a man who
rejoiced in the Old Testament Scripture—which was the only Word of God he had—and considered God‘s Word
his food (v. 103) and his greatest wealth! (vv. 14, 72, 127, 162). His love for the Word of God puts today‘s
believers to shame. If the psalmist with his limited knowledge and resources could live a godly and victorious
life feeding on the Old Testament, how much more ought Christians today live for the Lord. After all, we have
the entire Bible before us and two millennia of church history behind us!‖ (same notes).
So true. And those professing Christians who argue that God‘s laws are obsolete, arbitrary and unnecessary
would have a hard time convincing the writer of this psalm of their position—much less the great God who
ultimately inspired this psalm to be written! As to the psalm‘s setting of persecution by enemy oppressors, we
should all be able to identify with this element. For even if we have no obvious adversaries on a human level, all
of God‘s people are at constant war with the unseen demonic spirit rulers of this world (see Ephesians 6:12).
Concerning the arrangement of Psalm 119, ―apart from the obvious formal structure dictated by the chosen
acrostic form, little need (or can) be said. It must be noted, however, that the first three and the last three verses
were designed as introduction and conclusion to the whole. The former sets the tone of instruction in godly
wisdom; the latter succinctly restates and summarizes the main themes. It may also be observed that the
middle of the psalm has been marked by a similar three-verse introduction to the second half…. For the rest,
the thought meanders, turns back upon itself and repeats (with various nuances)‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm
119).
As mentioned, the Aleph strophe or stanza (verses 1-8) begins with an introduction to the rest of the psalm that
explains that the way for a person to be blessed, to experience true happiness in life, is to be ―undefiled‖ or
―blameless‖ (NIV) in the way he lives. To be blameless does not mean that one never sins. Rather, it means
that one is beyond reproach. Nothing can be held against him. This comes from always repenting when one
sins, never failing to return to God and His ways. As is clear from the rest of the stanza (verses 4-8), the poet
himself is by no means perfect. After stating his knowledge of God‘s requirements of us (verse 4), he expresses
the wish that his own ways were naturally directed to meet them (verse 5), implying that they were not. If his
natural inclination were to obey God, then he wouldn‘t be ashamed when he looked into God‘s Word (verse 6).
Because the human heart is hostile toward God (Romans 8:7) and deceptively wicked (Jeremiah 17:9), the
psalmist finds that God‘s law, like a mirror, reflects his inadequacies (James 1:24; Romans 3:20).
As he learns to better follow God‘s righteous way, he will be able to praise God from an upright heart (verse 7).
The author understands that in keeping God‘s law, his heart will move away from its selfish orientation toward
the righteousness of God: ―But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and
continues to do this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does‖ (James
1:25, NIV). The stanza closes with the psalmist‘s intention to strive to obey God, praying for God‘s
forgiveness—that he will not be forsaken (Psalm 119:8), possibly hinting at his present suffering, as mentioned
later. Indeed, repentance always includes a resolve to follow God‘s laws.
In the Beth strophe (verses 9-16), the writer asks, ―How can a young man keep his way pure?‖ (verse 8, NIV).
Or in a general sense: how can we honor the promise we made to keep God‘s law? Some have thought ―young
man‖ to be a characterization of the author. This is possible, but others maintain that ―more likely it indicates
instruction addressed to the young after the manner of the wisdom teachers (see 34:11; Pr 1:4; Ecc 11:9;
12:1…)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 119:9). While specific younger disciples could have been
the intended audience, it may simply be that the psalm was designed for memorization by all the young people
of the nation as part of their education.

518

Of course, the psalmist was also preaching to himself. In his prayer to God, He was committing himself to God‘s
way. In this stanza he declares a number of things he will do to keep his life clean, giving us principles to apply
in our own lives. The author states that a person determined to live a pure, obedient life will take heed (verse 9)
and be mindful and aware of the context of life. God is the Author of life, and His Word is an instruction book for
how life works (as well as how it doesn‘t). A wise individual will be conscious of and utilizing such a priceless
resource so readily available.
Such a person will also seek God with enthusiasm—wholeheartedly (verse 10)—spending time in study, prayer,
meditation. He will delight in God‘s Word and let it capture his thoughts (verses 11, 15-16). Verse 11 shows that
God‘s Word must be more to us than something that we read. It must be written on our hearts and minds (see
Jeremiah 31:33)—hidden, protected, within us as valuable treasure (see Psalm 119:14).
Furthermore a committed person will willingly learn from God by approaching his studies with a teachable
attitude. And he will discuss with others what he has learned from the law (verse 13). Yet the psalmist does not
fail to acknowledge that his success ultimately depends not on his own efforts, but on what God will do. In
addition to the things an individual must do in living a righteous life, the writer states here two things that God
must do.
First, God must motivate and empower him to keep him on track. ―Do not let me stray from your commands‖
(verse 10, NIV). God will not take away an individual‘s free will and responsibility to choose to obey, but He will
undertake loving surveillance and shepherding, helping his servant to perceive and aspire to the right way and
follow it: ―You comprehend my path and my lying down, and are acquainted with all my ways…. You have
hedged me behind and before, and laid Your hand upon me…. Where shall I go from your Spirit…. Your hand
shall lead me, and Your right hand shall hold me‖ (Psalm 139:2-10).
Second, God must teach him (verse 12). The author affirms the importance of God opening his understanding.
He wanted to learn by studying God‘s Word and putting it into practice. This does not preclude learning from
other teachers, but God would be his primary Instructor. Because God thoroughly knows each individual, He
tailors the timing, the presentation, the ―aha‖ experiences for all of His children—the pattern He established for
parents in every age (see Deuteronomy 6:6-7). And realize again that rather than giving us minute direction in
every action of our life, God gives us widely applicable principles through which we learn the how and why of
living His way. By analogy, a wise teacher leads his students to understanding the lesson, not to merely reciting
what they hear. Such understanding helps us to think and reason more clearly about our choices. We must
always remember that we cannot succeed in living God‘s way on our own. We desperately need His intervening
spiritual power and continuing instruction.
In the Gimel strophe (verses 17-24) the psalmist continues the thought of God teaching him and first explicitly
mentions his present trial. He needs God to open his mind to revelation from God‘s Word (verse 18). He needs
God‘s help to live and to live by that Word (verse 17). Commentator George Knight remarks on verse 17 that
the key word in Psalm 119 ―is the word live…. For the Torah, God is the Living God. This Living God offers his
children his life, and that is not mere biological life. It is life in the Spirit, to which physical death has nothing to
say. The five books of the Pentateuch culminate at Deut. 30:15, 19 with God‘s ‗Word‘: ‗See I have set before
you this day life and good, death and evil.‘ The passage then goes on to declare that ‗life‘ is bound up with love
and with obedience to God‘s revealed commandments, statutes, and ordinances‖ (The Daily Study Bible
Series: Psalms, Vol. 2, note on Psalm 119:17-24).
The poet declares that he is a ―stranger on earth‖ (verse 19, NIV; compare verse 54). The Israelites were
considered to be strangers and sojourners—following laws and customs not of this world and looking forward to
God‘s messianic Kingdom (see Leviticus 25:23; 1 Chronicles 19:15). Sadly the Israelites often conformed to the
idolatrous world around them, leaving only a faithful remnant who continued as God‘s special people—foreign
to this world and its ways. In the New Testament, Christians are referred to as strangers and pilgrims who look
for a better country—that of God‘s coming Kingdom (see Hebrews 11:13; 1 Peter 2:11). The writer faced the
dilemma of dual citizenship—living under wayward human dominion while yearning for God‘s righteous
administration (verse 20). Jesus foresaw the difficulties His disciples would confront as they lived in the world
while not of it. He prayed that God would protect them from evil and set them apart by His word of truth (John
17:14-17). Similarly, the psalmist asks God to make His commandments (His truth) clearly evident (Psalm
119:19).
In the final verses of this stanza, the psalmist desires relief from those who are arrogant, scornful and
contemptuous (verses 21-22). They stray from God‘s commands and earn for themselves an inevitable
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outcome. As already mentioned, the author was evidently an individual of some importance, possibly in the
government—perhaps an advisor or prophet—because he was slandered by rulers (verse 23). If the writer was
a prophet and brought a corrective message from God, it follows that evil rulers might conspire to kill him
(compare verses 85, 95, 110). Whether or not the prophet Jeremiah was the author of the psalm, he provides a
perfect example of this, for his life was repeatedly threatened because he faithfully brought warning messages
to the kingdom of Judah and its leadership. As he said, ―They have dug a pit to take me, and hidden snares for
my feet. Yet, LORD, You know all their counsel which is against me, to slay me‖ (Jeremiah 18:22-23).
The psalmist turns his present crisis over to God and takes comfort in serving Him. Rather than taking
vengeance or being unduly distressed by slanderers, he takes comfort in God‘s laws as his ―counselors‖ (Psalm
119:24). This may be a hint that the religious hierarchy in the land was corrupt and unreliable—so that the
author in this environment had to look to God‘s words alone as his teachers and spiritual advisers. Of course,
even when there are faithful teachers to learn from, their teachings must be confirmed through the direct
counsel of Scripture (see Acts 17:11; 20:27).
In the Daleth stanza (verses 25-32) the poet laments over his circumstances, being ―weary with sorrow‖ (verse
28, NIV). He ―clings to the dust‖ (verse 25a)—being oppressively crushed down (compare 44:24-25). He asks
God to revive him (119:25b)—conveying the sense of saving from death. The Hebrew word means to restore or
renew—to breathe new life into something. Thus, the psalmist turns to God for renewal at a time of terrible
despondency. The writer has opened up to God, declaring His ways (verse 26)—that is, His circumstances and
how he has been responding to them—and knows that God has answered him, helping him to remain properly
focused. He asks that God would further teach him (same verse) and increase his understanding (verse 27) of
how to apply God‘s laws at this time. We may generally understand God‘s laws but often will need more direct
instruction and encouragement in difficult circumstances.
The plea ―Remove from me the way of lying‖ (verse 29) or ―Keep me from deceitful ways‖ (NIV) could refer
either to being personally kept away from this wrong way or to be protected from others who are slandering.
The psalmist himself is committed to remaining truthful and faithful—and to looking to God‘s judgments to
govern his life (verse 30).
The end of verse 29, ―Grant me Your law graciously,‖ runs counter to those who claim that law and grace do not
go together. As commentator Wiersbe remarks: ―‗Law and grace are in opposition!‘ many declare, but the
psalmist testified that law and grace worked together in his life (vv. 29 and 58). God used Moses to liberate the
people from Egypt, but then God gave Moses the law to give to Israel at Sinai. The German philosopher Goethe
wrote, ‗Whatever liberates our spirit without giving us self-control is disastrous.‘ Law and grace are not enemies,
for law sets the standard and grace enables us to meet it (Rom. 8:1-3)‖ (introductory notes on Psalm 119).
Having been forced to, as we saw, cling to the dust (verse 25), the poet resolves that inwardly he will cling to
God‘s laws as he prays that God will not let him fall into shame and dishonor (verse 31). He concludes this
stanza with the metaphor of running the course of God‘s commandments with an enlarged heart (verse 32).
Some see the enlarged heart as signifying increased joy or understanding—and it may, as an increased heart
or mind could signify greater depth of understanding (compare 1 Corinthians 2:10-14). But in connection with
running a course, the imagery more likely seems to concern spiritual power. In a physical sense, we can
perhaps imagine a person running so hard that his heart gives out. Yet here God gives a new heart—a bigger,
stronger, more powerful heart (a spiritual heart empowered by God‘s Holy Spirit)—to enable the runner to run
the course of God‘s way of life and not faint (compare Ezekiel 18:31; Isaiah 40:31).
In the He strophe (verses 33-40) the psalmist states his position in relationship to God. He is, he tells God,
―Your servant, who is devoted to fearing You‖ (verse 38). His responsibility as the Lord‘s servant is to properly
revere God and wholeheartedly observe and keep God‘s law until the end of his life (verses 33-34). Yet, as in
other verses, he understands his need for divine help to do God‘s will.
Jesus Christ explained to His disciples that they would need to abide in Him and let His words abide in them if
they were to bear much fruit: ―As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can
you, unless you abide in Me‖ (John 15:4). The writer knows that while he must personally strive to do what God
says, he must depend on God‘s help to succeed or his labor will be in vain (compare Psalm 127:1-2). Therefore
he makes several requests of God. Two are knowledge-based: ―teach me…the way‖ (verse 33) and ―give me
understanding‖ (verse 34). The author can read the law, but he needs God to teach him the way—to guide him
in how to live the law every day, how to apply it, how to think and make decisions the way God thinks. He asks
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for understanding so that the law will be more than a legalistic code. He wants to live a principle-centered life
based on knowing the spiritual intent of God‘s law.
Three of his requests are more in the realm of empowerment and motivation. He needs God‘s power to do what
is right: ―make me walk‖ (verse 35), ―incline my heart‖ (verse 36), ―turn my eyes away‖ (verse 37). Not that God
would force upon the psalmist a course of action, but that He would motivate and strengthen the writer‘s will in
the sense that the apostle Paul describes: ―For it is God who works in you both to will and to do for His good
pleasure‖ (Philippians 2:13).
The psalmist is particularly attuned to the danger of covetousness—of letting wrong attraction to worldly things
of no ultimate spiritual value detract him from God‘s way (verses 36-37)—and so must we be. Covetousness is
forbidden in the last of the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20:17; Deuteronomy 5:21). Interestingly, this
command regulates thoughts in the mind—showing the spiritual nature of God‘s law even in Old Testament
times. Jesus also warns us, ―Take heed and beware of covetousness, for one‘s life does not consist in the
abundance of the things he possesses‖ (Luke 12:15). We must instead focus on what we really need—God‘s
spiritual blessings. The poet sums up with his longing for God‘s laws and a prayer that God will enable him to
live by them—revitalizing him to walk in the right way (verse 40).
―The Cords of the Wicked Have Bound Me; But I Have Not Forgotten Your Law‖ (Psalm 119:41-88)
In the Waw strophe (verses 41-48) the psalmist prays for God‘s promised deliverance (verse 41; compare
verse 49) so that he will be able to continue to live by God‘s law (verse 44) and to proclaim God‘s words to
others—to his detractors (verse 42) and to kings (verse 46). This could imply that the writer was himself a
prophet such as Jeremiah, yet others take it merely to mean that the writer, or anyone, should be able to
unabashedly discuss their Bible-based beliefs when asked to defend them, even in the presence of kings
(compare Matthew 10:18-20; Luke 21:12-15; 1 Peter 3:15-16). The words of Psalm 119:43, ―Take not the word
of truth utterly out of my mouth,‖ are paraphrased in The Living Bible as: ―May I never forget your words.‖ Yet
they may more specifically be asking that God not allow the psalmist‘s proclamation of God‘s truth to others to
cease by being silenced in prison or death.
Through God‘s intervention the author will be able to live by God‘s law ―forever and ever‖ (verse 44)—clearly
demonstrating his belief in eternal life as the reward of the righteous. This is part of the liberating aspect of
God‘s law, as described in the next verse. The Hebrew word in verse 45 translated ―liberty‖ or ―freedom‖ (NIV)
literally means ―a wide space‖—metaphorically meaning unconfined by suffering or oppression. The apostle
James referred to God‘s law as ―the perfect law of liberty‖ (James 1:25). John said that God‘s commandments
―are not burdensome‖ (1 John 5:3). ―The psalmist celebrates the freedom that is found in obeying God‘s
instruction. Although many think of laws, instructions, and commandments (v. 47) as limiting and restricting, the
Law of God paradoxically frees us. It frees us from sin (v. 133) and gives us the peace that comes from
following the Lord‘s instructions (v. 165)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 119:44-45).
Moreover, it leads to the ultimate freedom, found in Christ, of reigning in God‘s Kingdom forever—liberated for
eternity from death and all the burdens and sorrows of this present life. The poet closes the stanza with two
expressions of love for God‘s commandments and a commitment to meditate on His statutes.
In the Zayin strophe (verses 49-56) the psalmist asks God to ―remember‖ the word that caused him to have
hope. The psalmist doesn‘t remind God of which promise comprises the word, but it likely involves the promise
of salvation or deliverance (compare verse 41). Of course, God knows what is meant. ―When applied to the
Lord, the word ‗remember‘ means ‗to pay attention to, to work on behalf of.‘…Remembering is not recalling, for
God never forgets; it is relating to His people in a special way‖ (Wiersbe, Be Exultant, note on verses 49-56).
This hope—that God would work out a specific promise—comforted the psalmist in his affliction and enlivened
him (verse 50).
His present affliction (same verse) involves proud, wicked men who hold him in contempt (verses 51, 53). Some
aspect of God‘s law is at issue. The adversaries have forsaken the law and deride the author for his faith. ―Yet,‖
he says, ―I do not turn aside from Your law‖ (verse 51). He is angry: ―Indignation grips me because of the
wicked‖ (verse 53, NIV; compare verse 139). But he directs his thoughts toward God‘s statutes (verse 54). They
become his songs, subjects for composing praises to God—as they indeed form the basis for this very psalm
(compare Ephesians 5:19).
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The phrase ―in the house of my pilgrimage,‖ literally ―in my temporary house‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note
on Psalm 119:54), identifies life as a journey. As a stranger and pilgrim on the earth (see verse 19), the
psalmist sings praises to God wherever he finds himself. In declaring to God, ―I remember Your name in the
night‖ (verse 55), the writer shows that his religion is not just an outward show during the day. He thinks about
God and all He stands for at night (compare verses 62, 148) when he is reflecting on what is important to him—
and He resolves to obey Him. The psalmist ends the strophe by stating that God‘s law ―has become mine.‖ In
essence, he has internalized it to an extent that it is his way of living—not just God‘s way, not just his parents‘
way. By keeping the law of God, he has made it his own (verse 56).
In the Heth strophe (verses 57-64) the poet proclaims, ―You are my portion, O LORD‖ (verse 57). As
commentator Wiersbe notes: ―This is real estate language and refers to the apportioning of the land of Canaan
to the tribes of Israel (78:55; Josh. 13–21). The priests and Levites were not given an inheritance in the land
because the Lord was their inheritance and their portion (Num. 18:20-24; Deut. 10:8-9; 12:12). Jeremiah, the
priest called to be a prophet, called the Lord ‗the portion of Jacob‘ [i.e., of all Israel] (Jer. 10:16; 51:19; Lam.
3:24), and David used the same image in Psalm 16:5-6‖ (note on 119:57-64). Christians today should consider
God as our portion, through whom all our needs and wants are supplied for eternity.
Because he knew that the Lord was his portion, the psalmist requests God‘s favor and mercy (verse 58). He
―made haste‖ and ―did not delay‖ to bring his life into harmony with God‘s ways, obeying His commandments
(verses 59-60). These words are instructive. We should always be quick to follow God‘s commands. And
whenever our lives fall out of harmony with God‘s ways, we must not put off repentance—imagining we will
eventually get around to it, letting ourselves drift farther and farther away from God—for we thereby jeopardize
our future (see Hebrews 2:1-3). If your life is going that way, ask God to help you turn around. Do it today. Don‘t
wait for a tomorrow that may never come.
The psalmist‘s enemies had no regard for God‘s law, and they bound him in cords (Psalm 119:61). This could
be figurative of some type of ensnarement, or it may refer more literally to bondage and imprisonment—such as
what Jeremiah experienced. Yet despite his predicament, the writer holds fast to God‘s law and gives thanks to
God for it in the middle of the night (verses 61-62; compare verse 55). The author is at great odds with his
lawless oppressors but sees as companions all those who fear and obey God (verse 63). He realizes he is not
alone in his struggle (compare verses 74, 79)—and that was no doubt a source of encouragement, as it should
be to all of us today. He further recognizes that in spite his present troubles, the earth is still full of God‘s hesed,
his lovingkindness and mercy (verse 64).
In the Teth strophe (verses 65-72) the psalmist focuses on God dealing ―well‖ (Hebrew tob, ―good‖) with him
(verse 65), admitting that he went astray in some manner before his present affliction and that this led to his
repentance (verse 67)—which he sees as tob, good (verse 71). The Hebrew word tob is used six times in this
stanza. The psalmist declares that God is good and does good (verse 68). In verse 72, he states that God‘s law
is better (from tob—i.e., ―more good‖) than treasure (compare verses 14, 127, 162).
The poet calls his enemies ―proud.‖ He states that they have ―forged a lie against me‖ and later that they
―almost made an end of me on earth‖ (verse 87). He says their hearts are ―fat as grease‖ (verse 70)—or ―fat,
without feeling‖ (Green‘s Literal Translation). The imagery is that of being covered in thick fat and difficult to
penetrate. The NIV substitutes ―callous‖ for ―fat.‖ Yet, in spite of being persecuted, the psalmist will keep God‘s
precepts and delight in His law (verses 69-70).
He learned from his earlier mistake and from the correction that resulted. Undoubtedly it was not pleasant to
live through the situation. The writer can look back, however, and say that it was ―good‖—that it was more than
worth it (verses 71-72; compare verse 75). He recognized it as the opportunity for spiritual growth that it was.
As the book of Hebrews tells us, ―Now no chastening seems to be joyful for the present, but painful;
nevertheless, afterward it yields the peaceable fruit of righteousness to those who have been trained by it‖
(12:11; see verses 5-11).
In the Yod strophe (verses 73-80) the psalmist recognizes that God as man‘s Maker is the One who best
understands how man, His creation, is supposed to properly function—so he seeks God‘s direction in how to
live (verse 73). The writer desires to encourage others who revere God by maintaining hope in God‘s Word
through his affliction and continuing in obedience (see verses 74, 79; compare verse 63). He knows that God
has allowed his present affliction and that His judgments have been right (verse 75). Yet he now prays for relief
and comfort, as God has promised (verse 76). This will be a powerful witness to God‘s people—and so will the
final outcome of all this.
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The poet reiterates that his enemies are proud and continues the pattern of contrasting their wrongdoing with
His faithfulness: ―They treated me wrongfully…but I will meditate on Your precepts‖ (verse 78). ―They have
forged a lie against me, but I will keep your precepts‖ (verse 69). They ―have bound me…but I have not
forgotten Your law‖ (verse 61). They ―have me in derision…yet I do not turn aside from Your law‖ (verse 51). He
chooses to let God deal with his enemies while he finds comfort in the law, striving to be blameless, praying that
they will be put to shame rather than him (verses 78, 80)—again as part of an important witness to all of God‘s
people.
The Kaph stanza (verses 81-88), the last strophe of the first half of the psalm, is—like the ending stanza
(verses 196-176)—dominated by prayer for God‘s intervention. Wearying under his trial, the psalmist searches
God‘s Word and wonders, in the manner of a lament, ―When will you comfort me?‖ (verses 81-82). He feels ―like
a wineskin in smoke‖ (verse 83). ―As a wineskin hanging in the smoke and heat above a fire becomes smudged
and shriveled, so the psalmist bears the marks of his affliction‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 83).
The first question of verse 84, ―How many are the days of Your servant?,‖ may mean, as the NIV renders it,
―How long must your servant wait?‖ But it may also refer to how many days of life he has remaining in him
under these circumstances. He would then be asking, ―How long can I survive like this?‖
―When,‖ he further pleads, ―will You execute judgment on those who persecute me?‖ (same verse). Essentially,
he is asking God, ―When will You deal with these people? When will You put a stop to what they‘re doing to
me?‖
Their digging of pits for him (verse 85) is probably figurative of setting situational traps for him—evidently to the
point of plotting his death (compare verse 87). He cries out for help to avert this dire threat (verse 86), once
more contrasting the behavior of his persecutors with his own: ―They almost made an end of me on earth, but I
did not forsake Your precepts‖ (verse 87). Through all this he hasn‘t turned his back on God‘s law, but he asks
renewed strength to continue keeping it (verse 88). Again, we see that continuance in obedience to the law of
God requires His caring attention and help. In this we also see that doing right doesn‘t come automatically,
even to those who love God. We cannot succeed on our own strength; we need to reach out to God and His
Word continually.
―Oh, How I Love Your Law!‖ (Psalm 119:89-128)
The Lamed stanza (verses 89-96), which begins the second half of the psalm, starts with a threeverse
introduction to this half that teaches a general truth—that ―God‘s sovereign and unchanging word governs and
maintains all creation‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verses 89-91). These verses strengthen the parallel
between this psalm and Psalm 19. The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―The stability of the universe, or the
heaven, mirrors God‘s faithfulness, love, and care. But even more important, it reflects the permanence of
God‘s laws and the fact that the universe serves Him‖ (note on 119:89-91).
The phrase ―for all are Your servants‖ (verse 91) refers back to the things just mentioned. The NIV renders it as,
―for all things serve you.‖ The existence of heaven and earth, natural laws, the regularity of day and night, and
the progression of the seasons are all things that serve the Lord. All creatures, including all thinking beings, in a
sense serve God. Even those who are opposed to God‘s will today ultimately serve His purposes. For one, they
too serve as a witness to the inexorable constancy of His laws—His spiritual laws of conduct. It is sometimes
said that you can‘t really break God‘s spiritual laws, anymore than you can break his physical laws such as
gravity. If you try to contravene such laws, they will instead break you. It is essentially pointless to defy God. His
purposes will still stand—forever. And in the end, all will be led to willingly conform to His ways or be removed
from the picture.
The psalmist recognizes God‘s sovereignty and is happy to be part of the universe that serves His will, finding
delight in God‘s law and knowing that if he did not, he would not have made it through to where he is now
(verse 92). God‘s laws have preserved him (verse 93), and he asks for God to continue to preserve him. As the
Lord‘s willing servant striving to obey, the poet utters another plea for deliverance from the enemies who want
to destroy him (verses 94-95). Yet even in his trial and cry for help, the major focus is still on resolving to
continue in God‘s ways.
He closes the stanza with this most remarkable statement in verse 96: ―I have seen the consummation of all
perfection [probably referring back to the physical creation and its laws, as described in verses 89-91], but your
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commandment is exceedingly broad.‖ That is, it is bigger than the universe, providing an inexhaustible source
of wise counsel on how to live, a subject given further treatment in the stanza that follows. Thus we should
clearly see that even God‘s Old Testament law was to be understood and applied not merely in the letter, but in
the fullness of its spirit and intent. Furthermore, we should consider that we could not run out of things to study
and learn about God‘s Word and His laws in countless lifetimes.
In the Mem strophe (verses 97-104) the psalmist devotes the whole stanza to his love for God‘s law. Unlike all
of the other stanzas following the second one, he makes no requests for help or lament over his treatment by
his enemies. He pours out his feelings in a grand hymn of praise, declaring his love for God‘s law—that it is his
constant meditation (verses 97, 99).
This is reminiscent of the description of the blessed righteous man at the very outset of the book of Psalms:
―His delight is in the law of the LORD, and in His law he meditates day and night‖ (1:2). However, there the
Hebrew word for ―meditate‖ is one derived from the sound of musing, while the word used here (and in 119:15)
more explicitly means reflection or contemplation—derived from a term that means uttering, in the sense of
speaking to oneself. The point in both cases is that we are to constantly mull over God‘s law, being thankful for
it and considering how to apply it as we go through every day.
The author recognizes that God‘s commandments make him wiser than his enemies (verse 98). They, with their
cunning and craftiness and worldly success, may seem to have the upper hand at this time, but there is no
question that the he has made the smarter life choice by following God‘s ways. Even at this time, the wicked do
not experience the true happiness that comes from living right and absolute confidence in the future. And in that
future, divine judgment and reward lie in store. Indeed, studying and living by God‘s laws provides the best life
education possible. The psalmist says he has more understanding than his teachers—perhaps teachers he had
years ago—and more than ―the ancients‖ (verses 99-100). Most translations consider this latter term to mean
not those who lived long before but those who are aged—elders.
Parallel to verse 98, the writer seems to be declaring himself wiser than his teachers and elders. This would
certainly make sense if he were raised in a time of apostasy. Jeremiah, for instance, was plotted against by
those of his own priestly hometown—including those who would have been his teachers and elders.
However, it is possible that the psalmist simply means he has come to understand far more than what he
received from his teachers and elders. He may have learned some valuable things from teachers, wise elders
and others in his community. But this does not compare to what he has learned through directly studying God‘s
law and living by it, developing a loving relationship with the Lawgiver. What the Lord Himself taught him (verse
102; compare verse 24)—through scriptural revelation, inspiration and life experiences—is far more than he
learned, or ever could learn, from other people.
Verse 101 gives us the important principle of practicing self-control—exercising willpower to restrain ourselves
from wrongdoing. Having access to spiritual power is not enough, for God will not force us to act in accordance
with His commands. We must be willing to follow His commands and follow through. This comes from learning
to really love God‘s ways—to desire them as we desire the pleasure of eating something that tastes good
(compare verse 103)—and learning to hate evil (verses 104, 128). Humbly studying God‘s Word will help to
shape our way of thinking in these regards.
In the Nun strophe (verses 105-112) the psalmist begins by stating that God‘s word is a ―lamp‖ and a ―light‖ to
show him the right path (verse 105). It is a light in the sense that it provides understanding (see verse 130)—as
in the English metaphorical terms enlightenment and illumination. Without the guidance God‘s law gives, we
would have to grope blindly through a dark world on our own. Yet through God‘s revelation we can properly
see. Many scriptural passages declare God Himself as well as His truth and ways to be light. All who are His
people have been ―called…out of darkness into His marvelous light‖ (1 Peter 2:9). And we are to ―walk in the
light as He is in the light‖ (1 John 5:7). Light is also representative throughout Scripture of life and blessing.
The writer had sworn (―taken an oath,‖ NIV) and reaffirmed often, ―I will keep Your righteous judgments‖ (verse
106). The taking of an oath was a serious matter, for ―an oath is really a conditional curse which a man calls
down upon himself from God, in the case of his not speaking the truth or not keeping a promise‖ (Hastings
Dictionary of the Bible, ―Oaths‖). The law addressed this subject: ―If a man makes a vow to the LORD, or
swears an oath to bind himself by some agreement, he shall not break his word; he shall do according to all that
proceeds out of his mouth‖ (Numbers 30:2). The author had personally covenanted with God to serve Him, and
he remained committed to this promise.
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He again mentions his present affliction, praying to be revived (verse 107). Yet even as he does, he asks that
God would accept the ―freewill offerings‖ of his mouth—referring to praise, thanks and statements of
commitment—and continue to instruct him (verse 108). He says that he constantly takes his life in his hands
(verse 109). If he were a prophet of God bearing an unpopular message or a counselor of government officials
who hated him, the performance of his duties would indeed require him to ―lay his life on the line.‖ Yet even
despite this and the plotting of his enemies (verse 110), he has not turned away from God‘s way—and will not.
He closes by referring to God‘s testimonies as his ―heritage‖ (verse 111)—recalling his earlier statements that
the Lord was his ―portion‖ (verse 57), his inheritance—a wonderful gift that he will rejoice in forever.
In the Samek strophe (verses 113-120) the psalmist declares his stand with God against those who won‘t obey
God‘s laws. His statement, ―I hate double-minded men‖ (verse 113, NIV), should be understood in the sense of
rejecting them as God does. Note his address to evildoers to get away from him (verse 115) and his recognition
that God rejects the wicked (verses 118-119). The point is that the poet wants nothing to do with them, looking
on them as his enemies because they are God‘s enemies (compare 26:5; 31:6; 139:21-22). Of course, this
does not preclude the possibility of such people repenting—and it does not negate our responsibility to pray that
they do. Jesus gave us the instruction of praying for our enemies (Matthew 5:43-44), and the best thing we
could pray for them is that they repent—though this could require correction from God.
We should understand that a double-minded man, as mentioned in Psalm 119:113, is undecided, uncommitted,
inconsistent, wishy-washy, much as were the people to whom Elijah spoke on Mount Carmel: ―How long will
you falter between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow Him; but if Baal, follow him‖ (1 Kings 18:21). ―A
double-minded man [is] unstable in all his ways‖ (James 1:8). This is unacceptable when it comes to God. He
will accept nothing less than full commitment.
It is not clear if the writer is referring to specific people here or if he is just providing a general contrast with his
own, fully committed attitude of loving God‘s law (Psalm 119:113). It may be that there were some at the time
who could not make up their minds on whether to support him in his righteous cause—or perhaps they would
offer support and then not follow through. Perhaps there were compromisers among supposed friends who
wanted him to comply with some of the demands of his enemies—thus making these friends enemies
themselves. Hoping and trusting in God‘s promises of protection (verse 114), the psalmist prays to be sustained
through his present dilemma, determined to continue in obedience to God (verses 116-118). He trusts that God
will deal with the wicked, realizing that they will be ―put away…like dross‖ (verses 118-119)—that is, like the
scum cleared off the top of molten metal (compare Ezekiel 22:18-19). In light of God‘s righteous judgments
against evil that are sure to come, the author trembles in awe (verse 120)—soberly respectful and appropriately
fearful of the consequences of disobeying the Almighty Judge.
In the Ayin strophe (verses 121-128) the psalmist emphasizes that he is the Lord‘s servant (verses 122, 124125), who has acted faithfully, and he pleads for the Lord to now act to save him from his oppressors. As a
servant looking to his master (compare 123:2), the writer asks God to be his ―surety…for good‖ (119:122). ―A
person became surety when he or she pledged to pay another person‘s debt or fulfill a promise [if need be]‖
(Wiersbe, Be Exultant, note on verses 121-128). Job also asked for God to be surety for him (Job 17:3). So did
Hezekiah, praying to God, ―Stand surety for me‖ (Isaiah 38:14, NEB, REB). The book of Genesis gives us the
example of Judah standing as surety for his brother Benjamin (Genesis 44:32)—willing to become an Egyptian
slave in his stead so that Benjamin could return free to their father Jacob (see 43:1-10; 44:18-34).
The author is essentially asking God to put Himself on the line as the guarantee for His servant‘s deliverance.
We can view this beyond the immediate circumstances of the psalm‘s composition. In its note on Psalm
119:122, John Gill‘s Exposition on the Whole Bible points out that what the psalmist ―prays to God to be for him,
that [is what] Christ is for all his people, [see] Heb 7:22. He drew nigh to God, struck hands [in agreement] with
him, gave his word and bond to pay the debts of his people; put himself in their legal place and stead, and
became responsible to law and justice for them; engaged [in work] to make satisfaction for their sins, to bring in
everlasting righteousness for their justification, and to preserve and keep them, and bring them safe to eternal
glory and happiness; and this was being a surety for them for good.‖
The poet‘s eyes have failed, from exhaustion and probably tears, in looking for God‘s salvation (verse 123;
compare verse 136). He asks for God to deal with him according to His hesed—His covenant love (verse 124).
On that basis, the psalmist declares that it is time for God to act, to at last intervene, to stop the oppressors
from the blasphemy they have been perpetrating—that of pronouncing God‘s law void through their ability to so
mistreat His servant with impunity (verse 126). In all this, the writer is still keen to better understand God‘s laws,
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and he declares his great love for God‘s commands and the tremendous value he places on them (verse 127,
compare verses 14, 72, 162). He knows that God‘s way is right, and, as in verse 104, he hates every false way
(verse 163).
―Great Peace Have Those Who Love Your Law, and Nothing Causes Them to Stumble‖
(Psalm 119:129-176)
In the Pe stanza (verses 129-136) the psalmist begins with the wonder of God‘s Word and ends with anguish
over people not obeying it. Verse 130 in the NKJV says, ―The entrance of Your words gives light; it gives
understanding to the simple.‖ The word translated ―entrance‖ literally means ―opening.‖ Some versions render it
as ―unfolding‖ (NIV, NASB, NRSV). The parallelism here shows ―light‖ to signify understanding, as in verse 105.
The idea in verse 130 might merely be that of unrolling a scroll of Scripture, or opening up a Bible today, so as
to read it and gain understanding. Yet it could more figuratively signify God opening up the meaning of Scripture
to a person‘s mind. After Jesus explained the Old Testament Scriptures to His companions on the road to
Emmaus, they remarked, ―Were not our hearts burning within us while He talked with us on the road and
opened the Scriptures to us?‖ (Luke 24:32).
―Simple‖ in Psalm 119:130 may have the same sense as its occurrence in 116:6—meaning uncomplicated
through guile, and thus straightforward and innocent. Yet it might also indicate those looked on as
uneducated—here receiving a far superior education through God‘s Word and inspiration (compare John 7:1416; Luke 10:21; Acts 4:13; 1 Corinthians 1:18–2:16). The poet likens his desire for God‘s commandments to
panting with thirst (Psalm 119:131), recalling imagery used in other psalms (42:1-2; 63:1). Jesus said, ―Blessed
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be filled‖ (Matthew 5:6).
The author next makes an appeal to God‘s mercy on the basis of this being God‘s ―custom‖ toward those who
love Him (Psalm 119:132). In fact, the word translated ―custom‖ here is mishpat, the term for God‘s legal
judgments throughout the psalm. This is in fact God‘s law for Himself—part of His personal inviolable code of
conduct. Indeed, this is codified in the Ten Commandments, where God promises to show mercy to those who
love Him (see Exodus 20:6).
It is interesting to note in the next verses (Psalm 119:133-134) that the psalmist prays to be kept free from sin
before then asking to be freed (redeemed, bought back—compare verse 154) from human oppression—and
even in the latter case, the request is so that he may continue to live a life of obedience to God. God redeems
us today from sin and affliction for this same purpose—that we may live in accordance with His will.
The phrase ―Make Your face shine upon Your servant‖ (verse 135a) is adapted from the priestly blessing that
God said was to be used to bless His people (see Numbers 6:25). The symbolism of shining light would seem
to tie back to the light of understanding in Psalm 119:130—and indeed we see the plea for this blessing
followed by a renewed request to be taught God‘s statutes (verse 135b). The stanza ends with the poet
lamenting that he has shed many tears because of people not obeying God‘s law (verse 136). It is not clear
whether he is referring to his own suffering from those committing lawless deeds in abusing him (compare
verses 121-123, 126, 134) or whether he is referring to people in general dishonoring God and hurting
themselves through their sins—a great tragedy over which to mourn (compare Jeremiah 9:1; Ezekiel 9:4; Luke
19:41-42; Philippians 3:18).
In the Tsadde strophe (verses 137-144) the psalmist uses the words ―righteous‖ and ―righteousness‖ five times
in connection with God and His Word—these terms in the original Hebrew connoting a straight line, perfect
alignment. God‘s testimonies are also ―very faithful‖ (verse 138)—―fully trustworthy‖ (NIV). His Word, in its
commands and promises, is ―very pure‖ (verse 140)—in the sense of ―thoroughly tested‖ (NIV; compare 12:6).
The author speaks from personally experiencing the benefits of God‘s Word (see verses 97-104).
Verse 139, ―My zeal has consumed me, because my enemies have forgotten Your words,‖ could mean either
that their disobedience has further incited him to take a stand against them (compare verse 53) or that his
suffering at their hands has ultimately served to strengthen him in his resolve to follow God. (Compare also
Psalm 69:9; John 2:17). Although the poet feels ―small and despised‖ and ―trouble and anguish have overtaken‖
him (verses 141, 143), he remembers God‘s precepts. In contrast to the trouble brought on him through false
accusations (verses 118, 86, 69), God‘s ―law is truth‖ (verse 142)—genuine, dependable and right (compare
verses 151, 160)—and His commandments bring true happiness and joy (verse 143). Like the psalmist‘s, all our
present troubles are temporary, but God‘s righteousness is everlasting—and through God‘s Word we will live a
life of everlasting righteousness (see verses 142, 144).
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In the Qoph stanza (verses 145-152) the psalmist cries out desperately to God for help (verse 145-147), similar
to his intense prayer in the earlier Kaph stanza (see verses 81-88). This intensity continues through the next
three stanzas that close the psalm. Commentator Wiersbe remarks: ―Have you noticed that the writer became
more urgent as he drew near the end of the psalm? The Hebrew alphabet was about to end, but his trials would
continue, and he needed the help of the Lord‖ (note on verses 153-160). The author still expresses his
determination to continue in God‘s ways, but he knows that he cannot succeed—indeed, he cannot even live to
try—without God‘s intervention and help. He gets up early and lies awake late at night—through the night
watches (sunset to 10, 10 to 2, and 2 to dawn)—crying to God for help and meditating on God‘s Word, in which
he finds hope (verses 147-148; compare 5:3; 63:1, 6).
He asks again that God revive him (verse 149; compare verses 25, 37, 40, 88, 107, as well as 154, 156, 159)—
to breathe life into him, to restore his spirits, to reawaken his hope. And this prayer in verse 149 is made
according to God‘s hesed (covenant lovingkindness) and mishpat (judgment, rule for life)—reiterating his
appeals in verses 124 and 132.
He then again presents the issue of his enemies. They draw near to him—that is, they are coming for him, to do
him harm—and are thus far from God‘s law (verse 150). Yet God is near, able to intervene (verse 151; compare
Acts 17:27-28). And since God‘s words are truth—true and faithful forever, as the poet closes this stanza
(Psalm 119:152)—then God must intervene as He has promised in his law. Of course, God is not bound as to
the manner of His intervention. Ultimately, He will work all things out to the eternal benefit of His servants (see
Romans 8:28).
In the Resh strophe (verses 153-160) the psalmist three times asks God to ―revive‖ him—to lift his spirits and
see to his needs—here, as in other places, according to God‘s word, His judgments and His loyal
lovingkindness (verses 154, 156, 159). In essence, the author is pleading with God to act because God has
promised to, because this is what God‘s own laws demand and because God, in His care for His people, cannot
fail to be moved by their plight with love and compassion to help them. He asks God to plead or defend his
cause in the manner of an advocate and mediator in a court of law (verse 154; compare 1 Samuel 24:15;
Psalms 35:1; 43:1). And in his adversaries‘ case against him, they are the ones without a leg to stand on—
having no legitimate cause against him, being lawbreakers themselves and having no one to stand for them,
help them and save them. Moreover, God could override all of this by taking a further step.
The writer again asks God to redeem him (119:154; compare verse 134). To ―redeem‖ means to ―buy back,‖ to
―deliver by paying a price.‖ God stated that a kinsman could buy back the property a poor relative had sold
(Leviticus 25:25-28), as Boaz did on behalf of Naomi and Ruth. The language here is interesting in light of the
psalmist‘s earlier request that God stand as surety for him (verse 122). Yet this goes even further. While the
terminology of redemption often takes on in the Old Testament a general sense of deliverance from some
overpowering circumstance, there is behind all this the legal foundation. There was a price for God to pay to
redeem His people from the consequences of sin—a price paid through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ. The
psalmist was ultimately reliant on this same redemption, which in his day was yet to come. Whether this was in
his mind at the time or not, it was no doubt in the mind of the One who inspired the psalm.
Despite the many who oppose him, the psalmist is intent on staying the course of following God (verse 157). He
is utterly disgusted by their treachery against God in the way they have rejected God‘s Word (verse 158). The
Israelite nation was founded on Scripture, and yet the people and their leaders spurned its teachings. How true
that is even today! The Israelite nations of today have, to varying degrees, been founded on scriptural
principles. U.S. President Andrew Jackson said the Bible is ―the rock on which our republic rests.‖ And our
countries have been immeasurably blessed by God. Yet today we see terrible treachery, as even in America
displays of His commandments are unceremoniously marched out of courthouses by judicial decree. Even
worse, many of God‘s laws are rejected by those who still profess to follow Him.
The poet ends the stanza with another declaration that God‘s Word is truth (verse 160). The Hebrew word
rendered ―entirety‖ here is rosh, which typically means ―head.‖ The King James Version translates this as
―beginning.‖ The focus here would be that God‘s Word has always been true and, as the rest of the verse
maintains, it always will be. But others see rosh here as designating the ―sum,‖ in the sense of summit or
summation, thus explaining NKJV translation. This is the third declaration of the truth of God‘s Word in close
proximity—the other two occurring in each of the two previous stanzas (verses 142, 151). Jesus Christ affirmed
this when He prayed to God the Father, ―Your word is truth‖ (John 17:17).
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And in the certainty of His Word, its righteous judgments apply forever (Psalm 119:160). This should be a cause
of concern to those who choose to reject God and His laws—and a cause of great hope to those who strive to
follow God in keeping His Word.
In the Shin stanza (verses 161-168) the psalmist pauses from his crying out for help to again place his affliction
in the context of God‘s Word: ―Princes persecute me without a cause, but my heart stands in awe of Your word‖
(verse 161). He again rejoices in God‘s Word as a great treasure (verse 162; compare verses 14, 72, 127; see
also Matthew 13:45-46). And he yet again proclaims, ―I love Your law‖ (Psalm 119:163).
Praising ―seven times a day‖ in verse 164 could be literal, but it more likely is meant in a figurative sense for
―throughout the day‖—the number seven representing completeness. It exceeded the typical three times per
day mentioned elsewhere in Scripture (compare 55:17; Daniel 6:10-11). Most importantly note that these prayer
times are times of hallel or ―praise‖ for God‘s righteous judgments. This is not talking about constantly crying out
to God for help in the midst of affliction—which the writer has also been doing. Rather, it describes his constant
praise of God even in these hard times. This is a wonderful example for all of God‘s people.
The poet points out that all those who love God‘s law find a great sense of peace (Psalm 119:165)—of security
and well-being—in studying God‘s teachings, meditating on them, practicing them. We find evidence of this
sense of peace even in the midst of trial throughout the entirety of Psalm 119. In contrast to those have only a
superficial awareness of the law, or those who reject it (verse 126), the psalmist understands that the law will
benefit him throughout life. For those who love God‘s law, ―nothing causes them to stumble‖ (verse 165). This is
a better rendering in modern English than the King James Version‘s ―nothing shall offend them‖—for this older
translation might today appear to say that God‘s people will never feel insulted or slighted—which is not at all
what is intended by the original wording. The word mikshol here means a stumbling-block, an obstacle that
causes one to fall. As long as God‘s people maintain their love and devotion to living as He commands, they will
not be tripped up by circumstances because the law, either directly or in principle, addresses whatever they
encounter (compare Proverbs 4:12; 1 John 2:10).
The basis for the peace the writer experiences—just as it is for all God‘s people—is trust in God‘s promises
about the future, knowing where life is headed beyond any present difficulties. As the next verse in Psalm 119
declares, ―LORD, I hope for Your salvation‖ (verse 166). And the hope here is a confident one. Others translate
the verse to say, ―I wait for your salvation‖ (NIV). As he waits expectantly, the psalmist continues to remain
devoted to all of God‘s laws and follows them, recognizing that God is well aware of all he thinks and does
(verses 166-168).
Finally in the Tau strophe (verses 169-176), the last stanza, the psalmist urgently summarizes his need and his
steadfast devotion. With the alphabet exhausted, the poet fills his concluding strophe with repeated cries for
help. In a barrage of petitions, he five times uses the word ―let‖ along with the words ―give,‖ ―deliver‖ and ―seek.‖
―Let my cry…[and] my supplication come before You,‖ he pleads (verses 169, 170). ―Let Your hand…[and] Your
judgments help me‖ (verses 173, 175). ―Let my soul live‖ (verse 175). ―Give me understanding‖ (verse 169).
―Deliver me‖ (verse 170). ―Seek your servant‖ (verse 176).
Verse 172 gives us an important definition of righteousness, stating that all of God‘s commandments are
righteousness—that is, the way of perfect alignment with Him. This is important for Christians today to
understand in striving for righteousness. It means not only receiving forgiveness for past sin, but striving
thereafter to live as God commands—to keep His commandments in their full spiritual intent as illustrated by
Jesus Christ in the Sermon on the Mount. Of course, this is only possible with the help of God Himself—as the
author well understood (see verse 35). Today we have the further revelation in the New Testament that this is
accomplished through Jesus Christ living within us through the power of the Holy Spirit.
In verse 174 the psalmist again expresses his longing for God‘s salvation—which could apply to immediate
rescue or ultimate deliverance in the future resurrection to eternal life in the Kingdom of God. Perhaps both are
intended. In closing, the writer of this psalm sees himself like a lost sheep having strayed and now in need of
rescue (verse 176). This may be an acknowledgment of sin (as his earlier one in verse 67), though he hasnot
strayed in that way during his affliction (verse 110). It could simply be that he is saying that he‘s in a
predicament he can‘t get out of—just as a lost sheep. This is certainly true when it comes to the human
condition in terms of sin—and this simile is used elsewhere in that sense (compare Isaiah 53:6; 1 Peter 2:25;
Luke 15:4-7). Whatever his exact meaning, the author desperately needs the intervention of the Good
Shepherd to come and rescue His sheep—His follower, His servant.
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This request is made on the basis of being a faithful servant—one who remembers God‘s commandments.
While he was clearly not sinless, the psalmist counted himself among the righteous. He loved God‘s law and
made it his chief delight (verse 174). His desire was to live and praise God (verses 171, 175). He integrated
God‘s Word into his life. He walked in conformity to God‘s will in contrast with the unrighteous who had no
desire to live obediently. God does not obligate Himself to aid the wicked. But He offers abundant help to His
servants (Psalms 23; 121). The belief that he was among the righteous whom God rewards gave the writer of
Psalm 119 confidence to make his requests. And so it is with us today. For as the New Testament tells us in 1
John :22, ―Whatever we ask we receive from Him, because we keep His commandments and do those things
that are pleasing in His sight.‖
The Great Hallel and Songs of Ascents
Psalms 120–137 form the next collection of psalms—in some Jewish traditions called the Great Hallel (or
―Praise‖), distinct from the ―Egyptian Hallel‖ (Psalms 113–118). It should be noted, however, that the distinction
of ―Great Hallel‖ is sometimes applied to only Psalm 136 and in other sources to Psalms 120–136 (though the
desire for Jerusalem while in a foreign land in Psalm 137 fits with other psalms of this section).
The first part of this grouping is a smaller collection of 15 psalms (120–134), each called in its superscript title
―A Song of Ascents‖ or ―A Song of degrees‖ (KJV). The meaning of this terminology is a matter of debate. The
Hebrew word translated ―ascents‖ or ―degrees‖ here literally means ―goings up.‖ Some think this designates a
higher musical key or lofty thinking or praise. Yet the same Hebrew word elsewhere in Scripture designates
―steps,‖ as the word could also be translated, as well as the ―degrees‖ of a sundial. Some have noted in this
regard the use of the definite article in the original Hebrew: shir HAma‘aloth, ―song of THE ascents,‖ ―song of
THE degrees‖ or ―song of THE steps.‖
Most see the meaning as ―the ascents,‖ considering this to refer to ―goings up‖ to the mountain of the Lord—
Jerusalem and its Temple Mount (compare 122:4). It is thought that pilgrims sang these hymns as they traveled
to Jerusalem, the city of highest elevation in the Holy Land, to observe the annual festivals. (Even today, Jewish
immigration to the state of Israel is known as aliyah, ―ascent.‖) For this reason, the collection is sometimes
designated as the ―Pilgrim Songs.‖ Indeed, there is a thematic progression in these psalms of leaving the
present evil world to join in worship at God‘s temple in Zion. The Mishnah, the Jewish Oral Law, maintains that
the psalm titles refer to the steps of the temple (Middoth 2.5), relating the tradition of these psalms being
performed by Levites in the second temple complex on 15 semicircular steps leading up from an area known as
the Court of the Women (as this was as far as women could go) to the gateway to the court of the Israelites
(immediately preceding the sacrificial area). It is interesting to note particularly the tradition of these songs
being played and sung by Levites during nighttime celebration through the Feast of Tabernacles—as Psalm
134 explicitly mentions such nighttime temple worship (compare Isaiah 30:29).
Some propose a combination of these two explanations. It could be that these songs were intended both for
pilgrim journey and for performance at the pilgrim feasts—or perhaps they were first used one way and then for
both. It is easy to see how these songs portraying deliverance from this world and coming to worship in God‘s
house would fit pilgrimage as well as ―reenacted pilgrimage‖ at the temple steps—or how festival songs at the
temple would become the traveling songs sung on the way to observing the festivals.
We may also look in a prophetic sense to the future millennial temple described at the end of the book of
Ezekiel. Seven steps will lead up to the gates of the outer court (40:22, 26) and eight steps will lead from the
outer court up to the gates of the inner court (verses 31, 34, 37)—so that a total of 15 steps will bring one from
outside the temple complex to the area of sacrificial worship before the temple. Then again, some believe the
word in the psalm titles should be understood as ―degrees,‖ seeing the degrees as referring to the only other
degrees mentioned in Scripture—those on the sundial of Ahaz.
Recall that Judah‘s King Hezekiah prayed that the shadow would go back on the sundial 10 degrees as a sign
that God would heal him and extend his life 15 years (see 2 Kings 20:1-11; Isaiah 38:1-8). Of the 15 psalms in
question, only five are attributed—four to David and one to Solomon. That leaves 10 without attribution.
Hezekiah is known to have written psalms, having declared, ―We will sing my songs with stringed instruments
all the days of our life, in the house of the LORD‖ (Isaiah 38:20). Yet his name appears nowhere in the psalm
titles within the book of Psalms. Some have speculated that Hezekiah composed the 10 unattributed ―songs of
the degrees‖ in honor of the sundial shadow going back 10 degrees and grouped them with five psalms of his
ancestors, David and Solomon, producing a set of 15 in honor of his life‘s extension of 15 years.
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This is an interesting idea, but Psalm 126 appears to have been composed after the Jewish exile to Babylon. It
is, however, possible that the psalm was written earlier as prophetic of future return from captivity, perhaps
modeled on Isaiah‘s prophecies. And it is plausible that the psalm could have been written earlier and modified
in the postexilic period. In any case, there is nothing that precludes Hezekiah from having written the other
unattributed psalms in this collection. His own circumstance was one of emerging from personal trial to blessing
and fellowship with God and His people—consistent with the overall theme of these psalms. Consider also that
Hezekiah restored the nation‘s temple worship after a period of apostasy, so it would be fitting for him to have
put together a set of psalms intended for festival pilgrimage and worship. Still, this remains a matter of
conjecture.
Of course, even if this was the originally intended meaning of ―songs of the degrees,‖ we can see how they
could later have come to be looked upon as ―songs of the steps‖ and ―songs of the ascents‖—for not only does
the Hebrew allow for these particular meanings, but the themes and wording of a number of the psalms clearly
associate them with worship in Jerusalem. Besides taking note of the overall themes of these 15 psalms, it is
interesting to consider how the themes are structured within the collection. As one source explains: ―There are
five groups consisting of three psalms each. The first of each group has Distress for its subject; the second has
Trust in Jehovah; while the third has Blessing and peace in Zion‖ (E.W. Bullinger, The Companion Bible,
Appendix 67). As we read through these psalms, which we will refer to as the songs of ascents for the sake of
convention and consistency, we should not restrict their meaning to festival worship. We should also apply them
to our everyday lives as well as to our lifelong Christian journey. In the latter vein, we should realize that the
festivals themselves lay out God‘s plan for the redemption and salvation of humanity. In that sense, we should
see going up to the feasts, as pictured in these psalms, as representative not merely of regular worship but
also, in an ultimate sense, of being saved out of this wicked world and going to dwell with God in His family for
eternity to come.
―I Will Lift Up My Eyes to the Hills‖ (Psalms 120–122)
As the first song of ascents in the first set of three (of the five sets of three), Psalm 120 is a lament while in
―distress‖ (verse 1). However, if the latter part of verse 1 is translated as in the NKJV, ―and He [God] heard me,‖
then the distress mentioned in this verse would seem to be a former one—forming the basis for the appeal for
help in the present distress. Yet it may be that the latter part of the verse should be rendered, ―and He has
heard me‖—in which case the present distress is the one intended, the poet merely expressing his confidence
in God to help him or perhaps having received some actual assurance. Still, not knowing exactly how and when
matters will be resolved, he continues to pray for deliverance (verse 2).
The deliverance he seeks is from lying deceivers (same verse). And he considers that consequences will
eventually befall them—apparently expecting God to judge them accordingly (verse 3). Verse 4 mentions sharp
arrows and burning coals from a broom tree, a large desert shrub with roots that can be made into charcoal. It
is not clear if this is referring to the lying words of the enemies here and the damage they do (compare 57:4;
64:3; Proverbs 25:18; 16:27; Jeremiah 9:3, 8) or to the just judgment in kind that God will bring on them for it,
as the NIV translates it to mean.
Verse 5 of Psalm 120 mentions dwelling among ―Meshech‖ and the ―tents of Kedar‖—equating this with
dwelling too long ―with one who hates peace‖ (verse 6) or ―among those who hate peace‖ (NIV), the plural
meaning supported by the ―they‖ in the next verse. Meshech was a gentile nation (Genesis 10:2), which was in
Old Testament times located near the Black Sea. The descendants of Meshech later migrated north and may
be found today among the people of Russia, the name Moscow helping to provide this identification (see the
Bible Reading Program comments on Ezekiel 38). Kedar was the second son of Abraham‘s son Ishmael
(Genesis 25:13), from whom sprang ―a great tribe of Arabs settled on the northwest of the [Arabian] peninsula
and on the confines of Palestine…. The tribe seems to have been one of the most conspicuous of all the
Ishmaelite tribes, and hence the rabbins call the Arabians universally by this name‖ (Smith‘s Bible Dictionary,
―Kedar‖).
As the nomads of Kedar lived southeast of the land of Israel and the people of Meshech were far to the north,
we are left to ponder why the psalmist says he dwells among both (Psalm 120:5). It may be that he has gone
from living with one to the other. Some see a prophetic association—as a large portion of the Jewish people in
recent centuries have lived in Russia and among Arab nations (the state of Israel itself being in the midst of
Arab enemies). On the other hand, many believe the psalmist to be speaking metaphorically of other
Israelites—that is, in their dishonesty and mistreatment of him they were behaving not as God‘s covenant
people but like these other far-off foreigners. Alternatively, some have postulated this translation of the verse:
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―Woe is me, whether I dwell in Meshech, or I dwell among the tents of Kedar!‖ In context, the meaning would
then seem to be that no matter where he lives in this world, the psalmist remains in hostile territory—facing
lying enemies who don‘t want peace.
Interestingly, two different words are used for ―dwell‖ in verse 5: garti (―sojourn‖) and shakanti (―tabernacle‖).
―These verbs,‖ says The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, ―are significantly chosen. Even though the psalmist
may have enjoyed a permanent residence, he felt as if he was no more than a sojourner among his
contemporaries. He did not feel at home among an ungodly people‖ (note on verse 5). Indeed, God‘s people
are to be temporary dwellers in this world—looking for the future homeland of the Kingdom of God (Leviticus
25:23; 1 Chronicles 29:15; 1 Peter 2:11; Hebrews 11:13-16). In this light, we should note verse 7. The
beginning of the verse, though translated as ―I am for peace,‖ is literally ―I peace.‖ The poet‘s whole being is
consumed with the desire for peace—to make peace as he is able and desiring the peace that God‘s Kingdom
will ultimately bring. Yet the antagonists have no interest in peace. They are for war (compare Isaiah 59:8). This
psalm, then, is one of crying out to God for relief from the circumstances of dwelling in a hostile world. ―This
may have set the stage for believers to make their pilgrimage to Jerusalem. In Zion they would be among the
people of God. In Jerusalem they would hear the words of truth. In the temple they could pray for the peace of
God (122:6; 125:5; 128:6)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 120:5-7).
Moreover, the annual festivals themselves portray God‘s plan for the salvation of mankind. The joyous Feast of
Tabernacles provides a small foretaste of the peace and happiness that will at last envelop the world under the
reign of the Messiah—when the sojourn of God‘s people in this wicked world at last comes to an end.
Psalm 121, the second song of ascents in the first set of three, is one of trust in God as helper and keeper. It is
written as a dialogue—a two-party discussion (note the use of ―I‖ and ―my‖ in verses 1-2 and of ―you‖ and ―your‖
throughout the remainder of the psalm). Some believe this suggests antiphonal, responsive singing, yet you
would have one group or person singing only two verses and then others singing all the rest. It is conceivable
that the first stanza, verses 1-2, was intended as a solo introduction and that the remaining three stanzas—3-4,
5-6 and 7-8—were intended as a choir response. Other commentators, however, believe the dialogue here is
within an individual. That is, the one speaking in verses 1-2 is also seen as speaking in the remaining verses
but to his inner self.
The song begins with looking up to the hills and considering the source of help (verse 1)—then declaring the
Creator God as that source (verse 2). What do hills have to do with help? In the context of ancient Israel, hills
were a place of refuge. Armies converged in war on the plains. The Israelite nation in the Promised Land began
in the hill country—where they did not have to fight the Canaanites and Philistines out on the open plains. Hills
provided a barrier against advancing forces. For individuals, being out in the open was dangerous. The hills
provided many hiding places.
We can draw a comparison with the help and protection that God provides. Note what another of the songs of
ascents has to say: ―As the mountains surround Jerusalem, so the LORD surrounds His people from this time
forth and forever‖ (125:2). Jerusalem is at the top of the Judean hill country. And here the City of David and
Temple Mount are surrounded by higher hills, which provided a natural defense against invasion. Sadly, the
people of Israel and Judah often placed undue emphasis on such natural protection. They even used the
heights of mountains and hills as false worship centers—the high places. Jeremiah 3:23 says, ―Truly, in vain is
salvation hoped for from the hills, and from the multitude of mountains; truly, in the LORD our God is the
salvation of Israel.‖
The author of Psalm 121 understands this well. Lifting his eyes to the hills probably refers to looking ahead as
he ascends in his journey to the hills of Jerusalem. ―Ps. 120 sets the stage for the Israelites‘ journey to the Holy
City; this poem [121] is a song ‗for the road‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm 121). Rather than the natural
defenses of the hills, the psalmist understands that true help is to be found in the One who made those hills and
everything else—Almighty God (verse 2; compare 124:8; 134:3). There was help to be found in the hills of
Jerusalem—but only because God‘s blessing and protection was on this place of His sanctuary, where He
commanded His people to convene and observe His spiritual feasts. Note the prayer in still another song of
ascents: ―Unto You I lift up my eyes, O You who dwell in the heavens‖ (123:1).
In the remainder of Psalm 121 (verses 3-8), the psalm repeatedly affirms that God is our keeper—our watcher
or guardian. We should note that the word translated ―keeps‖ in verses 3-4 is the same one translated
―preserve‖ in verses 7-8—so that a form of the word for ―keep‖ is used six times in this psalm. We see in these
verses that God will protect us on our journey—both on our journey to His festivals and, in a figurative sense,
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on our lifelong journey to His Kingdom. He will be there to keep our foot from slipping (verse 3, NIV) and,
though we have to sleep along the way, God never sleeps (verses 3-4)—He is always vigilant in His care for
His people.
Verses 5-6 say that God is a shade ―at your right hand‖ (meaning readily accessible) so that the sun won‘t strike
you by day or the moon by night. Travelers in the Middle East needed shade from the sun to prevent heat
exhaustion, heatstroke and severe sunburn. Yet what of the moon? ―In ancient times people saw the harmful
effects of the rays of the sun, and they thought that certain illnesses (especially mental disorders) were also
caused by the rays of the moon‖ (Word in Life Bible, note on verse 6). Thus our modern words moonstruck and
lunacy. We should be careful, however, to note that verse 6 does not acknowledge this as a genuine
phenomenon. The point is that God would protect the travelers from those things that posed concerns to them
on their journey. Of course, a bright moon could pose a real problem in that it would make travelers more visible
to bandits—and staring directly at it will briefly diminish night vision, which might be needed at that moment to
better see such bandits and wild animals.
Verses 7-8 say that God will preserve us from all evil in all our goings and comings—i.e., at all times in our
lives. ―Preserve‖ here is a better sense than the English ―keep,‖ as the latter would seem to imply that nothing
bad will ever happen to God‘s people. We have enough examples in the remainder ofthe psalms and
throughout Scripture to show that this is not the case. The point, as we consider the rest of the Bible, is that
whatever happens to us is within God‘s care and oversight. He watches over us and sees us through. He
certainly does protect us as we go through life and keeps us from harm in far more ways than we are aware of.
Yet He allows a certain degree of trials to befall us, though never more than we can handle (1 Corinthians
10:13). Most importantly, He will work things out to what is best for His people in the end (Romans 8:28)—a
glorious end that will pale all present trials by comparison (verse 18). Accordingly, the focus of Psalm 121 is not
merely for the here and now, but ―from this time forth, and even forevermore‖ (verse 8). Here we have the
promise of God watching over His people in such a way as to eventually lead them to the glorious future of
eternal life.
Psalm 122, the third song of ascents in the first set of three, centers on blessing and peace in Zion. ―This poem
describes the joy of the pilgrim on arriving at Jerusalem to worship God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Psalm
122). It is the first of four psalms of David among the songs of ascents. David was ―glad‖—the Hebrew connotes
laughter and cheerful delight—when companions encouraged him to accompany them into ―the house of the
LORD‖ at Jerusalem (verses 1-2). As David lived prior to his son Solomon‘s construction of the temple, this
would immediately refer to the tabernacle that David erected in Jerusalem for the Ark of the Covenant, a place
of public worship (2 Samuel 6:17-18). Yet David may have intended this psalm to be used in later temple
worship. In a greater sense, it prefigures people coming into the spiritual temple of God—His Church—and
ultimately God‘s Kingdom.
Because he lived in Jerusalem, David himself did not have to go far to worship in God‘s house. But he does
mention others coming from afar—stating that the tribes of God (all His people) ―go up‖ (ascend in their journey)
to Jerusalem to give Him thanks (verse 4). Packed with throngs of pilgrims, the city is ―compact together‖ (verse
3)—with all the tribes pressed together and blended. They come to the ―Testimony of Israel‖ (verse 4). This
likely referred to the tablets of the Testimony bearing the Ten Commandments within the Ark of the Covenant
(compare Exodus 31:18; 25:21-22; 16:34). It also may entail coming to God‘s festivals to learn His laws
generally. Indeed, the entire law was to be read every seventh Feast of Tabernacles (Deuteronomy 31:9-13).
Besides God‘s law being housed and taught in Jerusalem, it was also administratively applied here in civil
judgment—providing the blessing of the rule of law and resultant civil order to God‘s nation (Psalm 122:5). The
leading judges in the land were Israel‘s kings. When David speaks of ―thrones of the house of David‖ in the
plural, he may be referring to the seats of himself and Solomon after he had Solomon crowned king prior to his
own death. There may also be a prophetic foreshadowing here of the future thrones of judgment in God‘s
Kingdom, when Jesus Christ sits on the throne of David and His faithful followers reign with Him (see Luke
1:31-33; Revelation 3:21; 20:4, Matthew 19:28).
David calls on worshippers to pray for the peace of Jerusalem (Psalm 122:6). Actually, the name Jerusalem
means ―Possession of Peace‖ or ―Foundation of Peace.‖ And there is wordplay centered on this fact in the
psalm. For a feel of the poetic construction, notice the alliteration (repeated consonant sounds) in the following
list of Hebrew words and phrases in the song:
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David‘s prayer—―May they prosper who love you. Peace be within your walls, prosperity within your palaces‖
(verse 6)—may have been looking ahead to the divinely promised peaceful and blessed reign of his son
Solomon, whose name meant ―Peaceful.‖ No doubt it was also David‘s desire for his ongoing dynasty—that the
city would be a place of peace and harmony for God‘s people always, especially as they came together for
worship at the annual feasts.
Sadly, Jerusalem has too often failed to live up to its name as the City of Peace. In the nearly 3,000 years since
Solomon‘s death, it has seen numerous wars and conflicts—and today it sits as a geopolitical powder keg.
Thus, the psalm looks forward to the time of the Kingdom of the Messiah, the Prince of Peace, for its complete
fulfillment—a time of which Solomon‘s peaceful reign was only a small foretaste. The Feast of Tabernacles also
provides such a foretaste. Yet though the peace sought in the psalm was ultimately far off, because the house
of the Lord was in Jerusalem, David was committed to praying for peace in his day and seeking to rule
righteously for the good of the city (verse 9). As before, besides the application of the words of this psalm to
David‘s immediate situation, we should also understand them as applying to the people of spiritual Zion who
constitute the spiritual temple of God today—the Church—the peace and good of which we should all
continually pray and strive for even as we look forward to ultimate peace in the Kingdom of God.
―The Snare Is Broken, and We Have Escaped‖ (Psalms 123–125)
Psalm 123, as the first song of ascents in the second set of three (of the five sets of three), is another plea in
the midst of distress. As in Psalm 121, the song begins with the psalmist lifting up his eyes—in this case directly
to God in heaven (123:1). Indeed, ―eyes‖ is the keyword in this psalm, occurring four times in the first two
verses. And just behind it is the thrice-repeated ―mercy‖ or graciousness (verses 2-3)—the Hebrew word here,
chanan, implying bending or stooping to help (Strong‘s No. 2603). Thus we see where our sights are to be set
for help during distressing times—the same place they must always beset—on God.
Looking to God is compared with servants looking to the hand of their masters and mistresses (verse 2). One
commentator notes: ―In eastern countries, masters often commanded their servants by means of hand signals
[clapping for summoning and gesturing for directives], so the servants kept their eyes on the master‘s hand.
This is what gave them direction for their work. But the master‘s hand was also the source of their provision,
what they needed for their daily sustenance. Finally, the master‘s hand protected them in times of danger‖
(Warren Wiersbe, Be Exultant—Psalms 90–150: Praising God for His Mighty Works, 2004, note on verse 2). As
God‘s servants, we are to look intently to Him for the slightest nuance of direction, for our daily bread and for
help in times of need.
The psalmist pleads for God‘s gracious intervention because he and his compatriots are ―exceedingly filled with
contempt‖ (verse 3). Twice he uses the words ―contempt‖ and ―exceedingly‖ to describe their treatment by those
who are proud and at ease (verses 3-4). The NIV translates these verses as: ―We have endured much
contempt. We have endured much ridicule from the proud, much contempt from the arrogant.‖
The exact circumstances here are not known, and we might wonder how this relates to observing God‘s
festivals. Certainly the very fact of following God‘s ways, including observing His Sabbaths and festivals, will
provoke scorn from the world. A prime example of this occurred in the time of King Hezekiah after he restored
true worship and sent runners through what was left of the Northern Kingdom of Israel with an invitation for the
people to come to Jerusalem to keep the Passover. ―So the runners passed from city to city though the country
of Ephraim and Manasseh, as far as Zebulun; but they laughed at them and mocked them. Nevertheless some
from Asher, Manasseh, and Zebulun humbled themselves and came to Jerusalem. Also the hand of God was
on Judah to give them singleness of heart to obey the command of the king and the leaders, at the word of the
LORD‖ (2 Chronicles 30:10-12). May we always look to God‘s hand to direct us—and to help us when the world
around us ridicules and persecutes us for obeying Him.
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Psalm 124, the second song of ascents of the second set of three, expresses trust in God—acknowledging Him
as the reason for Israel‘s survival. This is the second of four songs of ascents attributed to King David. David
encourages national participation in this hymn with the formula ―Let Israel now say‖ (verse 1; compare 118:2;
129:1). The repeated opening statement ―If it had not been the LORD who was on our side…‖ (verses 1-2)
takes as a given that God had been on their side. Indeed, God is on the side of His people. This was historically
true for Israel, just as it is for spiritual Israel—God‘s Church.
Being on the side of His people does not mean that God endorses everything that they do, as they stumble and
sin. The sense here is of being with them, supporting them. God works with His people to guide them, help
them and ultimately save them—often against antagonists who try to thwart them. In a powerful New Testament
parallel, the apostle Paul remarks, ―If God is for us, who can be against us?‖ (Romans 8:31). Without God‘s aid,
the enemies of His people, in both the physical and spiritual realm, would have swallowed them up (Psalm
124:2-3)—in the metaphoric senses of a flood running over them (verses 4-5) and of predatory wild animals
devouring them (verse 6). David used such flood imagery in other psalms for threats and persecution (18:16;
32:6; 69:1-2; compare also Job 27:20; Revelation 12:15-16). And he elsewhere compares persecution to being
attacked by lions (Psalms 7:1-2; 10:8-11; 57:4).
Yet God has given deliverance, seen also in the figure of a bird escaping the fowler‘s snare—the trap of a bird
trapper (compare 91:3). The Zondervan Student Bible comments: ―Some trouble is quick—bang and it‘s
over…but with other trouble, trying to escape only gets you more deeply entangled…if you try to undo the
damage, you only make it worse. That‘s exactly the picture of ‗the fowler‘s snare.‘ The bird that caught its neck
in the noose only tightened the snare‘s choke-hold by struggling. The bird could not get out by its own effort.
But this time, says David, the snare has miraculously broken, and the bird has flown to safety. When you
escape that way, there‘s only one person to thank: the Lord‖ (note on verse 7). Indeed, the past deliverance on
which the song reflects is the basis for continued trust in the help of the Almighty Creator God—the One who
made heaven and earth (verse 8; compare 121:2; 134:3). This confidence is essential for our journey to God‘s
Kingdom.
As the third song of ascents in the second set of three, Psalm 125 brings us again to blessing and peace in
Zion. As the previous psalm expressed trust in God, so this one picks up from there in commencing with ―those
who trust in the LORD‖ (verse 1).
These are compared with the abiding presence of Mount Zion, probably meaning all of Jerusalem as it
expanded from the original City of David (see verses 1-2). As the mountain is immovable and enduring, both in
natural terms and because God has declared it His eternal Holy City, so those with faith in God will themselves
continue with God in His city forever. As the City of David and temple mount were surrounded by higher hills,
providing a natural defense against encroaching armies, so God surrounds His covenant people with protection
to preserve them (verse 2). The comparison here is all the more fitting because God‘s faithful spiritual people—
those of His Church—are collectively referred to in various passages as Zion or Jerusalem in a spiritual sense.
They will forever inhabit the heavenly Zion or New Jerusalem that will come down to the earth at the
culmination of God‘s plan of salvation for mankind.
The psalmist says that the ―scepter of wickedness‖—evil rule (compare 94:20)—would not ―rest‖ on the allotted
land of the righteous, inducing the righteous to veer in their character (125:3). God did allow evil kings to rule
over Israel and Judah—both domestic and foreign—and many people in the land were corrupted by this. Yet
such wicked rule did not persist. Indeed, the context here is one of ―forever‖ (verse 2). In an ultimate sense,
God would not allow the wicked to prevail over the land promised to God‘s people—this referring to not only the
Holy Land but to the whole world. The rule of Satan the devil and his corrupting influence over this planet will be
broken at the return of Jesus Christ and the establishment of God‘s Kingdom so that people will be drawn not to
iniquity, but to the joy of righteousness and peace—conditions represented in the fall festivals.
In the meantime, though confident in God to protect and preserve His people, the psalmist still prays with a
sense of urgency that God will ―do good…to those who are good…who are upright‖ (verse 4). No one by nature
is truly good, but those who are forgiven of sin and live upright lives with the help of God‘s Spirit are
nevertheless classified as ―good.‖ These people follow godly ways in contrast with those who ―turn aside‖ to
follow ―crooked ways.‖ As for those who follow wicked examples of disobedience, God will lead them away to
the same consequences (verse 5)—perhaps meaning out of the Promised Land and into captivity, as referred
to in the next psalm. Psalm 125 ends with a call for peace on Israel (same verse)—the true Israel being those
who faithfully continue in covenant with God. The same closing prayer ends Psalm 128, the concluding song of
ascents in the next set of three.
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―Unless the LORD Builds the House…‖ (Psalms 126–128)
Psalm 126, the first song of ascents in the third set of three (of the five sets of three), returns to the theme of
distress in this world, as most of Israel remains in exile and the psalm speaks of sowing in tears (compare
verses 4-5). Exile was a consequence of disobedience, as was hinted at in the previous psalm. However, there
is also great joy for those restored to Zion—another theme repeated from the previous psalm. ―Ps 125 and 126
are thematically linked and precisely balanced, each being composed (in Hebrew) of 116 syllables. Their
juxtaposition was no doubt deliberate‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 125).
This psalm poses a difficulty for those who would link King Hezekiah with the songs of ascents—since he lived
prior to the return from Babylonian Exile apparently referred to in this psalm. However, as was noted at the
outset with respect to this idea, it is possible that the psalm was originally written about what was yet to come
and that the specific wording was modified following the return from captivity. In any case, the psalm as we
have it appears to date from after the Exile. Even so, there is a prophetic aspect regarding the complete return
from captivity in the future. We previously read Psalm 126 in the Bible Reading Program in conjunction with
Ezra 6:14-22, the account of the completion of the rebuilding of the temple following the Exile. Some of what
follows is a repeat of earlier comments.
The return from captivity in Babylon had been anticipated for so long that when it came, it seemed like a dream
(verse 1). Was this really happening? It was! And when the reality set in, joy was overflowing in laughter and
song. The events that Judah experienced through the decrees of the Persian emperors Cyrus and Darius and
the temple reconstruction all stood as a great testimony among other nations (compare verse 2). And it was a
great witness to those who returned of the reality and power of their God. ―The LORD has done great things for
us,‖ they cried, ―and we are filled with joy‖ (verse 3, NIV).
Still, all was not yet accomplished. God had ―brought back the captivity of Zion‖ (verse 1). And yet the people
pray in verse 4, ―Bring back our captivity, O LORD …‖ Only a small percentage of the Jews who had been
exiled to Babylon had returned. And the rest of the tribes of Israel, taken away previously in the Assyrian
captivity, remained scattered. Ultimately, therefore, this prayer was for the end-time work of Jesus Christ in
bringing Israel and Judah back from around the globe.
―…As the streams in the South [the Negev]‖ (same verse) is a request that this happen quickly and with great
force. ―The wadis in the steppe south of Hebron, around Beersheba, were generally dry; but on the rare
occasions when during the winter months it rained even as little as one inch, the water ran down its ‗streams‘
with great rapidity and often with destructive force…. Roads and bridges [have been] destroyed by the force of
these torrential streams. The ‗streams in the Negev‘ are not ordinary phenomena, as much as they represent
proverbially the sudden unleash of God‘s blessing‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 4).
Verses 5-6 give us the beautiful word picture of sowing in tears yet reaping in joy. All our wearisome toil and
trials in this life, including Israel‘s exile, is working toward a wonderful outcome. ―For this slight momentary
affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison‖ (2 Corinthians 4:17, RSV). How
well this is symbolized in God‘s festivals, which celebrate in part the harvests of produce after the toil of planting
and tending crops. Pentecost is alternatively referred to as the Feast of Harvest. The Feast of Tabernacles is
also known as the Feast of Ingathering—and it is to be kept with rejoicing (Deuteronomy 16:13-15). The ancient
Jewish return to the Promised Land after decades of loss, heartache and shame was a source of great
rejoicing. How much more joyful will it be when the people of all Israel are at last gathered again to their
homeland at the establishment of God‘s Kingdom—simultaneous with the reunion of God‘s spiritual family!
As we assemble annually to observe God‘s feasts, let us all go with such a mindset—as if leaving the captivity
of this world to rejoice before the Almighty King who has done great things for us, knowing that all our toil and
sorrow in this age will ultimately reap a joyous reward in His presence for all eternity.
Psalm 127, the central psalm of the songs of ascents, is one of only two psalms with Solomon‘s name in the
title (the other being Psalm 72). As the second song of ascents in the third set of three, Psalm 127 is one of
trust in God—acknowledging Him as the source of security and posterity. The key word here is the thricerepeated ―vain‖ (verses 1-2)—showing the futility of life apart from God. ―It reminded the pilgrims on their way to
Jerusalem that all of life‘s securities and blessings are gifts from God rather than their own achievements (see
Dt 28:1-14 [compare 8:10-18])‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 127).
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The building of the house in verse 1 perhaps calls to mind the work that Solomon did on building God‘s house—
the temple—as well as his own house or royal palace and other great building projects in Jerusalem and
throughout the land of Israel. Yet the meaning of ―house‖ here could also signify a family—on which the latter
part of the psalm concentrates. It could even mean a nation—a family grown large—such as the whole house of
Israel or house of Judah. Moreover, God had promised David an enduring house—meaning his royal dynasty,
Solomon himself being the first successor. In building a house of any sort, the idea is to provide shelter or
protection, promote community or family within and ensure perpetuity. Yet without God‘s involvement, such
building is ultimately wasted effort—for only He can give true and lasting security, belonging and permanence.
If God is not the One doing the safeguarding, as verse 1 shows in the example of city watchmen, there is no
guarantee of safety. Furthermore, apart from God, working from early morning to late at night to make ends
meet is an uncertain venture—the earned sustenance being accompanied by the anguish of life‘s worries.
Conversely, God‘s vigilant care for His people who trust Him frees them from restlessness and allows them the
blessing of peaceful slumber (verse 2; 128:2; compare Matthew 6:28-34).
God is the One who perpetuates home and family—through His overseeing care and, as related in the song‘s
second stanza, through the miracle of childbirth. Children are, in fact, His gifts—an inheritance and blessing
from Him (Psalm 127:3; compare 128:3). They build and bring joy to a family, they help with family
responsibilities, they guard against loneliness and abandonment in old age, they perpetuate and bring honor to
the family name. ―In ancient times, having many children was regarded as a symbol of strength. This was
particularly true in an agricultural economy, since the extra hands of children increased the productivity of the
farmer‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 3-5). A man with a large family enjoyed a measure of respect and
recognition among his peers. When citizens met at the city gates to discuss business, such a man was not
ashamed to speak his mind—even to enemies, who would think twice before acting against a person with a
large family, fearing his many defenders against accusations, an increased possibility of retribution and the
perceived evidence of God‘s favor (verse 5).
The blessing of family, a theme carried over into the next psalm, is an important focus of the annual festivals of
God, during which the songs of ascent were sung. For not only do the feasts look forward to the redemption
and restoration of the family of Israel and that of all mankind (which truly is one great family), but this is all part
of God‘s plan of building His spiritual family—an eternal inheritance in which we may all share.
Psalm 128, the third song of ascents in the third set of three, returns to the theme of blessing and peace in
Zion—here as a continuation of the focus on the wonderful blessings of family in the previous psalm. True
happiness in this regard is part of the reward of those who fear God—those who have an appropriate sense of
awe and respect for Him and His ways, fearing the consequences of disobeying Him (verses 1, 4).
The previous psalm spoke of laboring in vain without God and eating bread of anguish as a result (127:1-2).
Here the labor of those who obey and rely on God results in eating (experiencing the fruit of one‘s labors) in
happiness and well-being (128:2). As part of this blessing, the godly man‘s wife is described as ―a fruitful vine‖
(verse 3). This refers in part to her being the mother of his children, as the lines that follow and the mention of
children as ―the fruit of the womb‖ in the previous psalm imply (see 127:3). Yet it probably also more generally
means that she is a source of great joy and happiness for him, as noted below. Likewise their children are
likened to promising ―olive shoots‖ (NIV). ―Ever green and with the promises of both long life and productivity (of
staples: wood, fruit, oil). The vine and olive tree are frequently paired in the O[ld] T[estament] (as, e.g., in Ex
23:11). Both were especially long-lived, and they produced the wine and the oil that played such a central role
in the lives of the people‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 128:3).
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The imagery of vine and olive tree are reminiscent of the eras of
David and Solomon (1 Kings 4:25) and the blessings associated with the messianic era (Mic 4:4; Zech 3:10) [—
a period symbolized by the Feast of Tabernacles]. To sit under one‘s vine and fig tree was an expression of a
state of tranquility, peace, and prosperity. Even when the country faces adversity, the man who fears the Lord is
insulated against adversity by wife and children as the blessings of the Lord are found under the roof of his
house. The metaphor of the fruitfulness of the vine extends, not only to the bearing of children, but also to
everything the wife contributes to the welfare of family (cf. Prov 31:10-31).
―The children, who are likened to olive shoots, are strong and in due time will continue the work that their father
has begun (cf. 52:8; Jer 11:16; Hos 14:6). Though the olive tree may not bear after it has been planted for forty
years, it is a symbol of longevity and productivity. So are children within the household of faith! They are not like
grass, which is here today but is gone tomorrow. Rather, they are olive trees that in due time bear their fruit.
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The blessedness of the godly man will extend to other generations. What a privilege God bestows on his
children in this life that we may already taste the firstfruits of our heritage!‖ (note on Psalm 128:3-4).
It is noteworthy that the wife is ―in the very heart of your house‖ (verse 3), showing that she is faithful—not like
the unfaithful wife whose ―feet would not stay at home‖ (Proverbs 7:11)—and that she is in a protected position
and central to the successful functioning of the family. The children are ―all around your table‖ for meals,
implying that the family eats together in fellowship and that the children are pleased to be responsible members
of the family (Psalm 128:3).
Verse 5 then remarkably states that these blessings are to come out of Zion—in connection with seeing the
good of Jerusalem over the course of life. So we see that godly and truly blessed families are not just automatic
with an initial commitment to follow God. Rather, this is speaking of the whole family coming together to
Jerusalem to learn and grow in God‘s ways, clearly relating this psalm and its great blessings to the annual
pilgrimages to keep God‘s feasts. Today, we can understand Zion in a spiritual sense as representative of
God‘s Church—as well as looking forward to life in God‘s Kingdom. The blessing of verse 6 concerns both the
longevity of the righteous and the desire for their posterity to continue to experience the blessings of the
psalm—implying their continuance in God‘s ways, especially family worship and learning at His festivals. This is
the key to the concluding call for peace on God‘s people in the same verse—repeated from the end of Psalm
125.
―O Israel, Hope in the LORD‖ (Psalms 129–131)
As the first song of ascents in the fourth set of three (of the five sets of three), Psalm 129 is set in the context of
distress, recalling those who have hated and abused God‘s people and pronouncing consequences on them.
The afflicted ―me‖ in verses 1-2, as this is to be declared by all Israel—per the formula ―Let Israel now say‖
(verse 1; compare 118:2; 124:1)—refers to the nation collectively and to all its citizens individually. As for their
enemies here, the people of Israel throughout their history often suffered under the brutality of foreign
oppressors—and even from other Israelites who were not classed with them here as part of Israel, these being
disobedient to God‘s covenant. (Consider that faithful Israelites often suffered at the hands of their own
countrymen.)
The striking imagery of plowers having plowed on Israel‘s back in long furrows in verse 3 probably combines
different metaphors. The obvious meaning here is that of the lash cutting into the people‘s backs, creating
bleeding furrows or stripes—as, for example, the Messiah was prophesied to experience (see Isaiah 50:6;
53:5). Yet it should be noted that God foretold Jerusalem‘s destruction by the Babylonians in terms of plowing:
―Zion shall be plowed like a field, Jerusalem shall become heaps of ruin‖ (Jeremiah 26:18). The furrows in this
case would be paths of destruction through the land. And this was on the back of the people in the sense of
their bearing it as a burden.
Yet because the Lord is righteous, the enemies of Israel have never ultimately prevailed (Psalm 129:2). God
has always at some point delivered His people, intervening to ―cut in pieces the cords of the wicked‖ (verse 4)—
that is, the figurative cords they have used to bind God‘s people and to scourge them. God‘s past deliverance is
the basis of faith in His future intervention.
Verses 5-8, the second stanza of the psalm, then declare an imprecation or curse on the wicked oppressors,
expressing God‘s judgment. The psalmist asks that all who hate Zion and what it represents—God, His laws,
His covenant nation, His Church, His Kingdom—―be turned back in shame‖ (verse 5, NIV). And ―consistent with
the agricultural language of the psalm, the people pray that the wicked may wither like ‗grass on the roof‘ (v. 6
[NIV]; 2 Kings 19:26; Isa 37:27). Roofs were flat; and during periods of moisture or precipitation, grassy weeds
might sprout and grow in the shallow dirt. However, the plants soon withered when deprived of moisture (cf.
Matt 13:5-6). The grass may grow, but it is so useless that a reaper need not cut it down with a scythe nor bind
it into sheaves ([Psalm 129] v. 7). It is a wasted growth. So it will be with the wicked‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on verses 5-8).
In verse 8, the righteous are reminded to not inadvertently pronounce a blessing on those who are cursed
through a typical greeting or bidding of farewell using God‘s name (compare 2 John 9-11). In an ultimate sense,
this song of ascents looks forward to the fulfillment of the fall festivals in the return of the Messiah, Jesus Christ,
when Israel—meaning both God‘s physical nation and His spiritual people, the Church—are delivered from their
bondage in this world, their oppressors being both human and, primarily, demonic. The cords of Satan and sin
will be broken, God‘s people will at last be set free, and Satan and his followers will be brought to shame.
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Though Psalm 130 begins in the depths of despair, it rises, as the second song of ascents in the fourth set of
three, to a primary focus of confident hope and trust in God—in His faithfulness to forgive and redeem. In its
acknowledgment of sin and need for forgiveness, the song is classed as a penitential psalm. ―Its placement
following a psalm of imprecation (Ps. 129) is fitting. After all, a person might take such joy [or comfort] in the
destruction of the wicked that he or she no longer would consider his or her own heart before the Lord‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on Psalm 130). The pilgrims may have sung this psalm in the manner of a group confessional,
seeking God‘s forgiveness in preparation for keeping the Feast of Tabernacles. In this sense, it would seem
related to the Day of Atonement, concerned with humbling oneself and seeking reconciliation with God just
before the joyful celebration of Tabernacles.
The psalm opens with the picture of one who is drowning in sorrow over his sins, calling to God for help,
referring to Him throughout as both ―LORD‖ (YHWH, Eternal One) and ―Lord‖ (Master). The psalmist knows that
he, representative of all God‘s people, has failed in obedience to the Master. Yet he also knows that God has
made provision for this failure. Verse 3 rhetorically asks who could stand if God were to mark iniquities—that is,
if a running tally of our sins was His means of judging us. The answer is none of us—for all have sinned
(Romans 3:23) and the ultimate penalty of sin is death (6:23). Ezra expressed wonder at God‘s people standing
in His presence despite their sins: ―O LORD God of Israel, you are righteous, for we are left as a remnant, as it
is this day [though deserving of complete destruction]. Here we are before You, in our guilt, though no one can
stand before you because of this!‖ (Ezra 9:15). This is possible because God, in His love for humanity, instituted
an alternate means of satisfying justice, whereby mercy could be granted instead. This alternate means was the
sacrifice of Jesus Christ—who bore the penalty of our sins in His suffering and crucifixion—foreshadowed in the
sacrificial system of ancient Israel.
The psalmist looks to God for forgiveness (Psalm 130:4), knowing that God is willing to forgive (see Exodus
34:7). It is instructive to note that God offers forgiveness that He ―may be feared‖ (Psalm 130:4). This does not
mean that God‘s forgiveness is something to be feared. Solomon similarly prayed in his prayer at the dedication
of the temple for God to forgive His people when they repented ―so they will fear you all the time they live in the
land you gave our fathers‖ (1 Kings 8:40). The point is that God‘s willingness to forgive is what encourages
people to enter into a relationship with Him—to committing their lives to obeying Him from then on in proper
fear. We should especially consider that forgiveness is not intended to lead to careless abandon but to careful
obedience. God does not offer a cheap grace where He continually forgives us without real repentance. He
requires a change of life, though this too is possible only through Him.
Confident in God‘s forgiveness, the psalmist waits in assured hope of God‘s promises (Psalm 130:5)—hopes
and watches even more than ―watchmen wait for the morning‖ (verse 6, NIV). The psalmist may refer here to
guards who watched over the city at night—who looked forward to their shift ending and getting some rest.
Others suggest that the watchers were Levite priests observing the first signs of dawn to begin preparation for
the morning sacrifices. Perhaps the figure concerns longing for the darkness of night to end with the dawning of
day—as representative of longing for some present trial brought on by sin to end or of Israel‘s national history of
trials to end with the dawning of the coming day of God.
In verse 7 the psalm exhorts the nation to the same confident hope: ―O Israel, hope in the LORD‖—words also
found in the conclusion of the next psalm (131:3), serving to link these songs. For with God, 130:7 continues,
there is hesed—steadfast, loyal love and mercy. He had done so much to redeem them already—delivering
them from Egypt, giving them a land, rescuing them from enemies time and again. God would redeem them in
an ultimate sense in time to come—from their sins and its consequences through the Messiah, who would die
for their sins and rescue them from all foes, physical and spiritual (see verses 7-8). This redemption was on the
minds of pilgrims as they made their way to God‘s feasts—just as it should be on our minds today.
Psalm 131 is the third of four psalms of David among the songs of ascents. As the third song of ascents in the
fourth set of three, we would expect its theme to be blessing and peace in Zion—and this does fit with the
mention of David, the king in Jerusalem, having a calmed and quieted soul and of Israel living in the hope of
God forever (verses 2-3). The same exhortation for Israel to hope in God in Psalms 130:7 and 131:3 serves to
link these two psalms thematically—as does proximity and the continued mood of humility before God.
In light of his accomplishments, David could have been proud. Yet he presents himself to the Lord as a humble
man. At heart he is not arrogant or filled with self-importance, nor does he have aspirations for personal
greatness (verse 1). He does not deem himself more capable than he is, recognizing his limitations (same
verse).
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He is at peace and content in God‘s presence, like a weaned child who no longer frets and cries for milk from
his mother‘s breast (verse 2). A breastfeeding baby can be satisfied—but only temporarily. Note furthermore
that this does not mean David views himself as independent of God and no longer in need of His provision.
Indeed, a weaned child must still be taken care of and fed by his or her mother. Certainly God will continue to
provide and care for all His people—and they should look to Him in confident hope for the present and for
eternity to come (verse 3). Thus, humility, maturity to a point of settled and ongoing contentment, and faith in
God‘s promises are important focuses to maintain in observing God‘s festivals and in living godly lives generally
in the lifelong march to His Kingdom.
―The Lord Has Chosen Zion‖ (Psalms 132–134)
Psalm 132 is a royal psalm touching on God‘s covenant with David and His royal successors. As the first song
of ascents in the fifth and final set of three, the expected setting would be one of distress. Though there is
dispute about the time this psalm was composed, we should note the prayer in verse 10 that, for David‘s sake,
God not reject His anointed one—that is, an anointed king of David‘s dynasty. While Solomon originally spoke
these words as a general plea for himself and his successors—as verses 8-10 are adapted from his dedicatory
prayer for the temple (compare 2 Chronicles 6:41-42)—it may be that the words are recalled in the psalm
because a later Davidic king, and perhaps the continuance of the dynasty, were now seemingly in jeopardy.
In this light, consider that some identify the author of the unattributed songs of ascent or songs of the degrees
as King Hezekiah. That would fit a time of seeming peril for David‘s royal dynasty, as he faced the Assyrian
invasion of Judah and siege of Jerusalem. However, the reigns of a few other kings of Judah would also fit such
a time, and the author could be someone other than the king referred to in the psalm. The song begins by
asking God to remember David and all his afflictions (verse 1)—all that he suffered as a servant of God, as
detailed in so many other psalms—along with his deep devotion to a dwelling place for God (verses 3-5). This
began with David bringing the Ark of the Covenant, representing God‘s presence, to a tabernacle he raised up
for it in Jerusalem and, beyond that, his commitment to a fixed temple for God (see 2 Samuel 6–7). Though
God did not permit David to actually build the temple, as it was to be built during Solomon‘s reign of peace (1
Chronicles 22:9-10), David nevertheless invested great wealth and energy into the temple plans before turning
the project over to his son. David purchased the property for the temple (2 Samuel 24; 1 Chronicles 21:28-22:1)
and ―made abundant preparations [for it] before his death‖ (22:5; see 22:1–29:20).
Verses 6-9 of Psalm 132 appear to follow the progression of the ark to David‘s tabernacle and then to
Solomon‘s temple. Note in verse 6 the hearing and discovery of ―it‖ in Ephrathah and the ―fields of the woods‖
or ―fields of Jaar‖ (NIV). ―Ephrathah by itself could refer to the vicinity around Bethlehem (Ruth 4:11; Mic 5:2) or
to Kiriath Jearim [meaning ‗City of Woods‘] (cf. 1 Chronicles 2:19, 24, 50); but with the further description of ‗the
fields of Jaar‘—a reference to Kiriath Jearim (Jearim is a plural of ‗Jaar‘)—the identity of Ephrathah is further
delimited in favor of Kiriath Jearim, where the ark was located [when David and his men sought it out] (cf. 1
Sam 6:21–7:2)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Psalm 132:6). Yet the ―it‖ heard there probably refers
not to the ark itself, but to the call in verse 7 to take it into the Jerusalem tabernacle and worship there, for ―in
Hebrew the pronoun is feminine, but the Hebrew for ‗ark‘ is masculine‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on
verse 6). The word footstool in the call in verse 7 refers to God‘s sanctuary as the place of His feet, set down on
the earth among His people (compare 99:5; Isaiah 60:13; 66:1).
Verses 8-10 of Psalm 132 are, as noted earlier, evidently adapted from Solomon‘s prayer in the dedication of
the temple (2 Chronicles 6:41-42)—when the ark was moved from the tabernacle to the new structure intended
to be its permanent dwelling. And here in the same prayer linking God with Jerusalem as His perpetual holy
dwelling place, Solomon also asked that God, for David‘s sake, would not reject His anointed (Hebrew
mashiach or messiah). Solomon was no doubt referring to himself, but by extension this included all of David‘s
dynastic successors—prophetically culminating in the ultimate Messiah or Anointed One, Jesus Christ.
―If, as some have proposed, the petition in vv. 1, 10 form a frame around the first half of the psalm, the second
half offers assurance that the prayer will be heard…. In any event, David‘s vow to provide the Lord a dwelling
place, which would be for his royal sons and for Israel a house of prayer (see 1Ki 8:27- 53; 9:3; 2Ch 7:15-16;
Isa 59:7), is made the basis for the appeal that God will hear his anointed‘s prayer‖ (Zondervan, note on Psalm
132:10).
It is interesting to note a few parallel statements between the first and second halves of the psalm. The words
adapted from Solomon‘s prayer in verses 8-10 call on God to occupy His resting place, for His priests to be
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clothed with righteousness, for His saints to shout for joy and for God to not turn away His anointed. In verses
14-15, God answers that Zion is the resting place He has chosen to permanently dwell in and that He will bless
accordingly. In verse 16, God responds that He will clothe Zion‘s priests with not just righteousness but even
salvation (compare Isaiah 61:10)—and further answers that the saints will shout for joy. And rather than
rejecting His anointed, God will make the ―horn‖ of David—symbolizing power and authority—grow. Further,
God would prepare a ―lamp‖ for David—the metaphor here of a light that wouldn‘t go out, symbolizing his
perpetual dynasty (Psalm 132:17; compare 1 Kings 11:36; 15:4). The enemies of God‘s anointed would be put
to shame while his own crown or rule would flourish (Psalm 132:18).
Of course, salvation and the everlasting perpetuity of Jerusalem and David‘s dynasty will only come through the
ultimate Anointed—Jesus Christ. Indeed, whatever the original circumstances that prompted the composition of
Psalm 132, we should recognize that as one of the songs of ascent, it became part of festival worship focusing
on Zion as God‘s perpetual city, the place of His temple—His dwelling place—and the throne of David to one
day be occupied by the coming Messiah, who would redeem Israel and make Jerusalem the capital of the
world. We should further understand Zion as also symbolic of God‘s Church—to be glorified at Jesus‘ return to
reign with Him on the throne of David over all nations from physical Zion. Indeed, all truly converted Christians
are anointed of God through the Holy Spirit—and will serve as the royalty and priesthood of the world tomorrow
under Christ.
To better understand God‘s promises to David about an enduring dynasty and how these have been and
ultimately will be fulfilled, see our online publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials/.
Psalm 133, the fourth of four psalms of David among the songs of ascent, concerns the joy of brotherly unity
among God‘s people. As the second song of ascents in the fifth set of three, it looks in trust to God to provide
His commanded blessing of eternal life. The key word in the psalm, missed in English because it is translated
different ways, is the thrice-repeated yarad—rendered ―running down‖ twice (verse 2) and ―descending‖ once
(verse 3). The idea is that goodness and blessing comes down from above—from God.
David may have composed the psalm when the tribes, after many years of conflict, agreed to unite under his
leadership (2 Samuel 5:1-5). As well, the psalm speaks to the pleasure of traveling together in harmony to keep
the feasts in Jerusalem—and participating there in the great throngs of unified worship. Furthermore, the song
applies to the blessing of unity within and among the congregations of God‘s people—even today.
The delightful unity described is between ―brethren‖—brothers—emphasizing family kinship. This goes far
beyond immediate family. For people in Old Testament times this was understood in the sense of national
brotherhood. And of course we in God‘s Church understand it to refer, on an even higher level, to spiritual
brotherhood through the Holy Spirit of God. God‘s children getting along and happily working together is truly a
delightful experience—and a blessing that comes down from Him. The ―precious oil‖ (verse 2) was the anointing
oil specially prepared for use in the tabernacle (see Exodus 30:22-33). ―When the high priest was anointed, the
oil ran down his beard to the front of his body and over his collar. This suggests that the oil ‗bathed‘ the twelve
precious stones that he wore on the breastplate over his heart, and this ‗bathing‘ is a picture of spiritual unity‖
(Wiersbe, Be Exultant, note on verse 2).
In verse 3, Mount Hermon, a high, snowy peak on the border between Israel and Lebanon, was a significant
source of water for Israel. One avenue for this was evaporation—carrying water from Hermon to settle in the
south as dew and rain. Also, snowmelt sank into the Hermon region and emerged in many streams in northern
Israel, even forming the headwaters of the Jordan River—the word Jordan also being derived from the word
yarad. (Yaraden apparently meaning ―coming down from Dan‖—which was in the Hermon area). As water was
carried this way from Hermon down through the land of Israel to the mountains of Zion, so was further
evaporation and precipitation. Yet note that precipitation in general is not in mind here, but specifically dew.
From around May to October, encompassing Pentecost and the Feast of Tabernacles, virtually no rain fell on
Jerusalem, so that refreshment came only through the blessing of daily morning dew—and, the comparison is
made, through the unity of God‘s people at His pilgrim feasts.
―The two similes (vv. 2-3) are well chosen; God‘s blessings flowed to Israel through the priestly ministrations at
the sanctuary (Ex 29:44-46; Lev 9:22-24; Nu 6:24-26)—epitomizing God‘s redemptive mercies—and through
heaven‘s dew that sustained life in the fields—epitomizing God‘s providential mercies in the creation order‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 3). Moreover, anointing oil and water precipitation are both
representative in Scripture of the Holy Spirit—sent down from God to transform and spiritually sustain His
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people. This blessing from above is the source of the unity of God‘s people—as well as the closing blessing of
this joyous life continuing through all eternity.
Psalm 134 is the last of the song of ascents. As the third song in the fifth and final set of three, the psalm
returns to the concluding theme of blessing and peace in Zion. Indeed, the key word here is bless, used three
times in three verses. Verses 1-2 contain a call to God‘s servants to bless God, while verse 3 is a declaration of
blessing from God on His people. In the first case, as noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm
103, a ―blessing‖ from a human being directed to God is a word of heartfelt praise or thanksgiving or an
expressed wish to see all of God‘s purposes fulfilled, implying cheerful and committed cooperation with Him—
submitting fully to His will.
There is some question regarding the identity and circumstances of the ―servants of the LORD, who by night
stand in the house of the LORD‖ (134:1). This is widely believed to refer to Levites on watch each night, after
the temple was closed and secure—or to their continuing to sing after this closing (compare 1 Chronicles 9:33;
Psalm 42:8; 77:6). Yet it may refer, or may have come to refer, to a tradition that developed during the Feast of
Tabernacles of Levites and worshippers of the nation participating in night festivities in the temple court that ran
late into the night on every night of the feast except the first. Tradition states that there was singing, dancing,
juggling and the Levitical performance of the 15 songs of ascent on 15 steps ascending from the court of the
women, as noted in our introduction to the songs of ascents. This may be related to Isaiah 30:29: ―You shall
have a song as in the night when a holy festival is kept, and gladness of heart as when one goes with a flute, to
come into the mountain of the LORD, to the Mighty One of Israel.‖
So the ―servants‖ in Psalm 134 could be Levites or priests who are called on to bless God on behalf of the
people—or they could be all the people collectively calling on each other to bless Him. Either way, this is with
lifting up hands in the sanctuary—this being one of the standard postures of prayer (compare 1 Timothy 2:8).
The last verse of Psalm 134 is a form of benediction, asking God‘s favor on the pilgrims who were traveling
from Jerusalem following the festivals (verse 3). Here either the priests declare a blessing from God on the
departing worshippers or all the worshippers collectively pronounce a blessing on one another. This blessing is
from ―the LORD who made heaven and earth,‖ repeating an earlier formula in the songs of ascents (compare
121:2; 124;8). And remarkably, the God of all creation blesses through His chosen dwelling of Zion—which
signifies ancient Jerusalem and the instruction provided through its worship system, the faithful of God, the
Church, the millennial Jerusalem, the Kingdom of God and the heavenly Jerusalem that will one day descend to
earth. May our own pilgrim journey bring us there—to the wonderful eternal blessings God has in store.
―To Him Who Alone Does Great Wonders‖ (Psalms 135–137)
Psalms 135–137 form the concluding section of what some Jewish traditions label the Great Hallel (or
―Praise‖)—following the beginning section, the songs of ascents (120–134). As noted in the Bible Reading
Program‘s introduction to the Great Hallel and songs of ascents, some traditions list the Great Hallel as Psalms
120–136, while others confine it to only Psalm 136.
Psalm 135, an unattributed psalm of praise for the one true Creator God in contrast to worthless idols, is well
placed after Psalm 134, the concluding song of ascents. Recall its closing statement about ―the LORD who
made heaven and earth‖ (verse 3), repeating wording used in other songs of ascents (see 121:2; 124:8).
Indeed, Psalm 134 introduces Psalm 135 in other ways too, as we will see. And we should also note that Psalm
135 repeats themes and language from another Hallel collection, the Egyptian Hallel (113–118). An apparent
quotation of Jeremiah 10:13 (and 51:16) in Psalm 135:7, combined with clear indications that this song was
intended for temple worship, has led many to conclude that the psalm was written after the Jewish exile in
Babylon. However, it is possible that the repeated verse in Jeremiah was quoted from Psalm 135.
The psalm opens with five calls to praise the Lord (verses 1-3) and closes with five calls to bless the Lord
(verses 19-21)—continuing from Psalm 134‘s repeated call to bless the Lord (verses 1-2). Verse 1 of Psalm 135
is basically identical to the opening verse of the Egyptian Hallel, 113:1, except that the second and third lines
are transposed. The next verse (135:2), wherein the call to praise God is given to those who ―stand in the
house of the LORD, in the courts of the house of our God,‖ continues thematically from, again, the first two
verses of 134. Here it is evident that festival worship is still in mind, as in the songs of ascents. Moreover, God‘s
―house‖ also signified His holy nation of Israel (compare verse 4). And of course, we today should further
understand God‘s ―house‖ to represent His Church, His spiritual nation, as well as His eternal Kingdom and
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family. The description of Israel as a ―special treasure‖ (verse 4; compare Exodus 19:5; Deuteronomy 7:6; 14:2)
applies in a higher sense to God‘s spiritually elect people (compare Malachi 3:16-17).
Note in Psalm 135:3 the use of the terms ―good‖ and ―pleasant,‖ as in Psalm 133:1, where these terms describe
the unity of God‘s people. Here in Psalm 135, the word good applies to God as a cause for praise. Yet it is not
entirely clear what the word pleasant refers to, whether to God (in which case the translation should be ―for He
is pleasant‖) or to singing praises or to God‘s name (in line with the NKJV translation of ―for it is pleasant‖). If
God is intended, the idea would be that God is pleasing to experience (compare the use of both words in
147:1). The praising of God‘s name is also paralleled in the opening of Psalm 113 (verse 2).
Verses 5-7 of Psalm 135 constitute a stanza about God as Sovereign Creator. God doing as He pleases in
verse 6 is reminiscent of Psalm 115:3 in the Egyptian Hallel—especially as a section of Psalm 115 is worded
much the same as a later section of this song. Psalm 135:7, as already mentioned, may have been taken from
Jeremiah 10:13, part of a passage wherein God is shown by His power in creation to be superior to futile idols
(see verses 11-16). Yet as also mentioned, it could be the other way around—that these words, found in
Jeremiah 51:13 as well, were quoted from Psalm 135.
The next stanza, verses 8-12, presents God as Israel‘s Deliverer. It is interesting to note that praise for God as
Creator followed by praise for Him as Deliverer is also found in the next psalm, Psalm 136. Indeed, the
language about destroying the firstborn of Egypt, the slaying of Kings Sihon and Og, and Israel receiving its
land as a heritage is essentially found there also (compare 135:8-12; 136:10-22). Through God‘s mighty acts
and intervention, His ―name‖ and ―fame‖ (zeker, ―remembrance‖) endure for all time (verse 13). Indeed, even
though people often forget to consider God and His directives, most people understand on some level that He
exists. Moreover, God‘s name will live forever as generations pass on the story of His saving acts, as those who
love Him continue to praise Him, and as He completes His great plan of salvation—bringing all mankind into a
relationship with Him (and ultimately removing those who reject Him). God‘s judgment and mercy in dealing
with His people is the subject of verse 14.
The words of verses 15-18 are very close to those found in Psalm 115:4-8. The common assumption is that the
passage in Psalm 135 is taken from Psalm 115, though the reverse could be true. Regarding the wording here,
see the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalm 115. Interestingly, Psalm 115 addressed Israel, the house
of Aaron (the priesthood), and all those who fear the Lord (verses 9-11) and noted that God would bless each of
these three groups (verses 12-13). Psalm 118, another psalm of the Egyptian Hallel, called on each of these
three groups to declare that God‘s mercy or unfailing love endures forever (verses 2-4). And now in Psalm 135,
we see each of these groups called on to, in turn, bless the Lord—with the addition of addressing a fourth
group, the house of Levi, thus distinguishing all those involved in the temple service or perhaps the non-priestly
Levitical choir, as it may be that different choirs sang different stanzas of this song. In all likelihood the final
declaration of blessing in verse 21 and the concluding Hallelujah (―Praise the LORD‖) were sung by all.
Note also here that as God blessed His people from Zion (134:3), so His people are to bless Him from Zion
(135:21). Again, the focus here is on worship at Jerusalem, where God dwells, making this a song of Zion.
Besides the obvious meaning, again tying this song to temple festival worship and the songs of ascents, we
should also understand Zion in the broader sense of representing God‘s nation, His Church, His millennial
capital, His Kingdom, and His heavenly city. These are all to resound with praise for the Eternal God.
Psalm 136, a song of thanksgiving, is known in some traditions as the Great Hallel (or ―Praise‖) on its own,
while others reckon the psalm as the last of the Great Hallel collection. Though the psalm is unattributed, its
opening words and repeated refrain—―Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He is good! For His mercy [hesed, loyal
love or devotion] endures forever‖ (verse 1)—are known to have originally come from the song King David
composed for the celebration of bringing the Ark of the Covenant to Jerusalem (see 1 Chronicles 16:34). The
same words are also found at the beginning of Psalms 106 and 107 and at the beginning and end of Psalm
118.
The refrain—―For His mercy endures forever‖—was sung by the Israelite congregation and the Levitical choir at
the dedication of Solomon‘s temple (2 Chronicles 7:3, 6) and later by King Jehoshaphat‘s singers before
Judah‘s army (20:21). It seems likely that the accounts of these occasions are abbreviated, so that Psalm 136
may have been sung in these instances, as it appears to be written in the form of an antiphonal exchange—that
is, back-and-forth, responsive singing—either between two choirs or between a choir and the congregation or
as a litany between a worship leader and a choir or the congregation. In the latter case, the choir or
congregation would sing the repeated refrain.
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Note again the occurrence of the entire formula—both the call to thanks and the refrain—at the opening and
closing of Psalm 118. This song, we may recall, concludes the Egyptian Hallel (113–118), so named for the
customary use of this collection of psalms in the observance of Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread,
celebrating Israel‘s deliverance from Egypt. As it was likely seen as an amplification of Psalm 118‘s opening
and closing formula, Psalm 136 eventually also became part of the traditional Passover liturgy, being sung after
the Egyptian Hallel. Furthermore, as The Nelson Study Bible says, ―This psalm, known as the ‗Great Hallel,‘
was often recited in the temple as the Passover lambs were being slain‖ (note on Psalm 136).
The link between Psalms 118 and 136 is paralleled by the link between Psalms 113 and 115 (two other
Egyptian Hallel songs) and Psalm 135 (reckoned among the Great Hallel in some traditions). Recall,
furthermore, that besides the Passover role, the Egyptian Hallel also played a major role in the liturgy of the
Feast of Tabernacles—as did the Great Hallel, especially when reckoned as a collection beginning with the
songs of ascents.
Psalm 136 opens with three calls to thanksgiving and closes with another (verses 1-3, 26). We should note that
though this song is classed as or among the Great Hallel, the word hallel or ―praise‖ is not found within it.
Rather, the giving of thanks to God in song, publicly expressing gratitude to Him for His works, is itself an
important form of praise. Note the following parallel. Psalm 136:1 begins, ―Oh, give thanks to the LORD, for He
is good!‖ Similarly, the previous psalm states: ―Praise the LORD [Hallelujah], for the LORD is good‖ (135:3). To
praise is to speak well of, and Psalm 136 has much to say in praise of God—even though the word ―praise‖ is
not actually used.
Besides God‘s goodness, the opening calls to thanks also acknowledge God‘s supremacy, with the titles ―God
of gods‖ and ―Lord of lords‖ (verses 2-3). The meaning of the latter terminology is easy to ascertain—that is, all
who are ―lords‖ (or masters, as this term designates) are ruled over by the supreme Sovereign Lord and Master,
God. Yet many argue that the first title here is merely a figurative superlative, as a literal interpretation would
seem to admit the existence of other gods (compare also 135:5; 138:1). It could, however, be taken literally to
mean that God is the God over all who are called gods—including demons posing as pagan deities (compare
Deuteronomy 32:17) and pagan rulers falsely claiming divinity. Moreover, God Himself elsewhere refers to
human beings made in His image, who are supposed to rule for Him in the created realm, as gods (Psalm 82:1,
6). And in the eternal realm to come, those who are glorified will share in God‘s divinity—yet He will forever still
be their God, and above all.
The three opening calls to thanks are all followed by the powerful refrain, which is repeated in every line of the
psalm for a total of 26 times—perhaps because 26 is ―the numerical value of the divine name Yahweh (when
the Hebrew letters were used as numbers)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 136). As noted above,
the word in the refrain translated ―mercy‖ in the KJV and NKJV is the Hebrew hesed, sometimes rendered ―loyal
love,‖ ―steadfast love,‖ ―covenant faithfulness,‖ ―lovingkindness‖ or ―graciousness.‖
Vine‘s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words has this to say: ―The Septuagint [the
ancient Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible] nearly always renders hesed with eleos (‗mercy‘), and that usage
is reflected in the New Testament. Modern translations, in contrast, generally prefer renditions close to the word
‗grace‘…. In general, one may identify three basic meanings of the word, which always interact: ‗strength,‘
‗steadfastness,‘ and ‗love.‘ Any understanding of the word that fails to suggest all three inevitably loses some of
its richness. ‗Love‘ by itself easily becomes sentimentalized or universalized apart from the covenant. Yet
‗strength‘ or ‗steadfastness‘ suggests only the fulfillment of a legal or other obligation. The word refers primarily
to mutual and reciprocal rights and obligations between the parties of a relationship…. But hesed is not only a
matter of obligation; it is also of generosity. It is not only a matter of loyalty, but also of mercy. The weaker party
seeks the protection and blessing of the patron and protector, but he may not lay absolute claim to it. The
stronger party remains committed to his promise, but retains his freedom, especially with regard to the manner
in which he will implement those promises. Hesed implies personal involvement beyond the rule of law. Marital
love is often related to hesed. Marriage is certainly a legal matter…. Yet the relationship, if sound, far
transcends mere legalities…. Hence, ‗devotion‘ is sometimes the single English word best capable of capturing
the nuance of the original‖ (―Loving-kindness,‖ Old Testament Section).
Hesed is ―the most significant term used in the Psalms to describe the character of God‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verses 1-2). And since God‘s character never changes, this awesome attribute of His character is, like
Him, eternal—as the refrain repeatedly affirms. As the refrain is given in response to every act of God
recounted in the psalm, we are to understand that all His acts here—the ―great wonders‖ exclusive to Him
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(verse 4)—are born out of this sublime character trait. God created the universe and the earth (verses 4-9) as a
habitation for mankind—out of loving devotion for those He would yet create and bring into a relationship with
Him. Out of His loyal love and mercy came His deliverance of His people Israel from Egypt and from enemies
on the way to Canaan—so that they would receive the land He promised them as a heritage or inheritance
(verses 10-22). And it is due to God‘s unfailing love and grace that He continues to deliver—and that He
provides sustenance to all (verses 23-25).
The structure of praising God for His works in creation and then for His works in delivering Israel in the Exodus
and on the subsequent journey to the Promised Land is also found in the previous psalm (see 135:5-12). In
fact, as was noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on that psalm, the wording of the latter aspect is
very similar, providing evidence that one of these psalms influenced the composition of the other. ―Slew mighty
kings‖ (135:10) occurs in Psalm 136 as ―slew famous kings‖ (verse 18). In both cases this is followed by
mention of ―Sihon king of the Amorites‖ and ―Og king of Bashan‖ (135:11; 136:19-20), who were defeated by
Israel (see Numbers 21:21-35; Deuteronomy 2:26–3:11) and whose land on the east side of the Jordan was
taken over by the Israelite tribes of Reuben, Gad and half of Manasseh (see Numbers 32; Deuteronomy 3:1222). It is likely that the ―famous kings‖ of Psalm 136:18 is also intended to include the kings of Canaan on the
west side of the Jordan (as in 135:11), so that ―their lands as a heritage…to Israel‖ (136:21-22) would include
the land of Canaan (compare 135:11-12).
Considering the focus of Psalm 136 on God‘s loving acts of salvation, we should recall the psalm‘s festival
association—for God‘s annual festivals outline His plan to redeem and save mankind. God‘s deliverance of
Israel is a central focus in this plan, for all people must become part of Israel in a spiritual sense to ultimately be
saved. The psalm ends in verse 26 as it began—with another call to thank God and a final resounding
affirmation, through the refrain, of His eternal steadfast love.
Psalm 137 is a song of Zion expressing desire for God‘s holy city while in exile in the land of Babylon. In that
sense, it is reminiscent of the opening of the songs of ascents in Psalm 120, where the desire is to be delivered
from a hostile foreign environment to travel to Jerusalem, as expressed in other songs of ascents, to be in
fellowship with God. ―Here [in Psalm 137] speaks the same deep love of Zion as that found in Ps 42–43; 46; 48;
84; 122; 126 [these latter two being songs of ascents]. The editors of the Psalter attached this song to the Great
Hallel as a closing expression of supreme devotion to the city at the center of Israel‘s worship of the Lord‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Psalm 137). We earlier read this psalm in conjunction with the biblical
narratives of the Babylonian Exile and prophecies delivered at that time. We now read it again in the context of
the Psalter‘s arrangement. The comments that follow are repeated from the earlier Bible Reading Program
comments on this song.
Psalm 137, which is not attributed to a particular author, appears to have been composed during the
Babylonian exile. Even if it was written afterward, it nonetheless sums up the feelings of many of the Jews in
captivity. It is a deeply mournful song, full of longing for their homeland, where they had some semblance of
contact with God through His holy city and temple. Now they are far away, adrift, without mooring. They could
no longer sing the joyful songs of past days. They ―hung up their harps‖ on the trees—that is, they put away
their musical instruments.
The Babylonians, however, asked for some music. While they may have actually wanted to hear some rousing
hymns from the famed Jerusalem temple, it is also possible that this was simply a taunt—as in, ―Let‘s hear
some victory songs now…ha, ha.‖ Whatever the case, in reflecting on the psalms of past days, recalling the
former glory of their nation, all the Jews could do was sit by the great rivers of Babylon and weep. ―How shall
we sing the LORD‘s song in a foreign land?‖ they groaned (verse 4). How could they sing praises to God for His
help and deliverance against enemies when their nation and temple lay in ruins and they themselves were
captives? Would not this just be more reason for their captors to mock? And were they, unclean sinners
banished from God‘s land, even worthy to sing His songs? In any case, the psalmist, speaking for the nation,
resolves to keep Jerusalem in the forefront of his mind—to never forget and to never cease hoping for
restoration. Were the harps retrieved from where they were hung to sing at least this particular song? There is,
of course, no way to know. But the sentiment was surely widespread.
In thinking of what had befallen their homeland, the utter horror and misery of what had occurred, there was no
way to avoid recalling those who had carried out the destruction—the Babylonians. Moreover, they were urged
on by the longtime foe of God‘s people, Edom. A special plea is made to God in verse 7 to keep in mind Edom‘s
cruel enmity. And a pronouncement is then made against the Babylonians—that God will bring back on their
heads what they have done to the Jews. It may well be that when the Babylonians asked for a song of Zion
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from the exiles, this very one was composed in response. It would have served as a rather shocking rebuke
against any mocking and ridicule.
Today many grimace at the ending of this psalm, wondering how it squares with God‘s loving character. This is
due to a misunderstanding of the wording here and of God‘s plan in general. First of all, the ―one‖ who is
―happy‖ at destroying the Babylonians in verses 8-9 is not specifically declared to be God. It may simply mean
the national power that would later overthrow Babylon—the Persian Empire. The verses would then seem to
constitute a prophetic declaration rather than an appeal. In fact, it seems likely that there is even a dual
prophetic application here—to ancient Babylon as well as its end-time counterpart, the phrase ―daughter of
Babylon‖ perhaps hinting at this. Edom and Babylon will both play similar roles in the overthrow of Israel and
Judah in the last days—and they will both suffer subsequent destruction themselves as repayment.
Of course, it is entirely possible that God is meant as the one repaying Babylon with destruction. If so, His being
―happy‖ at doing so would not mean He sadistically relishes punishing human beings. The terminology in that
case would have to be understood as His receiving ―satisfaction‖ in a legal sense—that is, God‘s righteous
justice being satisfied through just recompense. Babylon‘s ―little ones‖ or ―children,‖ who are to be dashed
against the rock, would in this case most likely mean Babylon‘s citizenry in general (the city or empire being
portrayed as a woman, as already noted). Moreover, being dashed against a rock is likely a figurative, rather
than literal, expression denoting destruction. As the book Hard Sayings of the Bible notes on these verses:
―One thing Babylon was devoid of was rocks or rocky cliffs against which anything could be dashed. In fact
there were not any stones available for building, contrary to the rocky terrain of most of Palestine. All building
had to depend on the production of sun-dried mud bricks and the use of bituminous pitch for mortar. Therefore
when the psalmist speaks of ‗dashing…against the rocks,‘ he is speaking figuratively and metaphorically‖
(Walter Kaiser Jr., Peter Davids, F.F. Bruce, Manfred Brauch, 1996, pp. 281-282).
Interestingly, ―the verb [translated ―dashes‖] in its Greek form is found only in Psalm 137:9 (in the Septuagint,
the Greek translation of the Hebrew text) and in the lament of our Lord over Jerusalem in Luke 19:44‖ (p. 281).
In this verse Christ speaks to Jerusalem as if she is a mother, saying, ―They [enemies] will dash you to the
ground, you and the children within your walls.‖ Again, children appear to denote the citizenry in general.
Of course, infants would die too—in both Babylon and Jerusalem. Yet all, children as well as adults, will be
raised in the second resurrection to be taught God‘s ways and given the opportunity for lasting repentance, as
explained in the Bible Reading Program comments on Ezekiel 37. Indeed, repentance and conformity with His
will, resulting in great blessing, is what God desires—what makes Him truly happy. He assures us in other
scriptures that He takes no pleasure in punishing people for sin, but that they would turn and live. This passage
is no exception.
―Keep Me, O LORD, From the Hands of the Wicked‖ (Psalms 138–141)
Just before the final five praise hymns that close the book of Psalms (146–150), those responsible for its final
compilation placed a collection of eight psalms attributed in their titles to King David (138–145). This serves to
tie the whole Psalter together, as David composed most of its first two books. The final Davidic collection, as
the Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments, ―is framed by songs of praise (Ps 138; 145). The first of these extols
the greatness of the Lord‘s glory as displayed in his answering the prayer (‗call‘) of the ‗lowly‘ when suffering at
the hands of the ‗proud.‘ The last, employing a grand and intricately woven alphabetic acrostic design, extols
the ‗glorious majesty‘ of the Lord as displayed in his benevolent care over all his creatures—especially those
who ‗call‘ on him (look to him in every need).Within this frame have been placed six prayers—with certain
interlocking themes‖ (note on Psalms 138–145)—the first (139) taking a stand against the wicked and the five
others (140–144) seeking deliverance from wicked foes.
In Psalm 138 David wholeheartedly praises God for imbuing him with confidence that God will help him against
threatening enemies. Given the prophecy of all kings of the earth coming to praise God (verse 4), the song
clearly looks forward to the time of the setting up of God‘s Kingdom with the future coming of the Messiah for
ultimate fulfillment.
David says in verse 1 that He will sing praises to God ―before the gods.‖ As in Psalm 135:5 and 136:2, the
identity of the ―gods‖ here could refer to foreign kings falsely claiming divinity or perhaps to human rulers who,
as the offspring of the true God commissioned to represent Him in dominion, can bear this title in a sense
(compare 82:1, 6). The reference could also be to demons, the powers behind the thrones of pagan nations
who sometimes posed as the false gods these nations worshipped (compare Deuteronomy 32:17). Then again,
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as this song looks forward to the time of Christ‘s reign over all nations, the term ―gods‖ here may designate the
resurrected saints of God who will reign with Him and share in His divine glory (see ―You Are Gods,‖ The Good
News, July–Aug. 2002, pp. 28-29).
In Psalm 138:2 David says that He will worship toward God‘s holy temple. He said the same thing in Psalm 5:7.
While the Jerusalem temple was not built until after David‘s death, this does not rule out David as the composer
of these psalms. Some point out that the word for temple here was a general one that could refer to the
tabernacle structure David built for the ark in Jerusalem. Moreover, it is possible that David was referring to
God‘s temple in heaven. We should also consider that David was looking forward to the time of God‘s Kingdom,
when a temple will evidently stand in Jerusalem, as seen in the concluding chapters of the book of Ezekiel.
Another thought to bear in mind is that David may have composed these songs to be sung in temple worship
after his death. Alternatively, it is possible that others edited them to fit later circumstances, though, as we‘ve
seen, there is no need to assume this.
David says He will praise God ―for Your lovingkindness and Your truth‖ (138:2). The word lovingkindness is
translated from the important Hebrew term hesed, which can also mean ―mercy,‖ ―grace,‖ ―loyal love‖ or
―devotion.‖ The word rendered ―truth,‖ emet, besides defining reality as opposed to falsehood, is also
understood to refer to the quality of being true to one‘s word—faithfulness. These words for mercy and truth are
often paired together. The NIV translates them as ―love‖ and ―faithfulness.‖ We also find this terminology in the
New Testament as ―grace and truth‖ (John 1:14).
Continuing from this description of God‘s character, David further states, ―For You have magnified Your word
above all Your name‖ (Psalm 138:2, NKJV). Different versions give an alternate rendering, with translators
unable to reconcile how God‘s word could be above His name—signifying His identity and reputation. Following
the Hebrew arrangement, the actual word order is ―For You have magnified above all Your name Your word‖
(J.P. Green, The Interlinear Bible). The NIV renders it this way: ―For you have exalted above all things your
name and your word.‖ However, there is no ―and‖ specified in the Hebrew here, though it could perhaps be
interpolated. More importantly, the KJV and NKJV translation does make sense—and conveys a wonderful
message. The meaning seems to be that God does not put who He is above what He has said. Rather, what
He has said comes first. Consider that the Almighty Sovereign God could go back on every promise He has
made and no one could do a thing about it. Yet God of His own will has set His word above all the prerogatives
associated with His divine supremacy— that is, He has obligated Himself to abide by everything He has
declared. This is truly awesome to ponder. It should lead us all to join with David in wholehearted worship and
praise.
In verse 3, David recounts his own experience of God‘s faithfulness in having his prayer answered. It is not
clear if the day of David crying out refers to a particular instance or if he is describing a regular pattern.
Whichever is intended, David is thankful for God intervening and strengthening his resolve and confidence.
As noted above, all kings of the earth coming to praise God and sing of His ways in verses 4-5 is a prophecy of
the future messianic era. ―David, as a king who believed in God, looked forward to a day when all the kings of
the earth would share his experience‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 4-6). In the meantime, God, despite
His high and lofty station, regards the lowly and humble in spirit—as the mighty of the earth today are typically
arrogant and cut off from a relationship with Him (verse 6). The mighty and proud evidently include David‘s
wrathful enemies, mentioned in verse 7. David here trusts in God to deliver him from them in terms reminiscent
of the words he wrote in Psalm 23:3-4.
In verse 8, David says, ―The LORD will perfect that which concerns me‖ (the italics here and in the following
citations signifying interpolated text not in the original Hebrew). Essentially the same thing is written in Psalm
57:2, where David says that God ―performs all things for me‖—the word translated ―performs‖ being the same
Hebrew verb translated ―perfect‖ in 138:8. It can also mean ―complete‖ or ―fulfill,‖ as in the NIV translation: ―The
LORD will fulfill his purpose for me.‖ David had faith that God would save him from his enemies in order to fulfill
God‘s reason for his existence. God would not let anything cut short the work He had begun in him—a
tremendous promise that also applies to us (compare Philippians 1:6).
David ends with a declaration similar to the refrain of Psalm 136 and a closing plea, uttered in great confidence
as we‘ve seen, that God not abandon the work He was doing in him. As a final observation, it may be that the
notation at the beginning of the superscription of Psalm 139, ―For the Chief Musician,‖ is actually a postscript for
Psalm 138.
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In Psalm 139 David acknowledges, in great wonder and awe, God‘s omniscient care in guiding his life and
expresses his solidarity with God against the wicked. God has searched within David and his life and knows
everything there is to know about him. He carefully investigates each facet of David‘s life to discern all his
actions—from when he gets up in the morning to when he goes to bed at night (verses 1-2a). God is thus
familiar with all David‘s patterns, habits, preferences and ways of doing things. Moreover, God looks
penetratingly into David‘s heart to discern his inner motives and secret thoughts (verse 2b). In fact, God knows
David so well that He anticipates his words before they are spoken (verse 4). God has an exhaustive
knowledge of David—just as He has of us (see Hebrews 4:13).
The beginning of Psalm 139:3 is variously translated: ―Thou compassest [i.e., encompass] my path‖ (KJV); ―You
comprehend my path‖ (NKJV); ―You discern my going out‖ (NIV); ―You search out my path‖ (NRSV); ―You sift
my path‖ (J.P. Green‘s Literal Translation). The latter is probably the correct sense (Strong‘s No. 2219). The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary renders the phrase as ―You have winnowed me‖ (note on verses 1-6). The idea
is apparently that God sifts all our actions, ―putting them through a sieve, as it were, so as to discover every
detail about them, what has motivated them, what effect they have upon me and upon others, in fact, everything
conceivable about them‖ (George Knight, Psalms, Vol. 2, The Daily Study Bible Series, comments on verses 16).
Yet the purpose of God‘s intimate knowledge of His servants is not to play ―gotcha‖ and condemn us. Rather,
as verse 5 makes plain, God‘s intention is to protect and guard us—to keep and hold onto us, to steady and
guide us, as the objects of His care. God‘s all-knowing understanding and concern is just too mind-boggling for
David to take in (verse 6).
In verses 7-12, David remarks on the fact that there is nowhere he can go to be out from under God‘s watchful
oversight—for God is everywhere (omnipresent) through His infinite Spirit (see verse 7). There is no way to be
concealed from Him. He can see and reach everywhere, all the time, day and night, light or dark. For some this
might seem a negative thing—that is, there is no escape! But David clearly did not mean it that way, for he says
that no matter where he is, God will lead him and uphold him (verse 10). He is greatly encouraged by the fact
that God is all-seeing and all-knowing. Incidentally, the word ―hell‖ in verse 8 is translated from the Hebrew
sheol, meaning pit or grave, thus explaining David‘s statement about making his ―bed‖ there (i.e., his deathbed).
So nothing, not even the grave, will separate us from God‘s caring oversight of our lives—for His intervening
hand will lead us even from death (compare Romans 8:35-39).
In verses 13-16 of Psalm 139, David reflects on the fact that God‘s care in his life was there from its very
beginning, acknowledging God‘s oversight in his conception and prenatal development. Where the NKJV says
that God ―covered‖ David in his mother‘s womb (verse 13), other translations render this ―knit me together‖
(NIV) or ―wove me.‖ The Hebrew here literally means entwined, implying weaving but perhaps the weaving of a
fence or cover of protection (Strong‘s No. 5526). In any case, David praises the miracle of life and birth of which
he is the product (verses 14-15).
In this he remarks that God saw him ―made in secret, and skillfully wrought in the lowest parts of the earth‖
(verse 15). The location here is not meant literally, but is rather a metaphor for a dark, mysterious,
unsearchable and unfathomable place. Such is God‘s workshop in the cells of the human embryo within the
womb! The unformed ―substance‖ in the next verse is a reference to the embryo.
In the latter part of verse 16 David says that all the days prepared for him were written in God‘s book before
these days commenced. What does this mean? Some would use this verse to argue that every day of David‘s
life was completely mapped out in advance—and to argue that the same applies to us. This, however, violates
the principle of free will and choice—which we find repeatedly in Scripture (compare Deuteronomy 30:19).
Furthermore, ―all…the days‖ does not have to mean each and every day but could mean the days taken as a
whole—a lifetime. Based on this, others might argue that the verse means merely that David‘s lifespan was
generally predetermined from his genetics since conception. While possible, is seems likely that more is
intended.
Commentaries typically maintain that David used the metaphor of a book to portray God‘s exquisitely detailed
plans for each person—plans He has in mind before a person‘s birth. Elements of David‘s life, at least in a
general sense (particularly his reign over Israel), seems to have been plotted out by God ahead of time (while
still allowing David free will as to whether to serve God or reject Him). And this plan may have been written in
an actual spiritual record, rather than this signifying a mere metaphor.
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David in another psalm remarked that his tears were written in God‘s book (Psalm 56:8), which seems to be the
same as the book of remembrance for those who fear God in Malachi 3:16. This may or may not be
synonymous with another book David mentions, the book of the living (69:28), apparently equivalent to the
Book of Life, God‘s heavenly registry of the righteous (see Exodus 32:32-33; Luke 10:20; Philippians 4:3;
Hebrews 12:23; Revelation 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15, 17; 22:19). David‘s reference in Psalm 139 could also be
to the ―Scripture of Truth,‖ the Bible of heaven as it were, wherein a lengthy prophecy of the future was already
inscribed before it was given to Daniel to write down in his own book as God‘s written revelation to us (see
Daniel 10:21).
The theme of one‘s purpose in life is a key topic in the Bible. Note what God announced to the Jewish nation in
exile: ―For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, says the LORD, thoughts of peace and not of evil, to give
you a future and a hope‖ (Jeremiah 29:11). Indeed, David remarks in the next verse of Psalm 139 on how
precious and countless are God‘s thoughts toward him (verses 17-18). The end of verse 18 then states, ―When
I awake, I am still with you.‖ Perhaps the point is that David is amazed to consider that every day he wakes, he
is still in God‘s care—returning to the thought at the beginning of the psalm of God observing His ―sitting down
and…rising up‖ (verse 2). Yet some suggest that he is speaking in a future tense of his resurrection—remarking
in the context of verse 16 that after the passing of his days, he will awake from death and even still be with God.
Enraptured as he is with God‘s intimate and all-seeing care in his life—demonstrative of God‘s care for all His
servants—David still can‘t help but think about the wicked who, despite God‘s wonderful intentions over which
he‘s been musing, still cause trouble for him and all of God‘s people (as highlighted in the next five psalms). As
he closes Psalm 139, David expresses the wish that God would justly deal with this outstanding problem. God
has, in fact, already pronounced a death sentence in His law against the bloodthirsty and the blasphemous.
David is here supporting the carrying out of that sentence (verses 19-20).
David then unequivocally declares that he hates those who hate God and rebel against Him, loathing them and
hating them with a perfect or complete hatred (verses 21-22). Many today are disturbed at such language in
light of Jesus Christ‘s instruction in the New Testament: ―Love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do
good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you in and persecute you‖ (Matthew 5:44).
Indeed, caring for one‘s enemy was also an Old Testament directive (compare Exodus 23:4-5; Proverbs 25:21).
But we should consider a number of factors here. First, as in other psalms, the hatred David is speaking of in
Psalm 139 should be understood primarily in the sense of rejection and strong aversion. Note his words in
verse 19 calling on the bloodthirsty to get away from him. That is, David wants nothing to do with them. He
won‘t support them or make common cause with them. He will not befriend them or accept their friendship, for
he counts them as his enemies (verse 22). This is a second point to emphasize.
David‘s hatred here does not equate to personally taking vengeance or even mistreatment on a personal level.
It equates to counting the wicked as his enemies. He opposes them. If they are God‘s enemies, then they are
his enemies. That brings us to a third factor to note here. David is not declaring hatred for those who merely
bear him personal ill will, but for those who hate and rise up against God. Of course, those who bore David
animosity usually did so on the basis of opposition to God and His law—yet it was this rather than personal hurt
that was the basis for David‘s declared hatred against them. In essence, David was declaring his complete
solidarity with God against God‘s enemies.
None of this, by the way, precludes following the New Testament instruction to pray for one‘s persecutors and
to do good to them. Even given the strong words David spoke, he still could and may well have followed what
Christ would later explain—as he clearly did in his dealings with Saul. Indeed, we should be careful to not
misconstrue Christ‘s teaching in this regard. Consider that praying for one‘s persecutors obviously does not
mean praying for their success in persecution. It primarily means praying for their long-term well-being, realizing
that God intends to eventually lead them to repentance. It may include praying that He will lead them to repent
soon—at least of their present antagonism and offending behavior. Barring that outcome, praying for enemies
could even mean asking God to exercise judgment on them to stop them from their evil and greater guilt. Doing
good to persecutors, loving our enemies, does not mean supporting them in their evil plans or making common
cause with them. Recall what Jehu the seer said to King Jehoshaphat of Judah for his joint operations with evil
King Ahab of Israel: ―Should you help the wicked and love those who hate the LORD? Therefore the wrath of
the LORD is upon you‖ (2 Chronicles 19:2). As is stated here, we are not to ―love‖ the haters of God in this
sense. Rather, we are to oppose them.
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David ends with a prayer that God will search his heart and investigate his anxieties to see ―if there is any
wicked way in me‖ (Psalm 139:24). Some commentators relate his request to his declared abhorrence of God‘s
enemies—the idea being that he is asking God to search his heart to see if his expressed thoughts are the
product of a righteous stand with God or born out of personal concerns. Other commentators understand the
verse as a general request that God examine him for any wickedness—that is, having discussed wickedness in
others, that God check to see if there is wickedness to be dealt with in him. David deeply desires to be led out
of wickedness and, as he says in verse 24, into the way that leads to everlasting life.
As a final note, if the first part of the superscription of this psalm, ―To the Chief Musician,‖ actually belongs to
the previous psalm as a postscript, then the same phrase at the beginning of the superscription of the next
psalm may actually be the postscript of this psalm.
We now come within the final collection of Davidic psalms (138–145) to its central sequence of five prayers in
which David seeks deliverance from wicked enemies (140–144). The first of these, Psalm 140, is a lamenting
plea for preservation from the plotting of evil, violent men and a call for divine retribution. The structure of the
psalm is easy to discern. There are four stanzas (verses 1-3, 4-5, 6-8, 9-11), the first three ending with ―Selah‖
and the last followed by a two-verse conclusion (verses 12-13). The first two stanzas set up the problem David
is faced with. It is interesting to note that the same words are used for the second line in both the first and
second stanzas: ―Preserve me from violent men‖ (verses 1, 4). The violent here may intend physical brutality,
but their method of attack is verbal—through deceit and slander (see verse 3; compare verses 9, 11). David
experienced a number of such incidents in his life.
In the third stanza, David says he has appealed to the Lord in complete trust (verse 6-7). He knows that the
One who has ―covered‖ or shielded (NIV) his head in actual physical battles will protect him in this current
―battle‖ (verse 7). With this confidence, he asks that God not grant success to the schemes of his enemies
(verse 8). As noted in regard to the previous psalm, Jesus‘ instruction in the New Testament to bless and pray
for our enemies (Matthew 5:44) does not mean praying for their success in opposing and harming us.
In the fourth stanza David calls for a curse on the offenders. Whereas God covered or protected David‘s head
in past battles (again, see verse 7), David calls for the head of his enemies to be covered only with the evil of
their own lips—that is, for their scheming and slander against him to come back on them. Indeed, this is the
decreed penalty in the law for bearing false witness against another (see Deuteronomy 19:16-21). David as
God‘s prophet is pronouncing this judgment. In another psalm, David foretold that burning coals and fire would
rain down on the wicked (Psalm 11:6), as Sodom and Gomorrah experienced (Genesis 19:24). Here that same
penalty is called for (Psalm 140:10), though the sense may be figurative of a calamitous divine judgment. As
David‘s enemies tried to trip him up to cause him to fall into traps (verse 5), David calls for them to fall into deep
pits ―that they rise not up again‖ (verse 10). This too may be figurative—of being sunk into ineffectiveness. If it
implies their deaths, then their not rising again would refer to them no longer being alive to cause trouble in the
present world—not to them never being in a future resurrection. The next psalm likewise calls for the wicked to
fall into their own nets (141:9-10). David ends Psalm 140 in verses 12-13 on a confident note, assured that God
will bring justice to the needy and afflicted and that God‘s people will dwell with Him in perpetual gratitude.
Psalm 141 is the second in the sequence of five psalms of David seeking deliverance from the wicked. David
also prays here that he be kept from taking part with them in their evildoings. He begins with an urgent call for
God to hear his plea (verse 1) and declares his intention to present his prayer, with hands raised toward
heaven, as incense and as the evening sacrifice, desiring that God accept it as such (verse 2).
Incense was burned on the golden altar within the tabernacle—later the temple—every morning and evening to
infuse the sanctuary with a sweet smell (see Exodus 30:1-10). Furthermore, frankincense was included with
burnt offerings (see 30:1-10, 34-38; Leviticus 2:2)—adding fragrance to the savor of the sacrificial meat being
cooked. Later in Scripture, the burning of incense is said to represent the prayers of God‘s people ascending to
Him (Revelation 5:8; 8:3-4).
The evening sacrifice was a regular daily burnt offering ―for a sweet aroma‖ (Numbers 28:3-8), symbolizing,
along with the morning sacrifice, regular and ongoing devotion to God. In considering the analogy, realize that
―the evening sacrifice took time, it took care, it took preparation, it was extremely costly, every action in it was
clearly thought out and performed in logical sequence‖ (George Knight, Psalms, comments on Psalm 141:1-10).
David‘s specification of the evening sacrifice rather than the morning one or both may indicate that he spoke or
composed this prayer in the evening—perhaps at the time of the evening sacrifice. It could even be that David
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routinely gave this or a like prayer as part of his reflection at the end of the day over an extended period of
time—that is, it may have become his own personal evening sacrifice. It is worth noting that ―both Ezra (Ezra 9)
and Daniel (Dan. 9) prayed at the time of the evening offering. After the second temple was built, this psalm
was read when the evening sacrifices were offered and the lamps were lit in the holy place‖ (Warren Wiersbe,
Be Exultant: Psalms 90–150, note on Psalm 141:1-2). Before praying for God to deal with the wicked and to
rescue him from them, David first turns to the issue of his own human proclivities, asking God to help him avoid
any deviation toward wickedness in his own character. This includes safeguarding his speech (verse 3)—for
control over one‘s tongue through God‘s help is a huge part of godly character (compare James 3). It also
means not eating of the wicked‘s ―delicacies‖ (Psalm 141:4) or ―dainties‖ (KJV). David is likely saying one of two
things here. Either he does not want to get drawn into enjoying the ―finer things‖ that come as a product of living
the evil lifestyle common among the rich and powerful. Or he does not want to be someone who is welcomed
as a guest among such people—dining in their homes and enjoying their hospitality.
If he starts leaning this way at all, David prays that the ―righteous‖—either a godly person or the righteous One,
God—will as a kindness ―strike‖ him (knock some sense into him) through rebuke. This will be like fine oil on the
head, a gesture of rich hospitality that he will not refuse (verse 5)—in contrast to the fineries of the wicked that
he intends to refuse.
The Hebrew text then becomes somewhat difficult to understand—from the end of verse 5 through verse 7.
Translators have rendered this section in various ways over the centuries. The primary controversy centers on
to whom these verses are referring. Many believe the last line of verse 5 refers to the righteous—that David is
praying for them ―in their calamities‖ (KJV). However, the plural ―their‖ more likely seems to refer back to the
workers of iniquity in verse 4 (since the ―righteous…him‖ in verse 5 is singular). And the KJV ―in their calamities‖
is reinterpreted as ―in [the face of] their evils.‖ This is the sense followed in most modern versions.
If that is correct, then verse 6 (which some take to refer to the sufferings of the righteous) would, as seems
more likely, also refer to the wicked: ―When their judges [the leaders of the wicked] are overthrown in stony
places, they [the wicked] shall hear my words; for they [my words] are sweet‖ (KJV). The word translated
―sweet‖ can also mean ―pleasing‖ or ―agreeable.‖ Some take this to mean that the general populace of the
wicked will actually be willing to listen to David after their rulers fall. Others believe the meaning is that the
wicked are going to be forced by the fall of their leaders to see that David‘s words were ―well spoken‖ (NIV)—
whether that‘s agreeable to them or not.
Moving on to verse 7, there is again scholarly disagreement. Whose bones are scattered at the mouth of the
grave? David mentions ―our bones,‖ though many prefer to have him say ―their bones‖—that is, those of the
wicked. The NIV adds to the beginning of this statement the words ―They will say‖ and interprets verse 7 as
quoting the wicked—the description here seeming to fit the wicked rulers cast down in verse 6. Then again,
others see no evidence for any quotation in verse 7 and understand David to be referring figuratively to the
devastated state of himself and others of the righteous who are persecuted by the wicked (compare 143:3, 7)—
giving the basis for the stated judgment on the wicked in the previous verse (141:6) and the reason for his call
for deliverance and justice in the next verses (8-10). In these concluding verses, David turns his eyes to God,
his only refuge from the intrigues of the wicked (verses 8-9). Similar to the previous psalm, he asks that the
wicked be caught up in their own plotting (verse 10; compare 140:5, 9-10)—while he is set free into safety.
―The LORD Preserves All Who Love Him‖ (Psalms 142–145)
Psalm 142 is a maskil, an instructive psalm or ―contemplation‖ (NKJV), the third prayer in the sequence of five
in which David asks for deliverance from persecutors. The occasion here, as the title notes, is ―when he was in
the cave.‖ This could refer to either of two episodes when David fled from King Saul. One was into the cave at
Adullam (1 Samuel 22:1, 4), 16 miles southwest of Jerusalem, and the other was into the cave at En Gedi
(24:1-22), the oasis near the Dead Sea. Another psalm is linked with the episode at En Gedi (Psalm 57). And
that episode does not fit the sense of abject loneliness and abandonment described in Psalm 142. It appears
far more likely that David‘s time at Adullam is the subject of this psalm, as we will see. We earlier read this
psalm in conjunction with the biblical account of that period (see the Bible Reading Program comments on 1
Samuel 22:1-5; Psalm 142; 1 Chronicles 12:8-18).
David desperately pours out his heart to God. As if the secret plotting against him were not enough, he now
feels alone and forsaken, lamenting that there is no one at his right hand—that no one acknowledges him and
no one cares about him (verse 4). The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―With enemies on every path, David
screams to God that he is defenseless. The armed soldier in ancient Israel probably would have had his spear
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or sword in his right hand and his shield in his left. The shield of one man would protect the right side of his
neighbor. David cries that there is no one on his right side‖ (note on verses 3-5). The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary adds, ―The ‗right‘ signifies the place where one‘s witness or legal council stood (cf. 16:8; 109:31;
110:5; 121:5)‖ (note on verses 3c-4).
This situation might not at first glance seem to match the details of David‘s experience at Adullam, for 1 Samuel
22 says that his family gathered to him there and that a large group of malcontents soon banded together there
under his leadership—a formidable force of 400 men that later surged to 600, with this base camp being
referred to in 1 Chronicles 12 as a stronghold. Yet realize that David first arrived there by himself. We should
therefore understand Psalm 142 as describing his feelings between the first and second sentences of 1 Samuel
22:1—before his family and others showed up, when he was all alone. Of course, David understood that he was
not totally alone. With no other human being to lean on, David still has Someone to turn to. He cries out to God,
―You are my refuge‖ (Psalm 142:5; compare Psalm 46) and ―my portion in the land of the living‖ (142:5). Thus,
even in his despair as a fugitive hiding out in a cave, David still views God as His share in life, which he is still
blessed to be living.
Moreover, David has faith that God will send help and abundance his way, including a support crowd (verse 7).
How wonderful it is to know that this is just what happened not long after David prayed his heartfelt prayer. On
top of that, he eventually became the king of Israel. And more important still, he will ultimately share possession
of the universe as a divine king in God‘s eternal royal family—as will all of us who continue to follow God.
Psalm 143 is the fourth in the sequence of five psalms of David (within the collection of eight) wherein David
prays for deliverance from enemies. It is classified as one of the seven penitential psalms (6; 32; 38; 51; 102;
130; 143). These psalms have in common an acknowledgment of sin (32:5; 38:18; 51:2-4; 130:3) and/or a
reference to deserved punishment (6:1; 38:1; 102:10; 143:2). In this psalm, David doesn‘t acknowledge specific
sins but is clearly aware of his own failings, asking to be passed over in judgment. He knows that such
judgment would find him guilty, as he, like everyone, has sinned (compare Psalm 143:2; Romans 3:10, 23). So
he pleads for mercy, basing his appeal on God‘s faithfulness and righteousness (Psalm 143:1) in dealing with
one who is His servant (verse 2; compare verses 11-12).
David further implies that he is unable to withstand judgment given his already-overwhelmed state, crushed to
the depths of despair by enemy persecution that brought him seemingly near death (verses 3-4, 7). Although
David is probably referring to a human enemy (verse 3) and enemies (verse 12) who have persistently hounded
him, he may have in mind as well the spiritual Adversary, Satan the devil, and his demons, who are also
associated with darkness and the pit (see Ephesians 6:12; Revelation 20:1-2). David likens his yearning for
God to dry ground that needs rain (verse 6). Interestingly, rain in other passages symbolizes God‘s Word and
teachings (Isaiah 55:6-13; Deuteronomy 32:1-3), the Holy Spirit (44:3-4), righteousness (Hosea 10:12) and the
coming of God (6:1, 3). David needs all of this. In desperation he cries out for God‘s immediate intervention. He
cannot rely on his own overwhelmed and failing spirit (Psalm 143:4, 7), referring to his weakened strength of
mind. He requires the help of God‘s good Spirit (see verse 10). He needs an understanding of how to go
forward (verse 8), rescue from his enemies (verse 9), instruction in righteousness (verse 10), and relief and
empowerment (verse 11). As in the opening of the psalm (verses 1-2), David again bases his plea for help
(including justice on enemies) on the fact that he is God‘s servant (verses 11-12)—stressing here God‘s hesed,
rendered ―mercy‖ (verse 12, NKJV) but also translatable as ―loyal love‖ or ―devotion.‖ The point is that God has
made promises of steadfast love and help to those who are His servants—even, as verse 11 implies, staking
His name, His reputation, on this.
Psalm 144 is the last in the sequence here of five psalms of David seeking rescue from foes, in this case
referring to treacherous foreign enemies in a time of war or the threat of war. It contains a number of similarities
with David‘s great victory song found in 2 Samuel 22 and Psalm 18. As the victory song evidently came late in
David‘s life, after all his foes were subdued, and Psalm 144 was written while David still needed deliverance
from foreign enemies, it would appear that the victory song borrowed elements from Psalm 144 rather than the
other way around. In fact, there is more in the specific wording of both songs to confirm this, as we will see.
Psalm 144 opens with David praising God as his ―Rock‖ (verse 1a), the word here also meaning ―strength,‖
which could mean a stronghold or fortress. The same word appears at the beginning of Psalm 18 as ―strength‖
(verse 1), but it is paired in the next verse with another word meaning ―rock‖ (verse 2; compare 2 Samuel 22:2).
Note also the references to God as ―fortress‖ and ―high tower‖ (Psalm 144:2; compare 18:2; 2 Samuel 22:2-3).
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In Psalm 144:2 David refers to God as He ―who trains my hands for war, and my fingers for battle‖ (144:1b).
Compare the victory song: ―He teaches my hands to make war‖ (Psalm 18:34; 2 Samuel 22:35). Thus David
credits God for making him a successful warrior-king. The Nelson Study Bible suggests: ―It is also possible that
this psalm was used in the training of the army (as was Ps. 149). Warfare in ancient Israel was tied closely to
the worship of God. Deliverance from the enemy was not just a task for tough soldiers, it was a matter of active
piety‖ (introductory note on Psalm 144). As God‘s earthly kingdom at that time, Israel and its human ruler
battled foreign enemies at God‘s command. Christians today, who wait for God‘s future Kingdom, do not have
this responsibility and therefore do not participate in physical warfare (compare John 18:36). Of course, God
does teach us to fight spiritual battles against our spiritual enemies.
Verse 3 of Psalm 144, asking what is man (the Hebrew here connoting mortal man) that God should care for
him, is nearly the same as Psalm 8:4. Actually, David evidently took this wording, as found in both psalms, from
Job 7:17-18. In fact, the previous clause of that passage, ―For my days are but a breath‖ (verse 16), is echoed
in the next words of Psalm 144: ―Man is like a breath; his days are like a passing shadow‖ (verse 4). ―The
Hebrew word translated ‗breath‘ [here and in Job 7:16] is habel, the name of one of Adam‘s sons (Abel), and
the word translated ‗vanity‘ thirty-eight times in Ecclesiastes. (See also 39:4-6, 22; 62:9; 78:33, 94:11.) The
‗shadow‘ image is found in 102:11, 109:23, Job 8:9 and 14:2, and Ecclesiastes 6:12 and 8:13‖ (Wiersbe, Be
Exultant, note on Psalm 144:1-4).
This presentation of the frailty of human existence sets up David‘s plea for God‘s powerful intervention. The
imagery of the bowing down of the heavens, the flashing forth of lightning bolts as arrows and the rescue from
great waters representative of foreign adversaries (verses 5-7) is all found in the victory song as well (compare
18:9, 14, 16-17; 2 Samuel 22:10, 15, 17-18). However, Psalm 144 asks for these things to happen, while the
victory song shows them as already accomplished. Thus, the victory song is essentially praise and thanks for
God answering the plea of Psalm 144—further demonstrating the order in which these psalms were composed.
Verse 8 and the recapitulation of the plea for deliverance in verse 11 seem to imply that the foreign enemies are
violating some treaty or other agreement they had made with Israel.
David, anticipating deliverance and victory, says he will sing a new song to God (verse 9; compare 33:2-3;
40:3). This could refer to singing an old song with renewed joy and zeal. Yet in this case it may well refer to the
composition of a completely new song—the best fit seeming to be the victory song of Psalm 18 and 2 Samuel
22. In the context of this new song is the reference to God as ―the One who gives salvation to kings, who
delivers David His servant from the deadly sword‖ (Psalm 144:10). Considering that the names of the psalmists
are rarely included in the lyrics of the psalms, compare the victory song: ―Great deliverance He gives to His
king, and shows mercy to His anointed, to David and his descendants forevermore‖ (18:50; compare 2 Samuel
22:51).
Praying for God‘s deliverance in faith, David can foresee strong, healthy children, prosperity, peace and
contentment for God‘s nation (Psalm 144:12-15). Such happiness, as verse 15 makes clear, is the reward of
the people of God—both in this age and, in an ultimate sense, in the age to come. It would be beneficial to read
Psalm 18 or 2 Samuel 22 following Psalm 144 to see the intervention of God in answering David‘s prayer.
Psalm 145, the last of the final collection of eight Davidic psalms (138–145), is a grand hymn of praise for God
the Great King and His majestic reign and gracious acts—including the deliverance of His people. It serves as
the closing frame of the five prayers of David seeking rescue from wicked enemies (140–144)—perhaps placed
here as grateful and worshipful praise in collective response to God‘s intervention in all these past situations
and His faithfulness to continue intervening (compare 145:18-20). The hymn also serves to transition to the final
five untitled psalms of Hallelujah (―Praise the LORD‖) that close the book of Psalms (146–150). This psalm is
specifically titled a ―praise‖ or tehillah (derived from hallel)—the only psalm so titled. From the plural form of this
word, tehillim, has come the traditional Hebrew name for the book of Psalms—Sefer Tehillim or ―Book of
Praises.‖
David composed Psalm 145 in the form of an alphabetic acrostic, with each succeeding verse beginning with a
succeeding letter of the Hebrew alphabet—with the exception, according to the Masoretic Text, of the letter
nun. A number of modern versions, based on other texts, include an additional verse corresponding to this letter
after verse 13 (though not numbered as a separate verse). However, this does not appear to be justified. As
John Gill‘s Exposition of the Entire Bible comments: ―This psalm is written alphabetically, as is observed on the
title of it; but the letter ‗nun‘ is here wanting…. Nor is the order always strictly observed in alphabetical psalms;
in the thirty-seventh psalm the letter ‗ain‘ is wanting, and three [letters] in the twenty-fifth psalm. The Septuagint,
Vulgate Latin, Syriac, Arabic, and Ethiopic versions, supply this defect here, by inserting these words, ‗the Lord
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is faithful in all his words, and holy in all his works,‘ as if they were begun with the word Nman, but they seem to
be taken from Ps 145:17, with a little alteration‖ (note on verse 13).
David begins his hymn of praise with a powerful declaration that he will extol (exalt or lift up), bless and praise
God every day forever and ever (verses 1-2)—demonstrating an understanding that he himself will live forever
to render this worship. He then states the theme of his psalm: ―Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised;
and His greatness is unsearchable‖ (verse 3; compare Romans 11:33). David can compose praise from
uncountable manifestations of God‘s greatness: His nature, His creation, His plan of salvation, His dealings with
mankind.
In verses 4-12 David mentions a number of ways that praise for God will be promulgated. He starts by declaring
that praise for God‘s awesome works will resound from one generation to the next (verse 4). This is
accomplished as stories of God‘s great acts are taught to succeeding generations. The passing on of such
knowledge is primarily the responsibility of parents (compare Deuteronomy 4:9; 6:7). Another means of
transmitting this knowledge is through the recording of God‘s acts for posterity, as was done in the Scriptures.
In fact, observe next in Psalm 145 the back and forth of ―I will meditate‖ (verse 5) and ―Men shall speak‖ (verse
6a), ―I will declare‖ (verse 6b) and ―They shall utter‖ (verse 7). Modern Bible versions often eliminate these
shifts, but they are clearly present in the Hebrew. Perhaps the idea here is that David is declaring God‘s praises
in this and other psalms—which others in later generations will sing and talk about.
David then inserts here God‘s revelation of Himself through His character, essentially repeating God‘s
description of Himself to Moses as gracious, compassionate, full of mercy or loving devotion, slow to anger, and
good (verses 8-9; compare Exodus 34:6-7). Similar wording may also be found in other psalms (e.g., 86:5, 15;
111:4; 112:4). In the next verse (Psalm 145:10a), David says that all of God‘s works will praise Him, echoing
Psalm 19:1-3, where the evidence of God‘s creative handiwork in the heavens ―declares‖ God‘s glory. And a
further method of the transmission of God‘s praise is through the speaking of His saints—His sanctified
people—whose task it is to proclaim His Kingdom and mighty acts to the sons of men, the people of this world
(verses 10a-12). This is primarily accomplished today, as the New Testament makes clear, through the
Church‘s proclamation of the gospel of the Kingdom. Yet in an ultimate sense, this may picture the saints, when
resurrected and glorified as kings and priests in God‘s future Kingdom, teaching the gospel to all nations.
Verse 13, it should be noted, stresses the eternal nature of God‘s Kingdom and dominion. We should realize
that Scripture presents God‘s Kingdom in three ways. In the first two senses it is a present reality. God is
particularly the King of His people—both ancient Israel and spiritual Israel, His Church, today. Moreover, God is
of course always and ever the King of the universe—Sovereign over all His created realm. Yet for the time
being, God permits resistance to His rule. And this brings us to the third, future sense of God‘s Kingdom. When
Jesus Christ returns, He will set up God‘s Kingdom over all nations, enforcing its laws throughout the world and
leading everyone to accept God‘s sovereignty or be removed. All these senses of God‘s reign appear in the
remainder of the psalm.
Verses 14-16 illustrate God‘s compassion and goodness as, through His sovereign rule, He helps the needy
and provides sustenance for all living things. Note that the word ―gracious‖ in verse 8 is translated from hannun,
meaning stooping in kindness to help (Strong‘s No. 2587, from 2603). In verse 17 the word translated
―gracious‖ is hasid (Strong‘s No. 2623)—an adjective form of hesed (No. 2617), meaning loyal love or devotion.
Indeed, in verses 17-20 we see God‘s loyal love to His devoted people. He will answer their prayers and save
them.
While the deliverance and preservation of God‘s people in these verses happens today, the ultimate fulfillment
of this passage will come with the establishment of God‘s Kingdom on earth in the future, when the wicked who
refuse to come under God‘s loving authority will be destroyed (verse 20) and David‘s praise will be part of a
vast chorus of all people praising God for all time (verse 21).
―Praise Your God, O Zion!‖ (Psalms 146–147)
We come now to the concluding section of the book of Psalms, the final Hallel (―Praise‖) collection (Psalms
146–150)—the other two being the Egyptian Hallel (113–118) and the Great Hallel (120–136). In this final
cluster of five untitled and unattributed hymns, each is bracketed at beginning and end by shouts of Hallelujah!
(―Praise YAH,‖ typically appearing as ―Praise the LORD‖)—perhaps added by the final editors of the Psalter
(see in comparison Psalms 105–106 and 111–117).
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The Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments: ―The Psalter collection [the whole book of Psalms] begins with two
psalms that address the reader and whose function is to identify those to whom the collections [of the Psalter]
specifically belong [that is, those who fit the profile of the righteous as portrayed in the Psalms—the holy
congregation of God] (see…Ps 1–2). Here, at the collection‘s end, that congregation gives voice to its final
themes. They are the themes of praise—and calls to praise—of Zion‘s heavenly King (see 146:10; 147:12;
149:2), the Maker, Sustainer and Lord over all creation (see 146:6; 147:4, 8-9, 15-18; 148:5-6); the one sure
hope of those who in their need and vulnerability look to him for help (see 146:5-9; 147:2-3, 6, 11, 13-14;
149:4); the Lord of history whose commitment to his people is their security and the guarantee that, as his
kingdom people (see especially 147:19-20), they will ultimately triumph over all the forces of this world arrayed
against them (see 146:3, 10; 147:2, 6, 10, 13-14; 148:14; 149:4-9)‖ (introductory note on Psalms 146–150).
The psalms of this final section are typically thought to have been composed following the Jewish return from
Babylonian Exile. However, there is no way to really know whether this is the case. It does seem likely that
these psalms were at least arranged as a concluding group at that time. The Latin Vulgate translation follows
the Greek Septuagint in attributing Psalms 146 and 147 (with the latter divided into two psalms) to the postexilic
prophets Haggai and Zechariah respectively. However, there is no other evidence to corroborate this.
Psalm 146, the first in the final Hallel collection, is, as the Zondervan NIV Study Bible notes, ―a hymn in praise
of Zion‘s heavenly King, with special focus on his powerful and trustworthy care for Zion‘s citizens who look to
him when oppressed, broken or vulnerable. It has many thematic links with Ps 33; 62; 145.‖ Indeed, there are a
number of very close links to the latter, the previous psalm, as we will see—thus providing a good transition
from the Davidic collection (138–145) to the final collection of psalms (146–150).
Following the opening general declaration of Hallelujah or ―Praise the Lord,‖ the psalmist gives the same
imperative to himself (verse 1)—and all who sing the song thus proclaim this directive to themselves as well. ―O
my soul‖ here is simply a way of speaking to oneself. For a similar directive, compare the opening and closing
of Psalms 103 and 104.
Psalm 146:3-5 echoes 118:8-9 in calling on people to not trust in mortal human beings no matter what their
station in life but rather to look to God. Of course, we have to trust people to a certain extent as part of life. The
point here is that other human beings should not be our ultimate source of trust. For that we must rely on God
(compare also Jeremiah 17:5, 7).
Incidentally, note that the New King James Version translates the end of verse 4 to say that when a human
being dies and his spirit leaves his body, at the same time ―his plans perish.‖ The NIV says, ―his plans come to
nothing,‖ and other modern translations follow suit. However, the earlier King James Version renders this
literally to say ―his thoughts perish.‖ While thoughts can certainly include plans, there is no valid basis here for
limiting the scope of the word. Rather, the basis in this case is one of doctrinal bias, and this is a good example
of how such bias can influence translation. No doubt later translators found the literal wording untenable given
their belief in the immortality of the human soul wherein consciousness continues apart from the body—a
doctrine not supported by Scripture. The Bible instead teaches that at death a person‘s thoughts do in fact
cease: ―The dead know nothing… There is no work or device or knowledge in the grave where you are going‖
(Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10). Death is elsewhere portrayed in Scripture as an unconscious sleep. Life after death is
not as a disembodied consciousness but will come only through a future resurrection of the dead to a new
body.
Returning now to the progression of the psalm, let‘s note again that verse 5 gives the contrast to verses 3-4.
Rather than trusting in mortal man, ―happy‖ or ―blessed‖ (NIV) is the person who relies on God for help. The
remainder of the psalm then explains why this is so, showing that God—the Almighty Creator, Sustainer and
Deliverer, who faithfully loves and cares for those in need, and who (in contrast to dying) lives and reigns
forever—can truly be counted on.
―The LORD raises those who are bowed down‖ (verse 8) is essentially repeated from the previous psalm
(compare 145:14). God giving food to the hungry (146:7) is also found in the previous psalm (145:15-16).
Furthermore, God caring for the righteous and upending the wicked is found in both songs (145:17-20; 146:89)—as is the focus on God reigning forever (145:13; 146:10). As in many psalms, God is identified with His
nation of Israel. Note in verse 5 that He is the ―God of Jacob,‖ and in verse 10 that He is referred to ―Your God,
O Zion.‖ Israel and Zion are the special recipients of God‘s attentive care and blessings. We will see this focus
in the next psalm as well. Yet we should recognize, as throughout the Psalter, that these names can apply to
God‘s spiritual people as well—His Church. Moreover the ultimate fulfillment of the help promised in both
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psalms will come with he future establishment of the Kingdom of God over all nations—who must all become
part of Israel in a spiritual sense.
Psalm 147, the second of the final five Hallelujah Psalms, praises the Almighty Creator and Provider for His
special devotion to His chosen nation, thanking Him for gathering Israel‘s exiles to Jerusalem, blessing them
with peace and abundance and teaching them His statutes and judgments. The Greek Septuagint translation of
the Hebrew Bible divides the composition into two separate psalms (verses 1-11, 12-20). However, besides the
unity maintained in the Hebrew text tradition and the cohesiveness of the subject matter, it has been argued
that there is ―a good defense for the unity [of the work] by a careful analysis of the structural components,
repetition, and parallelism‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introductory note on Psalm 147).
Thanking God in a psalm for the gathering of Israel‘s outcasts (verse 2) would seem to suggest some actual
experience of this as a present reality when the song was composed. The return of exiles here is paired with
the ―building up‖ of Jerusalem (see same verse), which probably refers to increasing population in addition to
the restoration of buildings and institutions. Many commentators believe this psalm was composed following the
return of the Jewish exiles from captivity in Babylon, which seems a reasonable conclusion. A number try to
further pin down the setting, believing that the reference to Jerusalem‘s gates being strengthened in verse 13
hints at the work of Nehemiah in rebuilding the city walls and gates. Some even suggest that this psalm was the
one sung at the dedication of the rebuilt walls (see Nehemiah 12:27-43). There is, however, no way to know
this, especially as God‘s strengthening of Zion‘s gates may be a figurative expression of His protection.
Even with a historical context for Psalm 147, the return of Israel‘s outcasts should not be limited to the small
Jewish return from ancient Babylon. Rather verse 2 is evidently meant in an ongoing sense. As time went on,
God would further build up Jerusalem and gather the exiles—including those not only of Judah but of all Israel.
As we know from other passages, this would happen in stages. Outcasts of Israel would first return to God in a
spiritual sense—the forerunners in this return forming spiritual Zion or Jerusalem, the Church of God. Romans
11 explains that the Israelites were broken off from God‘s covenant nation for disobedience, yet they would be
grafted back in, in a spiritual return, through repentance—along with gentiles who would also become part of
Israel spiritually. As also explained in that chapter, those returning are the elect according to grace—again,
God‘s Church. And this is a forerunner of a greater return of all Israel in the future—that return being both
spiritual and geographic—as shown in numerous prophecies. There is no way to know whether the psalmist
himself understood all this—but God, who inspired the psalm, certainly did.
The future gathering of all Israel to the Promised Land will occur when Jesus Christ returns in power and glory:
―For the LORD shall build up Zion; He shall appear in His glory. He shall regard the prayer of the destitute, and
shall not despise their prayer. This will be written for the generation to come, that a people yet to be created
may praise the LORD‖ (Psalm 102:16-18). Psalm 147:3 speaks similarly of God healing the brokenhearted and
binding up their wounds—God‘s most important rebuilding work being within the human heart. In an ultimate
sense these words apply to the wonderful time of God‘s intervention to come. Yet there was a vital measure of
application for the returned exiles at the time of the song‘s composition—and so it is with us today. Indeed, this
was part of the mission of the Messiah (Isaiah 61:1-2), and Jesus has already embarked on this mission (Luke
4:16-21) as He builds His Church, spiritual Zion, the Israel of God.
The psalm then abruptly turns to the matter of just who is doing this great work. It is the same One who made
the vast universe and who also takes care of it (Psalm 147:4-9). Verses 4-6 are evidently taken in part from
Isaiah 40, which mentions God counting the stars and calling them all by name (verse 26), as well as His
understanding being unsearchable (verse 28) and His giving power to the weak who wait on Him (verses 2931). As noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 40:26, the concept of God counting and
naming all the stars is staggering beyond comprehension. For given that there are at least a hundred billion
galaxies of a hundred billion stars each, naming each star at a rate of one per second would take more than
21,000 times the 15-billion-year age that scientists claim for the universe. ―Great [indeed] is our Lord, and
mighty in power; His understanding is infinite‖ (Psalm 147:5).
Thus He certainly knows how to care for those in need and render judgment on those who defy Him (compare
verse 6). This contrast of verse 6—lifting the humble (tying back to verse 3) and casting down the wicked—
parallels statements in the previous two psalms (145:14-20; 146:7-9). Psalm 147:7-9 calls for thanks to God for
not only His creation but for causing life to flourish through His care and provision. Giving food to the animals
(verse 9a) recalls God providing for all living things in Psalm 145:15-16. The imagery of feeding the crying
young ravens (147:9b) is drawn from God‘s own words in Job 38:41. As the Bible Reading Program
commented on that verse, Job was to understand that God‘s point was about more than animals. Rather, as
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Jesus said to human beings about God providing for the birds, ―Are you not of more value than they?‖ (Matthew
6:26).
The next verse, Psalm 147:10, should not be taken to mean that God doesn‘t enjoy horses and their powerful
strength or that he is unhappy with His creation of human legs. Rather, these things are elements in which
people placed undue trust—horses and the strength and endurance of men‘s legs being military assets.
Consider Psalm 33:16-17: ―No king is saved by the multitude of an army; a mighty man is not delivered by great
strength. A horse is a vain hope for safety; neither shall it deliver any by its great strength.‖ There is only one
reliable source of deliverance: ―Some trust in chariots, and some in horses; but we will remember the name of
the LORD our God‖ (20:7). The point of Psalm 147:10-11 is that God is not looking for powerful people or
armies to prop Him up. He doesn‘t need that at all. Instead, He wants humble people who realize their need for
Him—who properly fear Him and rely on His hesed, His mercy or loving devotion.
For the exiles who returned from ancient Babylon this was a sorely needed message. They were weak militarily
and beset by neighboring enemies. God says essentially: ―Look, you don‘t need to be some elite fighting force
to be My people. You just look to Me, and I‘ll take care of whatever needs to be taken care of.‖ We see this in
the next verses, where the people of Jerusalem are told to praise God—for He has strengthened their gates, He
has blessed their children, He gives them peace on their borders and He abundantly provides them with the
best crops (147:12-14).
Verses 15-18 illustrate again God‘s rule over nature, the imagery in this case being one of winter weather.
Stress is put on the elements of creation being immediately responsive to God‘s commands (verses 15, 18)—a
pattern that should be followed by God‘s people, as implied in verses 19-20. There are perhaps other spiritual
lessons here as well. It is hard to bear the bitter cold (verse 17). But in God‘s time,seasonally, warm breezes
come, the cold is broken, ice accumulation melts and water flows (verse 18)—again demonstrating God‘s
providence, and this on His time schedule. This is something to consider when times are hard. Know that
there‘s a point to it and that circumstances will ultimately vastly improve, culminating in refreshment and
fulfillment.
Finally, far more important than the physical help and sustenance God has given to Israel is the blessing of His
instructions—the code of conduct laid out in His Word. The words in verses 19-20 (coupled with the last verse
of the next song, 148:14) echo those of Moses in Deuteronomy 4:7-8: ―For what great nation is there that has
God so near to it, as the LORD our God is to us, for whatever reason we may call upon Him? And what great
nation is there that has such statutes and righteous judgments as are in all this law which I set before you this
day?‖ God has not blessed any other nation in this way. In fact, for other nations to participate in this exclusive
relationship, they must become part of Israel in a spiritual sense.
Of course, just understanding God‘s laws is not enough. We must, as the natural realm, obey the commands
God gives if they are to do us any good. Yet in our case He has given us the choice of whether to obey Him or
not. Rejection of God‘s commands excludes a person from God‘s chosen covenant nation. Thus, for the
returning outcasts, true return to God resulting in His healing and help requires embracing God‘s laws and living
by them. The same applies to us.
―Praise Him, All His Hosts!‖ (Psalms 148–150)
Third in the series of five concluding Hallelujah Psalms, Psalm 148 is a creation hymn in which the whole of the
created realm is called on to praise the Creator. ―Whatever its original liturgical purpose, its placement here at
the center of the five concluding hymns serves to complete the scope of the calls to praise with which the
Psalter closes…. Two similarly constructed stanzas call on all creatures in the heavens (vv. 1-6) and all
creatures beneath the heavens [i.e., on earth] (vv. 7-14) to join in the chorus of praise…. Both stanzas end with
a couplet setting forth the motivation for praise. The second of these (vv. 12-14), made up of extended lines,
clearly constitutes the climax‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, introductory note on Psalm 148).
It is interesting to note that the word ―praise‖ (hallel) is used 13 times in the psalm—once in the opening Hallelu
Yah (―Praise the LORD‖) frame, once in the closing frame and 11 times in between. This is parallel in count to
the final, closing psalm of the Psalter, Psalm 150. Yet while the final psalm is rather uniform in all its calls to
praise, listing them in short statements one after the other (as we will later examine), Psalm 148 follows that
pattern in only its first part. Observe in this song that the opening call to praise is followed by seven short calls
to praise in the imperative (or command) mood (verses 1-4), followed then by one in the jussive subjunctive
mood—that is, in the form of ―let them‖ (verse 5). The second section of the psalm begins with a single
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imperative call to praise (verse 7), which is followed much later by another in the form of ―let them‖ (verse 13)
and then the use of ―praise‖ as a noun (verse 14)—ending with the final closing call to praise.
The worship of God begins in the heavens (verse 1) with God‘s angels (verse 2), the celestial bodies (verse 3),
and the ―waters above the skies‖ (verse 4, NIV)—seemingly referring to the vapor of the earth‘s atmosphere
(compare Genesis 1:7). Thus all three ―heavens‖ mentioned in the Bible appear to be represented in this
passage—the ―heaven‖ of God‘s throne, the ―heaven‖ of outer space and the ―heaven‖ of earth‘s atmosphere.
Note in this regard that the apostle Paul refers to the heaven of God‘s throne as the ―third heaven‖ (2
Corinthians 12:2).
In Psalm 148:2, the word ―hosts‖ seems to be paralleled with angels—which would follow the pattern of Psalm
103:20-21. Yet this term (translated from the Hebrew sabaoth) in a broader sense designates groupings of
forces or powers, such as armies (sometimes including Israel‘s armies). The word can even refer to the sun,
moon and stars (Deuteronomy 4:19; Psalm 33:6; Jeremiah 33:22). As these are mentioned next in Psalm
148:3, perhaps ―hosts‖ is being used as a transitional term between angels and the heavenly bodies—
especially as angels are compared to stars in other passages (see Job 38:7; Revelation 1:20). Indeed, as the
call to the hosts in Psalm 148:2 is the central one of the seven calls to praise (following the opening call), the
term perhaps applies here to all the heavenly powers, both throngs of angels and the multitude of the stars that
light the physical universe. The praise of the heavenly bodies is silent but undeniable, as their beauty, grandeur,
enduring patterns of movement, and seemingly numberless count speak volumes about the One who made
them (see Psalm 19:1-6).
In the closing couplet of this section, God‘s creation of all these things through the power of His word along with
His perpetual establishment of them through natural laws is the basis for praise (Psalm 148:5-6). The next
section starts with a call to praise from the earth (verse 7). Rather than constantly repeating the word ―praise‖
as in the first section, the opening call to praise God in verse 7 is issued collectively to all things listed in verses
7-12. As the previous section left off with the waters above the heavens, this section begins with the waters
below the heavens in the mention of ―great sea creatures and all ocean depths‖ (verse 7b, NIV).
Next mentioned is a diversity of weather phenomenon (verse 8)—classed not in the heavenly realm but with
things on earth because their impact is felt on the ground. ―Fire‖ here is most likely a reference to ―lightning‖
(NIV), as in other passages. Note that these things are pictured as ―fulfilling His word‖—their existence and the
fact that they follow laws He has set, as well as His direct command at times, serving to glorify God (compare
147:15-18).
Mountains, trees and animals in all their natural wonder also join in the chorus of praise (148:9-10). Though
they cannot speak, they all declare the design of the Master Designer. We then come at last to the pinnacle of
God‘s earthly creation, mankind, described here as all nations and their leaders (verse 11) as well as all
individual human beings—male and female, young and old (verse 12).
In the conclusion of this section (verses 13-14), two reasons are given for all to join in the praise of the name of
the ―LORD‖ (i.e., YHWH—―He Is Who He Is‖). First is that His name alone is exalted above the earth and
heavens just described (verse 13). His name designates Him alone, in contrast to the created realm, as eternal
and uncreated, having life in Himself. Moreover, He is the very Creator and Sovereign Ruler of all His creation.
The second basis for praise here is God‘s exalting of the ―horn‖ (symbolizing strength) of His covenant people,
His saints, for He has empowered them to declare His praise on behalf of the whole earthly creation (verse
14)—in this psalm and throughout the entire Psalter. The word translated ―saints‖ here is hasidim, the singular
form of this word being related to hesed, used of God‘s loving devotion. The saints here, then, are those who
are faithfully devoted to God in return—the pious. (From this word, incidentally, derives the designation
―Hasidic‖ Jews, denoting the orthodox Jewish community.) The faithful here are further defined as ―the children
of Israel, a people near to Him‖ (same verse). This special relationship was spotlighted at the end of the
previous psalm (147:20), the focus there being on God giving His statutes and judgments to Israel and not any
other nation. That blessing and the special status here of being near to God are both found in Deuteronomy
4:7-8. ―Israel‖ in the psalm‘s conclusion should be understood in the ideal sense of those who remain in
covenant with God, as opposed to those who are cut off through disobedience. Today, ―the Israel of God‖ is
synonymous with the Church of God (compare Galatians 6:16). Thus true Christians serve as God‘s priesthood
and spiritual nation to declare His praises on behalf of all the earth. The concluding focus on Israel and the
hasidim serves to introduce the next psalm, as we will see.
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Psalm 149, the fourth hymn in the concluding Hallel collection, is a royal psalm praising Israel‘s divine King for
granting to His people salvation and the high honor of executing His judgment on the nations for their defiance
of His rule. This psalm follows from the conclusion of the previous one, with emphasis on the role of Israel and
the focus on His ―saints‖ or hasidim, meaning devoted ones, the Hebrew word being used here three times—in
the first, middle and last verses (verses 1, 5, 9). And as inthe former case, ―Israel‖ and the ―saints‖ (in addition
to the ―children of Zion‖ in this psalm) should not be limited to God‘s physical nation. Rather, the truly devoted
and obedient people of God are principally in view here—spiritual Israel, the Church of God. This is especially
so, given the primarily end-time focus of the song (as implied by the granting of salvation and the execution of
vengeance on the nations).
The psalm begins with a call to praise God with a ―new song‖ (verse 1; compare 33:3; 40:3; 96:1). This does not
require a song never heard or sung before. The sense can be that of singing with renewed awareness of what
God has done. Even old psalms can be sung as new because the congregation always has fresh reasons for
expressing gratitude.
Note that the song is to be sung in ―the assembly of saints‖ (149:1). As The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary
points out, this statement in the closing frame of the book of Psalms ties back to the opening frame: ―The
phrase is equivalent to ‗congregation of the righteous‘ (1:5), and it may be that Psalm 149 is a formal closure of
the Psalter, climaxed by the great praise psalm, Psalm 150‖ (note on 149:1-5). There is a further tie back to the
opening as well. As noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Psalms 1 and 2, these two untitled
psalms together apparently form the opening frame of the Psalter. Psalm 1 lays out the character of the
righteous while Psalm 2 is a royal psalm focusing on the Messiah coming to conquer the world and set up His
Kingdom. So it seems appropriate to read Psalm 149, the next-to-last psalm, in light of that second opening
psalm.
The first part of Psalm 149 communicates a sense of celebration, including praising God with dance, singing
with timbrels (tambourines) and harps (verse 3)—celebratory elements that are all invoked in the next and final
psalm, as we will see. Israel rejoices because ―the LORD takes pleasure in His people‖ and ―will beautify the
humble with salvation‖ (149:4). God‘s people are thus equated with those who have a humble, respectful
attitude before Him, parallel to what we read just two psalms earlier within the same Hallel collection: ―The
LORD takes pleasure in those who fear Him, in those who hope in His mercy [hesed]‖ (Psalm 147:11). Here,
again, we see that their hope will be rewarded with being ―beautified‖ with salvation (149:4). The word here can
also mean ―adorned‖ and thus recalls other verses about being clothed with salvation (Psalm 132:16; Isaiah
61:10). The ―salvation‖ here could signify God saving His people from lifethreatening circumstances in the here
and now, yet the ultimate picture is certainly that of salvation in His coming Kingdom. The ancient Israelites in
singing this song would have understood both aspects.
The saints singing for joy on their beds (Psalm 149:5) contrasts greatly with past circumstances: ―The ‗beds,‘
which had before been soaked with tears, share in the joy of the Lord‘s deliverance (cf. 4:4; 6:6; 63:6; Hos
7:14)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Psalm 149:1-5). The latter part of the psalm praises God for giving His people a role
in executing judgment on the nations (verses 6-9). This applied in part to Old Testament Israel, as the nation
fought against the Canaanites, the Philistines and other enemies: ―Under the particular administration of the
emerging [earthly] kingdom of God put in place in the inauguration of the Sinai covenant…she [Israel] was
armed to execute God‘s sentence of judgment on the world powers that have launched attacks against the
kingdom of God. Under that arrangement, she served as the earthly contingent of the armies [or hosts] of the
King of heaven‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, introductory note on Psalm 149).
The Nelson Study Bible says that Psalm 149 ―was used by the army of Israel as well as by the people in their
worship of God…. [At verse 6] the focus of the psalm switches from the congregation at worship to the army in
training. Israel‘s army was to be the vanguard for the battle of the Lord. Their training was to have a strong
component of praise and worship of God‖ (introductory note on Psalm 149 and note on verse 6). Yet we should
once again recognize that the ―saints‖ in this and other psalms is primarily a reference to the spiritually
converted people of God—spiritual Zion, the Church. Of course, the Church in this age is not to take up arms
and fight, because Christ‘s Kingdom for which we wait is not of this world (see John 18:36). Yet when Jesus
returns to set His Kingdom up on this earth, His saints, then glorified in divine power, will fight alongside Him—
as this psalm makes clear. Indeed, as the patriarch Enoch prophesied, ―The Lord comes with ten thousands of
His saints, to execute judgment on all‖ (Jude 14-15).
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The two-edged sword here (Psalm 149:6) would seem to parallel the book of Revelation‘s figurative portrayal of
a sharp sword coming out of Christ‘s mouth at His return (Revelation 19:15; compare 1:16; Isaiah 11:4-5; 49:2).
And the imagery of a two-edged sword is used to represent the Word of God (compare Hebrews 4:12-13).
―The written judgment‖ (Psalm 149:9) refers to the ―punishments‖ and ―vengeance‖ (verse 7) recorded in God‘s
Word by the prophets. As Expositor‘s notes on verses 6-9, ―The ‗sentence‘ [NIV] (mishpat, ‗judgment‘) decrees
that on the day of the Lord, the wicked (individuals, nations, and kings) will be fully judged for the deeds done
against God and against his people (cf. Isa 24:21-22; 41:15-16; 45:14; 65:6; Ezek 38–39; Joel 3:9-16, 19-21;
Mic 4:13; Zech 14; 2 Thess 1:5-10).‖ The saints will then reign with Christ during the Millennium (see Revelation
20:6), continuing to rule by God‘s laws.
With Psalm 150, the fifth and final concluding Hallelujah Psalm, we come to the end of the book of Psalms. As
in Psalm 148, the word ―praise‖ (hallel) is used here 13 times. Yet this psalm more closely follows the pattern of
only the first part of Psalm 148. In this case we see, within the framing Hallelujahs at the beginning and end, 10
imperative calls to praise God (150:1-5) followed by a single summary call to praise in the jussive subjunctive
mood—that is, in the form of ―let them‖ (see verse 6). As these calls are brief and without expressive praise, the
entire psalm has the form of an extended doxology (a doxology being a brief expression of praise). Recall that
Books I through IV of the Psalter each end with a short doxology evidently added to the last psalm in each book
(see 41:13; 72:18-19; 89:52; 106:48). Now at the end of Book V, the entirety of Psalm 150 appears to perform
the same function—and it may have been composed specifically to close the Psalter.
Though brief, Psalm 150 encompasses many elements of the book of Psalms. As the Zondervan NIV Study
Bible comments in its introductory note on the song, ―This final call to praise moves powerfully by stages from
place [verse 1] to themes [verse 2] to orchestra [verses 3-4] to choir [verse 6], framed with Hallelujahs.‖
Verse 1 tells us where God should be praised—in His sanctuary and in His mighty firmament. The sanctuary is
God‘s temple, meaning His physical temple in Jerusalem and also His spiritual temple on earth, His Church, as
well as His heavenly temple. The ―firmament‖ here signifies heaven or the sky (see Genesis 1:6-8), and the
meaning in this case is probably the entire, vast universe. Verse 2 of Psalm 150 tells us why God should be
praised—―for His mighty acts‖ (for what He does) and ―for His excellent greatness‖ (for who and what He is).
Verses 3-5 tell us ―how God should be praised—with the whole orchestra (eight instruments: wind, string,
percussion), with dancing aptly placed at the middle‖ (Zondervan, note on verses 3-5)—recalling the celebratory
elements of the previous psalm (compare 149:3). Perhaps the idea here is simply to joyfully praise God with
whatever we have to praise Him. And finally, verse 6 of Psalm 150 tells us who should praise God—the choir of
all that have life and breath. As The Nelson Study Bible remarks on this verse: ―The very breath that God gives
us should be used to praise Him. As long as we live we should praise our Creator (146:1,2). By His breath God
created all things (33:6), and by our breath we should adore Him. The Book of Psalms begins with God‘s
blessing on the righteous (1:1) and concludes with all of creation blessing its loving Creator.‖
In all that we think, in all that we say, in all that we do, let it be to the praise of our great and loving God, our
Almighty Maker and Savior and King, the infinite and majestic Lord of all creation. And let us all sing with joyful
hearts, Hallelujah! Praise the Lord.
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PROVERBS
Introduction to Proverbs (Proverbs 1)
Second, following Psalms, in the Hebrew arrangement of the Writings section of the Old Testament is the
premier example of wisdom literature in Scripture—the book of Proverbs. The Hebrew title of the book, based
on the first verse, is Mishle Shelomoh, ―Proverbs of Solomon.‖ The Greek title used in the Septuagint is a
translation of this: Paroimiai Salomontos. As we will consider further, the Greek word here is also the word for
―parables.‖ The Latin title, Liber Proverbiorum, brings us closer to the English title we use today. The early
rabbinical writings called Proverbs Sepher Hokhmah, ―Book of Wisdom,‖ after its principal subject.
Just what is a proverb? In modern parlance the word denotes a memorable short saying summarizing a timetested truth—also known as an aphorism, adage, maxim, epigram or byword. One commentator explains:
―Proverbs are pithy statements that summarize in a few choice words practical truths relating to some aspect of
everyday life. The Spanish novelist Cervantes defined a proverb as ‗a short sentence based on long
experience.‘ From a literary point of view, that isn‘t a bad definition. Some people think that our English word
proverb comes from the Latin proverbium, which means ‗a set of words put forth,‘ or, ‗a saying supporting a
point.‘ Or, it may come from the Latin pro (‗instead of,‘ ‗on behalf of‘) and verba (‗words‘); that is, a short
statement that takes the place of many words. The proverb ‗Short reckonings make long friendships‘ comes
across with more power than a lecture on forgiving your friends‖ (Warren Wiersbe, Be Skillful: An Old
Testament Study—Proverbs: Tapping God‘s Guidebook to Fulfillment, 2004, p. 14).
Yet we should take care here to note that the Hebrew word translated ―proverb,‖ mashal (for which mishle is the
plural), is considerably broader than this. It corresponds to our idea of a proverb, a popular short saying, in
some passages (see 1 Samuel 10:12; 24:13). Yet it can also refer to a prophetic discourse (see Numbers 23:7,
18), a taunt (see Isaiah 14:4; Micah 2:4; Habakkuk 2:6), a parable or allegory (see Ezekiel 17:2; 20:49; 24:3-5),
or the longer discourse sections in Job (see Job 27:1; 29:1). The basic meaning of the Hebrew word mashal is
―comparison,‖ ―similarity‖ or ―parallel.‖
Many of the short sayings in the book of Proverbs are comparisons or contrasts (see 11:22; 25:25; 26:6-9).
Sometimes these are presented with the word ―better‖ (see 15:16-17; 16:19, 32; 17:1; 19:1). But we should
recognize that, unlike the latter part of the book, chapters 1–9 consist not mainly of short sayings but of
lengthier discourses. Nevertheless, rather powerful metaphoric imagery is employed in these opening
chapters— with wisdom and folly personified as two very different women. Such metaphoric discourses could
perhaps fall within the meaning of the Hebrew term mashal. It may be that the general idea is illustrative
sayings—which would include all of the above. Yet in the book of Proverbs, the meaning may more specifically
refer to the compact sayings—as the section heading in 10:1 (following the introductory chapters 1–9) seems to
commence the proverbs of Solomon without an ―also‖ as in 25:1 (though some argue that this is because
chapters 1-9 were a later addition, which seems unlikely).
As wisdom literature, the proverbs here have a didactic or instructive purpose (see 1:1-7)—these being ―the
words of the wise‖ (1:6). Indeed, there were three classes of teachers in ancient Israel. Note Jeremiah 18:18:
―Then they said, ‗Come and let us devise plans against Jeremiah; for the law shall not perish from the priest,
nor counsel from the wise, nor the word from the prophet.‘‖ Also Ezekiel 7:26: ―Then they will seek a vision from
a prophet; but the law will perish from the priest, and counsel from the elders.‖ Besides the priests who taught
the people God‘s law and the prophets who communicated special messages from God, the people also
learned from the ―wise‖ or ―elders‖ who gave them counsel on applying God‘s principles and navigating their
way through life. The seal of divine approval on such wisdom was its harmony with God‘s laws and prophetic
scriptures. Of course, in the case of the book of Proverbs, there is no question as to its divine warrant since it is
now clearly part of the Bible, God‘s Word. Yet even when compiled, the wisdom of its human author was known
to have come from God.
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In 1 Kings 3, we read how King Solomon received his great wisdom. When chosen to succeed his father David
as king, Solomon humbly asked God to grant him wisdom so that he might be a good king in governing God‘s
people Israel: ―Therefore give to Your servant an understanding heart to judge Your people, that I may discern
between good and evil. For who is able to judge this great people of Yours?‖ (verse 9). God was very pleased
with Solomon‘s humble and serving attitude. Notice His response: ―Behold, I have done according to your
words; see, I have given you a wise and understanding heart, so that there has not been anyone like you before
you, nor shall any like you arise after you‖ (verse 12).
Later in 1 Kings 4 we read: ―And God gave Solomon wisdom and exceedingly great understanding and
largeness of heart like the sand on the seashore. Thus Solomon‘s wisdom excelled the wisdom of all the men of
the East and all the wisdom of Egypt. For he was wiser than all men…and his fame was in all the surrounding
nations. He spoke three thousand proverbs, and his songs were one thousand and five…. And men of all
nations, from all the kings of the earth who had heard of his wisdom, came to hear the wisdom of Solomon‖
(verses 29-34).
The fact that Solomon spoke 3,000 proverbs does not mean that all originated with him. No doubt many were
his creations. But others he collected, perhaps even from surrounding cultures, and some he edited and
compiled into this written set. As we are told in the book of Ecclesiastes: ―Because the Preacher [most likely
Solomon] was wise, he still taught the people knowledge; yes, he pondered and sought out and set in order
many proverbs. The Preacher sought to find acceptable words; and what was written was upright—words of
truth‖ (12:9-10). Some think Solomon‘s plunge into uncontrolled polygamy and later idolatry disqualifies him
from having written the book of Proverbs. But clearly God inspired his great wisdom and what he wrote—
despite Solomon‘s eventual choices to ignore what he knew to be right. Indeed, considering the other biblical
testimony here, who better than Solomon to have put together the premier wisdom text?
Solomon‘s name appears at the beginning of three sections of the book of Proverbs: in 1:1 at the beginning of
chapters 1–9; in 10:1 at the beginning of 10:1–22:16; and in 25:1 at the beginning of chapters 25–29. Let‘s note
the parts of the book in order of arrangement:
1. 1:1-7 Title and Purpose Statement
2. 1:8–9:18 Prologue (father‘s exhortative discourses, wisdom personified)
3. 10:1–22:16 Proverbs of Solomon (Major Collection)
4. 22:17–24:22 Words of the Wise
5. 24:23-34 Further Words of the Wise
6. 25:1–29:27 Further Proverbs of Solomon (Hezekiah‘s Collection)
7. 30:1-33 Words of Agur
8. 31:1-9 Words of King Lemuel From His Mother
9. 31:10-31 Epilogue (Virtuous Wife)
(Sometimes section 1 above is referred to as a prologue and section 2 is called an introduction. Others reverse
these designations. And still others apply both terms to both sections together. It is true that both are really part
of the same section, so that sections 1 and 2 could be assigned the same number. Also, sections 8 and 9 are
often grouped together, given that 9, the book‘s epilogue, has no separate attribution. This would yield a total of
seven sections, corresponding to the distinct attribution at the beginning of each. Still, the authorship of the
epilogue is uncertain.)
Many argue that the attribution to Solomon in 1:1 concerns the whole work rather than specifically chapters 1–
9. This seems likely, since, as mentioned earlier, 10:1 does not have the word ―also‖ like 25:1 does. However,
that could be because 10:1 begins the section of compact proverbial sayings in contrast to the preceding longer
discourses. As further noted earlier, some claim that chapters 1–9 constitute a later addition to the book of
Proverbs written by someone other than Solomon. Yet the attribution to Solomon in 1:1 would then seem rather
odd—not applying to any material for nine chapters. Thus, even though the title in 1:1 probably refers to the
book as a whole, the absence of any other attribution at the beginning of chapters 1–9 most reasonably implies
that Solomon is the one behind this lengthy prologue or introduction.
Out of the large number of proverbs Solomon spoke, he selected for the book of Proverbs‘ core collection
bearing his name (10:1–22:16) the comparatively small number of 375 (one proverb per verse/line).
Interestingly, this number corresponds to the numerical value of Solomon‘s name. His name in Hebrew,
Shelomoh, is written with four Hebrew consonants, each of which corresponds to a number: shin (300) + lamed
(30) + mem (40) + he (5) = 375.
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A later collection of Solomonic proverbs (Proverbs 25–29) was added by ―the men of Hezekiah king of Judah‖
(25:1). Hezekiah, a righteous king, directed this work—perhaps with the guidance of the prophets who were
contemporary with him, Isaiah and Micah. We are not told where these were copied from, but it may have been
from a book mentioned in 1 Kings 11:41: ―Now the rest of the acts of Solomon, all that he did, and his wisdom,
are they not written in the book of the acts of Solomon?‖ Some contend that the number of proverbs in this
section (which is not always one per verse) likewise corresponds to the numerical value of Hezekiah‘s name.
His name is variously spelled, but in Proverbs 25:1 the form is Hzqyh: heth (8) + zayin (7) + qoph (100) + yod
(10) + he (5) = 130. The exact number of proverbs in this section is not clear, as some may be conjoined, but
this number is perhaps possible. It is certainly close. Some contend that Hezekiah‘s name, as in other
passages, should be counted with a preceding yod (valued at 10), yielding a total of 140—and they argue that
there are 140 verse lines in this collection that should be counted instead of literary units or sayings.
We do not know when the other collections in the book were included—these being the two from the ―wise‖
(22:17–24:22; 24:23-34) and that of Agur (30:1-33) and of Lemuel (31:1-9), of which, as noted above, the
epilogue about the virtuous wife (31:10-31) may or may not be part. Since none of these sections include a note
about scribal copying like the Hezekiah collection, it may be that these others were all part of Solomon‘s original
compilation. As for Agur and Lemuel, we do not know who they are. Some consider these names to be
pseudonyms for Solomon, but this is not provable and seems unlikely given the other clear attributions. We will
further consider this matter later.
Other numerical factors may have guided the final editorial work on the book. As commentator Patrick Skehan
notes: ―The title in Prov 1:1 alleges ‗Proverbs of Solomon (375), son of David (d = 4 + w = 6 + d = 4, or 14 in
all), king of Israel.‘ Now since Ysr‘l has the numerical value (y = 10 + s = 300 + r = 200 + ‘ = 1 + l = 30) 541, the
names in Prov 1:1 have a value of 375 + 14 + 541, or 930, the number of lines in the book‖ (Studies in Israelite
Poetry and Wisdom, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly—Monograph Series I, 1971, p. 44). The same
commentator argues that the book is constructed as the ―house of wisdom‖ (Proverbs 9:1), arranged in a
numeric pattern corresponding to the temple of Solomon. ―Skehan‘s theory is intriguing, but most scholars
remain unconvinced of its validity. Its very complexity and the peculiar way some passages are combined give
the theory a contrived look‖ (New American Commentary, introduction to Proverbs, p. 48). Time and space
limitations prevent further examination of this idea here.
Parallels From Egypt and Mesopotamia (Proverbs 1)
Agreeing with an early compilation by Solomon himself, respected scholar Kenneth Kitchen‘s structural analysis
of Proverbs ―indicates that the Book of Solomon (Prov 1–24) was written as a unified text at the beginning of the
first millennium B.C. Even apart from that work, however, the older criteria for dating the sections of Proverbs
are inappropriate. The lengthy wisdom discourses and the personification of wisdom in Prov 1–9, once
regarded as proofs of the late origin of those chapters, are now acknowledged to be paralleled in Egyptian
literature‖ (NAC, p. 51). Indeed, there are a number of parallels in the book of Proverbs with similar wisdom
literature in ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia.
There are good reasons to give some consideration to this fact and take a look at such literature. As The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains in its introduction to Proverbs: ―This literary background is helpful to
understanding the biblical book. First, it provides help in understanding the forms of wisdom literature—
proverbs, maxims, fables, riddles, allegories, and instructions. Second, it indicates the antiquity of the forms
used in the Bible, especially Proverbs 1–9, which was once considered to be the latest form. But it now can be
demonstrated that the literary proverb of two lines may be as old as the Sumerian proverbs, and that collected
instructions may be as ancient as the Old Kingdom of Egypt.‖ Of course, such wisdom literature was based on
human observation in a pagan setting without divine sanction. Yet some elements of this literature were valid
and may have, through God‘s direction, been edited to fit in the collection of the book of Proverbs, as we will
see. On the other hand, the biblical proverbs may also have influenced foreign literature. We will consider these
issues after briefly taking note of some of the foreign wisdom instruction.
Old Kingdom Egypt gives us ―the ‗Instruction of Kagemni‘ and the ‗Instruction of Ptah-hotep‘ (2450 B.C. [?]),
which advise the proper decorum for a court official. Like Proverbs, Ptah-hotep counsels on persuasive speech:
‗Good speech is more hidden than the emerald, but it may be found with maidservants at the grindstones‘…. He
further warns against going after a woman like a fool, for ‗one attains death through knowing her‘‖ (same note).
The same work says: ―When you are guest at the table of one who is greater than you then take what he gives
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you, as they serve it before you. Do not look at what lies before him, but always look only at what lies before
you‖ (compare Proverbs 23:1).\
Also from the Egyptian Old Kingdom, ―the ‗Instruction of Merikare‘ (2160-2040 B.C) records a monarch‘s advice
for his son on the wise qualities needed by a king, including this saying: ‗The tongue is a sword…and speech is
more valorous than any fighting‘‖ (Expositor‘s, introduction to Proverbs).
From the Egyptian New Kingdom we have the ―Instructions of Anii.‖ ―Like the book of Proverbs, Anii:
• exhorts readers to avoid beer drinking and warns about the disgrace of public drunkenness (see Pr 20:1).
• asserts that an individual should avoid the company of brawlers and violent men (see v. 3).
• advises against taking vengeance, urging the reader instead to seek divine help (cf. v. 22).
• warns the reader to stay away from the ‗strange woman,‘ the prostitute or adulteress (vv. [16; 22:14;] 23[:27]35)‖(―The Instructions of Anii,‖ NIV Archaeological Study Bible, sidebar on Proverbs 20, p. 990).
From early Mesopotamia comes the ―Instruction of Shuruppak‖ (ca. 2000 B.C.), which ―records the advice of a
king to his son Ziusudra, the hero of the flood in the Sumerian version. For example, it says, ‗My son, let me
give you instructions, may you pay attention to them,‘ and ‗{My} son, do not sit {alone} in a {chamber} with
someone‘s wife.‘ The ‗Counsels of Wisdom‘ (c. 1500-1000 B.C.) are a collection of moral exhortations about
avoiding bad company and careless speech, being kind to the needy, and living in harmony with one‘s neighbor
and in loyalty to the king. For example, it says, ‗Do not return evil to your adversary; Requite with kindness the
one who does evil to you, / Maintain justice for your enemy‘‖ (Expositor‘s, introduction to Proverbs).
Solomon may well have studied such literature, given the cosmopolitan nature of his kingdom and his renowned
pursuit of knowledge and wisdom. Considering his royal education and position as king, he likely was able to
speak and read the languages of surrounding kingdoms. Scripture, as we‘ve seen, even mentions the wisdom
of the East and of Egypt, which was surpassed by Solomon (see 1 Kings 4:30; compare Daniel 1:4, 17, 20).
Solomon was closely allied to Egypt, being married to the pharaoh‘s daughter. Many Egyptian cultural
influences have been discovered in archaeological finds in Jerusalem dating to Solomon‘s time.
Some later works in ancient Mesopotamia and Egypt could reflect earlier wisdom in nations that Solomon
borrowed from. On the other hand, these works could just as easily reflect wisdom that came to some extent
from Solomon—as his wisdom was famous throughout the Middle East during his reign. ―The ‗Words of Ahiqar‘
(700-670 B.C.) is a collection of proverbs, riddles, short fables, and religious observations by a court official for
the Assyrian kings Sennacherib and Esarhaddon, giving advice on disciplining children, guarding the tongue,
respecting secrets, and being circumspect in dealing with the king. For example, it says, ‗Withhold not thy son
from the rod‘ (…cf. Prov 13:24); and ‗I have lifted sand, and I have carried salt; but there is naught which is
heavier than {grief}‘ (…cf. Prov 27:3)‖ (same note). And from later in Egypt there is the ―Instruction of
Ankhsheshonqy‖ (ca. 400-300 B.C.), ―a large collection of about five hundred sayings and precepts like those in
the Book of Proverbs that reflect the practical and religious concerns of the community. But they do not have
the poetic parallelism characteristic of Hebrew proverbs. For example, their instructions include: ‗Do not go to
your brother if you are in trouble, go to your friend‘ (cf. Prov 27:10); and ‗Better {to have} a statue for a son than
a fool‘ (cf. Prov 17:21)‖ (same note).
The strongest parallels with the book of Proverbs are to be found in the Egyptian New Kingdom ―Instruction of
Amenemope‖ (sometimes written as Amen-em-opet). A number of its statements correspond closely to the
―Sayings of the Wise‖ in Proverbs 22:17–23:11. ―For example, the instructions include these: ‗Do not associate
to thyself the heated man, / Nor visit him for conversation‘ (…cf. Prov 22:24); ‗Do not strain to seek an excess, /
When thy needs are safe for thee. / If riches are brought to thee by robbery…. / (Or) they have made
themselves wings like geese / And are flown away to the heavens‘ (…cf. Prov 23:4-5)‖ (same note). The latter
parallel is uncanny. Proverbs 23:4-5 says: ―Do not overwork to be rich…. Will you set your eyes on that which is
not? For riches certainly make themselves wings; they fly away like an eagle toward heaven.‖ We will examine
further parallels with Amenemope later. There is some debate over who influenced whom here. Most scholars
take Amenemope to predate Solomon, in which case Solomon could have borrowed from the Egyptian work—
though the Egyptian work could just as well have drawn on earlier Hebrew wisdom that Solomon also borrowed
from. However, some argue that Amenemope was composed later than Solomon.
We should realize that borrowing or editing some sayings in use at the time does not signal approval of
surrounding cultures—nor does it take away from the inspiration of Solomon‘s work. As commentator Tremper
Longman points out: ―Study of the similarities between the advice given in the biblical book and ancient Near
Eastern wisdom…makes concrete what we read in 1 Kings 4, that the sages of Israel lived and studied in an
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international context. It is always dicey to be dogmatic about specific borrowings, but there is little doubt that
Israel‘s wise teachers read, understood, adapted, and appropriated the wisdom of their (pagan!) neighbors.
Does this tell us something about how we should view our own, non-Christian culture, as well as other cultures
worldwide? Many Christians react strongly against today‘s culture and the literature it produces—reading only
Christian literature, going only to Christian schools, avoiding movies, and so forth. Certainly the prophets of
Israel issued important warnings about the seductive power of pagan culture. The sages, though, are the
counterbalance. They are a model of thoughtful observers, reflecting on the world around them [just as the
apostle Paul later quoted from pagan literature to make certain points]. Perhaps we should be better observers
ourselves. Though the sages observed and appropriated, they never simply or uncritically borrowed ideas from
the broader cultural setting. Rather they adapted them to their own religious values…. If sages observed a truth
in Egyptian wisdom, they understood it to be a truth of Yahweh‖ (How to Read Proverbs, 2002, p. 77).
And Expositor‘s notes: ―Whatever the Spirit of God inspired the ancient writers to include became a part of the
Word of the Lord. Such inclusions then took on a new and greater meaning when they formed part of Scripture;
in a word, they became authoritative and binding, part of the communication of the divine will‖ (introduction to
Proverbs).
Indeed, such wisdom was not left to stand on its own but was placed in subordination to the fact that true
knowledge and wisdom begin with the fear of the Lord (see 1:7; 9:10). ―The words ‗The fear of the LORD is the
beginning of knowledge‘ (1:7) set the record straight, so to speak. This is the foundation on which all other wise
sayings stand. It is the Book of Proverbs‘ central idea: Fear of the Lord motivates us to obey God‘s
commandments, and obedience to them constitutes true wisdom‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, introduction to
Proverbs). Indeed, 1:7, which concludes the purpose statement of the book and commences the introductory
instruction, is the very first sentence proverb or compact saying in the book—contrasting the way to right
knowledge through godly fear with the choice of fools to reject wisdom and instruction. (Compared to later
sections of the book, the first nine chapters constituting the introduction contain relatively few such maxims.)
―To Know Wisdom and Instruction‖ (Proverbs 1)
Just what is wisdom? The book of Proverbs was written so that others would know it (1:2). ―Descriptions of
wisdom take different shape in different Old Testament contexts. In some, wisdom is knowledge related to a
technical skill—for example, Bezalel‘s skill in crafting artistic designs with silver and gold, stone, and wood (Ex.
31:3). In other contexts, wisdom refers more to general knowledge learned from experience, especially from
observation of the creation—for example, the lowly ant models diligence and foresight (Prov. 6:6-8). In general,
we can say that wisdom involves knowing what to do in a given situation; skill in crafts or skill in living well both
require that a person has learned how to ‗do the right thing‘‖ (Paul Koptak, The NIV Application Commentary:
Proverbs, 2003, introduction to Proverbs, pp. 38-39).
Wisdom in the book of Proverbs generally signifies moral discernment between righteousness and evil as well
as skill in the proper conduct of the business of life. Wisdom implies the correct application of knowledge and
understanding. The New Open Bible states in its introduction to the book: ―The words ‗wisdom‘ and ‗instruction‘
in 1:2 complement each other because wisdom (hokhmah) means ‗skill‘ and instruction (musar [the noun form
of yasar]) means ‗discipline‘ [or ‗correction‘]. No skill is perfected without discipline…. Proverbs deals with the
most fundamental skill of all: practical righteousness before God in every area of life.‖
There are other frequently occurring Hebrew terms we should note up front:
bin – understanding (intellectual ability to discern truth and error)
da‘at – knowledge (possession of factual information)
skal – wise perception and dealing (being insightful or successful)
mezimma – discretion (discernment to differentiate the right way to proceed)
‗orma – prudence (ability to reason through situations)
leqakh – learning (the root means to grasp or acquire, here mentally)
tachbulah – counsel (the root means to steer a ship, thus guidance to direct one‘s life)
peti – simple (uninformed, immature, aimless, naïve, gullible)
kesil – fool (evil but also an individual who rejects obvious truth and despises wise words)
lason – scorner (individual who seeks to make trouble for others)
The book of Proverbs is all about navigating between right and wrong choices. ―Proverbs, if nothing else,
zeroes in on the choices we face, and in recommending one way over another, it describes the kind of persons
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we can become and ought to be…. The proverbs do not give directions for what to do in every situation;
instead, they present the qualities of character that guide us in the many decisions we will face in life‖ (NIV
Application Commentary, introduction to Proverbs, p. 46).
The book is particularly geared to young people so they may learn from the experiences of others recorded
here—but valuable and useful for everyone. ―According to the prologue (1:1-7), Proverbs was written to give
‗prudence to the simple, knowledge and discretion to the young‘ (1:4), and to make the wise even wiser (1:5).
The frequent references to ‗my son(s)‘ (1:8, 10; 2:1; 3:1; 4:1; 5:1) emphasize instructing the young and guiding
them in a way of life that yields rewarding ends‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, introduction to Proverbs). ―In the
final analysis,‖ notes commentator Longman, ―the book of Proverbs is for everyone—but with one notable
exception. The fool is excluded. Perhaps it would be better to say that fools exclude themselves…. The final
verse of the prologue [i.e., of the opening purpose statement] (Prov 1:7) gives what has been called the motto
of the book: ‗The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge.‘… By definition, fools cannot participate in
wisdom because they reject God‖ (p. 20).
The same commentator further explains that the metaphoric imagery presented in the lengthy introduction of
the book necessitates that a young man be the one addressed: ―In summary, Proverbs 1–9 teaches that there
are two paths: one that is right and leads to life, and one that is wrong and leads to death. The son is walking
the path of life, and the father and Wisdom are warning him of the dangers he will encounter as well as the
encouragement he will find…. Traps, snares, stumbling, enemies on the dark side; God on the side of life. But
the most important people encountered along the way—and this explains why we need to understand that the
addressee is a man—are two women: Woman Wisdom and the dark figure of Woman Folly‖ (p. 27).
Likewise, the Zondervan NIV Study Bible points out: ―In the initial cycle of instruction (1:8–9:18) the writer urges
the young man to choose the way of wisdom (that leads to life) and shun the ways of folly (that, however
tempting they may be, lead to death). The author chooses two prime exemplifications of folly to give
concreteness to his exhortations: (1) to get ahead in the world by exploiting (even oppressing) others rather
than by diligent and honest labor; and (2) to find sexual pleasure outside the bonds and responsibilities of
marriage. Temptation to the one comes from the young man‘s male peers (1:10-19); temptation to the other
comes from the adulterous woman (ch. 5; 6:20-35; ch. 7). Together, these two temptations illustrate the
pervasiveness and power of the allurements to folly that the young man will face in life and must be prepared to
resist…. The second especially functions here as illustrative and emblematic of the appeal of Lady Folly‖
(introduction to Proverbs). Understanding the figurative parallels here, it is clear that women can profit from the
instruction given in this introduction as well.
The opening discourses are ―strikingly organized. Beginning (1:8-33) and ending (chs. 8–9) with direct
enticements and appeals, the main body of the discourses is made up of two nicely balanced sections, one
devoted to the commendation of wisdom (chs. 2–4) and the other to warnings against folly (chs. 5–7)‖ (ibid.).
Expositor‘s notes that ―this section runs in cycles: the purpose of Proverbs is to give wisdom (2:1–4:27), but
folly may prevent one from seeking it (5:1–6:19); there are advantages to finding wisdom (6:20–9:12), but folly
may prevent this too (9:13-18)‖ (introduction to Proverbs).
Following the introduction, chapter 10 commences the concentration of short sentence proverbs forming the
main collections of the book—there being only few such aphorisms scattered throughout the introductory
discourses (the first being 1:7, as we‘ve seen). When we reach chapter 10 in our reading, we will note the
various forms of these proverbs. There is a clear relation, we should observe, between Proverbs and the law of
God—as Proverbs affirms the wisdom of keeping God‘s law and the folly of breaking or ignoring it. This
sometimes comes in the form of direct commands in the proverbs, these being a form of instruction. For
example, Deuteronomy says, ―You shall not remove your neighbor‘s landmark‖ (19:14) and ―cursed is the one
who moves his neighbor‘s landmark‖ (27:17). Likewise, Proverbs says, ―Do not remove the ancient landmark‖
(22:28; 23:10). At other times the relationship is more illustrative. The Fifth Commandment says, ―Honor your
father and your mother‖ (Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16). Proverbs states, ―A wise son makes a glad father,
but a foolish son is the grief of his mother‖ (10:1). The Eighth Commandment says, ―You shall not steal‖
(Exodus 20:15; Deuteronomy 5:19). Proverbs states, ―Ill-gotten treasures are of no value; but righteousness
delivers from death‖ (10:2, NIV). Of course, the desired conduct is still clear. Such is the nature of wisdom
literature.
The NIV Application Commentary says: ―One might go a little farther and say that experience and observation
together persuade the wise of the truth of torah [God‘s law or teaching]. It is torah tested in the crucible of
experience, and one can draw from that crucible examples of how wisdom works in real life. Examples of
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wisdom in Proverbs, but also in Job, Ecclesiastes, a number of the psalms, and perhaps even the Song of
Songs, join together to say: See, this way of life works—sometimes in ways we did not expect (see Job and
Ecclesiastes)—and one need not be afraid to bring the teaching of torah to experience to be tested by it. In
wisdom literature the rule of God described in the torah takes on personal suffering (Job), the contradictions of
life (Ecclesiastes), and the presence of evil in this world (Proverbs) and affirms that God‘s instructions can be
trusted. Experience ultimately will not contradict them‖ (pp. 39-41).
The mechanics of these principles leading to positive or negative outcomes may involve God‘s direct
intervention or simply follow a natural course. The New American Commentary points out: ―Regarding the
relationship between wisdom and the Torah, one must compare first of all the teaching of Proverbs on
retribution with that found in Deuteronomy. Both strongly emphasize the concepts of retribution and reward. In
both, just or right activity produces life and peace, whereas evil deeds end in self-destruction. On the other
hand, in Deuteronomy the rewards or retributions come directly from the hand of God as he deals with his
people according to the terms of the covenant. Proverbs, however, views the respective benefits and sorrows of
good and evil not so much as direct acts of God as the natural and almost automatic results of certain actions‖
(pp. 25-26).
On this note we should realize that Proverbs does not support the misguided theology held by Job‘s friends in
the book of Job—the idea that physical blessings in life are proof of righteousness and suffering is proof of
sinfulness. It may seem that way from numerous short sayings—or even that the sayings are contradictory,
since some show the righteous living well and some show the sinful living well for the time being. The same
commentary properly notes: ―Proverbs does not support the often alleged maxim that the Israelites believed
that the rich are righteous and favored by God but the poor are sinners and under his punishment. This
assessment is a poor caricature of biblical wisdom. The problem here is not with the Bible but with our failure to
grasp the hermeneutics [interpretive methods] of wisdom literature. By its very nature and purpose, wisdom
emphasizes the general truth over some specific cases and, being a work of instruction, frames its teachings in
short, pithy statements without excessive qualification. It is not that the wisdom writers did not know that life
was complex and full of exceptions, but dwelling on those cases would have distracted attention from their
didactic [i.e., teaching] purposes. It is general truth that those who fear God and live with diligence and integrity
will have lives that are prosperous and peaceful but that those who are lazy and untrustworthy ultimately
destroy themselves. And general truths are the stock in trade of Proverbs‖ (p. 57).
Commentator Wiersbe further notes: ―Hebrew proverbs are generalized statements of what is usually true in
life, and they must not be treated like promises. ‗A friend loves at all times‘ (Prov. 17:17, NKJV), but sometimes
even the most devoted friends may have disagreements [or fail to have proper care for one another]. ‗A soft
answer turns away wrath‘ (15:1, NKJV) in most instances, but our Lord‘s lamblike gentleness didn‘t deliver Him
from shame and suffering. The assurance of life for the obedient is given often (3:2, 22; 4:10, 22; 8:35; 9:11;
10:27; 12:28; 13:14; 14:27; 19:23; 21:21; 22:4) and generally speaking, this is true. Obedient believers will care
for their bodies and minds and avoid substances and practices that destroy, but some godly saints have died
very young while more than one godless rebel has had a long life…. ‗The righteous man is rescued from
trouble, and it comes on the wicked instead‘ (11:8, NIV) certainly happened to Mordecai (Es. 7) and Daniel
(Dan. 6), but…Christian martyrs testify to the fact that the statement isn‘t an absolute in this life. In fact, in
Psalm 73, Asaph concludes that the wicked get the upper hand in this world, but the godly have their reward in
eternity. The Book of Proverbs has little to say about the life to come; it focuses on this present life and gives
guidelines for making wise decisions that help to produce a satisfying life‖ (p. 22). Of course, the promises of
eternity for the righteous are to be understood in a scriptural context and are to be kept in mind as a given while
reading the proverbs.
The NIV Application Commentary cautions: ―We may need to unlearn the idea that Proverbs is a book of
principles that allow us to predict or even control how life will turn out, a collection of promises that we can cash
in like coupons…. Solomon and the sages who followed him never claimed that their observations were
promises that God was duty-bound to fulfill. They understood that the wicked sometimes prosper for a time and
that the righteous often suffer, but they also knew that God does not stop being God when circumstances seem
to point the other way. Instead, these writings show us how life in this God-created universe works so we can
work with it and not against it‖ (p. 43).
On this point, An Introduction to the Old Testament Poetic Books comments: ―It is inappropriate to treat the
proverbs of this book as promises. They are theological and pragmatic principles…. If, of course, other genres
of Holy Scripture set forth that truth [expressed in a particular proverb] as a promise, then it is appropriate to
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view the proverb in that manner, while acknowledging that the promissory element does not originate with
proverbs. That is not their purpose‖ (Hassel Bullock, 1988, p. 162).
Moreover, we should realize that particular proverbs are sometimes situation-sensitive and not always
universally applicable. This explains how we can have proverbs that seem directly contradictory. Perhaps the
best illustration of this is Proverbs 26:4-5, where we are told: ―Do not answer a fool according to his folly, lest
you also be like him. Answer a fool according to his folly, lest he be wise in his own eyes.‖ So do we answer a
fool or not? Wisdom is discerning that it depends on the situation. We will see more on these particular verses
in a moment. But the same can be said of more modern English proverbs. Consider ―Many hands make light
work‖ versus ―Too many cooks spoil the broth.‖ Which maxim is true? They both are—but each fits a different
situation. Or ―Look before you leap‖ versus ―He who hesitates is lost.‖ We find the same principle at work here.
Sometimes people need to be more cautious, but in other situations they could be too cautious. Wisdom, we
should realize, is not only knowing such principles, but knowing when a particular principle is applicable.
Commentator Longman puts it well: ―Proverbs are not magical words that if memorized and applied in a
mechanical way automatically lead to success and happiness. Consider Proverbs 26:7 and 9: ‗A proverb in the
mouth of a fool is as useless as a paralyzed leg…. A proverb in the mouth of a fool is like a thornbush
brandished by a drunk.‘ These two proverbs say it takes a wise person to activate the teaching of a proverb
correctly. A wise person is one who is sensitive to the right time and place. The fool applies a proverb heedless
of its fitness for the situation. The two quoted proverbs are pointed in their imagery. A paralyzed leg does not
help the person walk, so a proverb does not help a fool act wisely. According to the second saying, a fool‘s use
of a proverb may be worse than ineffective, it may even be dangerous. Using a thornbush as a weapon would
hurt the wielder as well as the one being struck. So a proverb must be applied at the right time and in the right
situation. The wise person is one who can do this effectively‖ (p. 50).
He further adds: ―Wisdom, then, is not a matter of memorizing proverbs and applying them mechanically and
absolutely. Wisdom is knowing the right time and the right circumstances to apply the right principle to the right
person. Returning to the ‗contradictory‘ proverbs about whether or not to answer a fool (Prov 26:4-5), we see
now that the wise person must, to put it baldly, know what kind of fool he or she is dealing with. Is this a fool
who will not learn and will simply sap time and energy from the wise person? If so, then don‘t bother answering.
However, if this is a fool who can learn, and our not answering will lead to worse problems, then by all means,
answer. In a word, proverbs are principles that are generally true, not immutable laws. Bearing this in mind
makes a world of difference when reading the proverbs. Someone reading Proverbs 23:13-14 [about not failing
to beat a child with a rod for correction]…and having a mechanical view of the application of the proverbs, may
well end up with a dangerous view of parenting…. But this is not a law. It is a general principle that encourages
those who are reluctant to use a form of discipline by telling them that it is permissible and even helpful for
delivering a child from behavior that may result in premature death‖ (pp. 56-57). As with the former situation, it
is important to discern what action the circumstance calls for.
The book of Proverbs, as with all of Scripture, is vital to living the Christian life. It is quoted nine times in the
New Testament: Romans 3:15; 12:16, 20 (Proverbs 1:16; 3:7; 25:21-22); Hebrews 12:5-6 (Proverbs 3:11-12);
James 4:6, 13-14 (Proverbs 3:34; 27:1); 1 Peter 2:17; 4:8, 18 (Proverbs 24:21; 10:12; 11:31); 2 Peter 2:22
(Proverbs 26:11). Indeed, the book points to the ultimate wisdom that is found in Christ. Jesus was the
preeminent wisdom teacher. He taught with parables—and the Greek word parabole was, as noted earlier,
used to translate the Hebrew mashal (the word translated ―proverb‖ in English). In Luke 11:31 He spoke of the
wisdom of Solomon and declared Himself greater than Solomon. But more than that, Jesus is the very
embodiment of wisdom—―in whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge‖ (Colossians 2:3).
And this was for our benefit: ―But of Him you are in Christ Jesus, who became for us wisdom from God—and
righteousness and justification and redemption‖ (1 Corinthians 1:30; compare verses 22-24). It is through Christ
that we are made truly wise. Of course, that wisdom is reflected in Proverbs, as it is in all Scripture.
Finally, this wonderful trove of wisdom provides God‘s people with a crucial guide to navigating the various
situations of life. As the Soncino Commentary‘s introduction to Proverbs notes: ―The comprehensiveness of
outlook is indeed remarkable. No phase of human relationship seems to be overlooked. The king on his throne,
the tradesman in his store and the farmer in the field, husband and wife and child, all receive wholesome
instruction and exhortation. Advice is tendered on the treatment of friends, the poor, the rearing of children, the
snares which lurk in the path of youth, the perils of overconfidence and self-commitment by standing surety for
others. These and other contingencies provide occasion for shrewd counsel, based upon the central doctrine
that wisdom is a tree of life to them that lay hold on her, and happy is every one that holdeth her fast ([3].18).‖
Let us all strive with Christ‘s help to do just that.
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Avoid Evil Counsel and Listen to Wisdom (Proverbs 1)
Instruction begins with the words ―My son‖ (verse 8)—and we see this several other times throughout the
opening discourses of the book. Some see this address as formulaic of a wisdom teacher speaking to a
disciple. Yet here and in 6:20, the mention of both father and mother make it clear that an actual son is being
addressed. Perhaps Solomon wrote this for his own son—though it is later sad to see that his son Rehoboam
did not walk in the ways of wisdom, following the foolish advice of his peers rather than the wisdom of elders (a
fact made more understandable by the terrible failings of Solomon himself later in life). In any case, every child
is to be the student of his parents. This applies to girls as well as to boys.
The book‘s first exhortation (1:8-19) is an appeal to reject enticements to run with the wrong crowd—in this
case people bent on harming others for gain. Regarding verses 17-19, The New American Commentary states:
―Verse 17 is confusing as translated in the [NKJV,] NIV and most versions. Even if one is willing to admit that a
bird is intelligent enough to recognize the purpose of a trap when it sees it (which is doubtful), the proverb has
no point in context. In addition, the Hebrew cannot sustain the translation of ‗spread a net.‘ The line is best
rendered, ‗In the eyes of a bird, the net is strewn {with grain} for no reason.‘ In other words, the bird does not
see any connection between the net and what is scattered on it; he just sees food that is free for the taking. In
the process he is trapped and killed. In the same way, the gang cannot see the connection between their acts
of robbery and the fate that entraps them. In vv. 18-19 the teacher brings his point home: the gang members
are really ambushing themselves.
The very reverse of their proposal in v. 11 has come about. Also, v. 19 concludes, it will ever be that way‖ (note
on verses 8-19). We then have, in verses 20-33, the first appeal of wisdom in the book, a discourse with a
symmetrical or chiastic structure (NAC, note on verses 20-33):
A Introduction: an appeal for listeners (vv. 20-21)
B Address to the untutored, scoffers and fools (v. 22)
C Declaration of disclosure (v. 23)
D Reason for the announcement (vv. 24-25)
E Announcement of derisive judgment (vv. 26-28)
D′ Reason for the announcement (vv. 29-30)
C′ Declaration of retribution (v. 31)
B′ Fate of the untutored and fools (v. 32)
A′ Conclusion: an appeal for a hearer (v. 33)
Wisdom is personified as a woman crying out for others to hear and heed her instruction. Further chance to
reform is given to those who have thus far failed to heed. For those who do accept correction, Wisdom says,
―Surely I will pour out my spirit on you‖ (verse 23). In its immediate context, this simply means wisdom will be
given to those who are willing to learn. Yet since the fullness of wisdom is to be found in God, this could
ultimately represent God saying that He will give His Spirit, which brings ultimate understanding and wisdom, to
those who accept Him. Again, however, this is not what is directly stated here.
―Wisdom is a personification and not a person or a goddess. The statement that fools call on her when they get
into trouble is not a reference to literal prayer but a dramatic picture of fools trying to find a way out of the
trouble they are in. They ‗call on‘ her in the sense that they are at last ready to listen to advice, but it is too late.
Their indifference to Wisdom has already destroyed them (v. 32)‖ (same note).
Of course, their rejection of wisdom is a rejection of choosing to fear God (verse 29), which is the beginning of
wisdom (see 1:7; 9:10). This sad warning ends in 1:33 with an assurance of security for those who will heed. As
noted in the introduction, we must understand this as a general truth over the course of life. It is not a promise
that bad things will never happen to righteous and wise people. Ultimately, of course, absolute and eternal
security will be granted to the righteous in the future Kingdom of God.
A Choice Between Two Paths (Proverbs 2)
Whereas the wicked sought through evil means to be enriched by the precious possessions of others in the
previous chapter (Proverbs 1:13), it is here in the second exhortation (2:1-22) stated that God‘s commands,
wisdom and proper understanding constitute the treasures the son should be seeking (verses 1-7; compare
3:13-15; 8:10-11). As one would mine for silver, so the son—so we—must dig, in a sense, exerting effort to
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uncover the wonderful hidden treasures that God has laid in store (2:4-7). The focus here is on coming to
properly fear God and choosing to follow his ways. The choice before the son, the choice before all of us, is
presented as two paths of life. The ―paths of justice,‖ by which God‘s saints are preserved through wisdom
(verses 8-11), stand in stark contrast to the crooked and devious ―ways of darkness‖ (verses 12-15).
The need for deliverance from the way of evil is illustrated by the immoral woman (verses 16-22). ―As the father
instructs his son in the first nine chapters, there is really one teaching that prevails: avoid immoral women.
Proverbs 2:16-22; 3:13-18; 4:4-9; 6:20-35, and the entirety of chapters 5 and 7 are occupied with this theme.
The father pulls out all of his stops to bombard his son with this warning. After all, as he points out to his son,
the consequences of this foolish act are dire. After this major emphasis, it is a bit surprising, perhaps, to see
how little attention is given to the subject in the second part of the book (only Prov 22:14; 23:26-28; 31:2).
Indeed, the relevant proverbs simply reinforce the teaching of the discourses in the first part of the book. Who
are these women that young men are told to avoid? There are two types: the prostitute and the promiscuous
wife. These women, in Hebrew, are referred to as ―strange‖ (zara, translated [in 2:16 as] ‗immoral woman‘ in
[the NKJV and] NLT [New Living Translation, 2002]) and ‗foreign‘ (nokriyya; translated [in the same verse as
‗seductress‘ in the NKJV and] ‗promiscuous woman‘ in NLT). They are strange and foreign because they act
outside the bounds of law and social convention, seeking sexual liaisons outside of marriage‖ (Tremper
Longman III, How to Read Proverbs, p. 133). Indeed, this should have been more characteristic of women of
foreign nations—not God‘s people.
While we are to understand the immoral woman literally on one level, we should also realize a figurative
representation here. We have already seen wisdom portrayed as a woman—and folly is later represented as a
woman too. The immoral woman can be seen to represent the faithless way of foolishness and evil generally.
Again, there is a choice to be made between two paths—between two ways of life—the right one leading to life
and ultimately an eternal inheritance in God‘s Kingdom and the wrong one leading to suffering and death.
Seek God‘s Guidance (Proverbs 3)
The third exhortation of the book‘s prologue (3:1-35) begins with strong encouragement to obey God‘s
commandments (verse 1) and adopt his character of ―mercy and truth‖ (verse 3; compare Psalm 100:5)—the
―grace and truth‖ that was also the character of Jesus Christ (John 1:14). ―The command to ‗bind them around
your neck, write them on the tablet of your heart‘ [Proverbs 3:3; compare 6:20-21] further indicates that the
character of the student is in view rather than just his behavior. Some have suggested that the binding of love to
the neck means that it is here a kind of necklace that beautifies the individual. But the parallel between ‗neck‘
and ‗heart‘ here implies that fidelity is more than an ornament to the neck [as in 1:9]. The neck houses the
throat which, in Hebrew anthropology, is the very life of the person. Love and faithfulness are to become part of
the student‘s heart and life‖ (New American Commentary, note on verses 1-4).
Verses 5-8 then give us crucial aspects of true wisdom. A person could know a lot on a human level and yet not
truly ―get it‖ in the whole scheme of things. Indeed, this characterizes the wisdom and understanding of the
world in general. It is critical to not ultimately trust in oneself. Rather, we must look first and foremost to God for
proper guidance in life. We must overcome the tendency to see ourselves as the final arbiter of what is right
and instead develop a proper fear of God, which is the beginning of true knowledge and wisdom. This will be to
our ultimate good. While verse 8 can be understood to include mental and spiritual health, it is interesting that it
speaks specifically of physical health benefits, as does 4:22. Verses 9-10 tell us to put our money where our
mouth is, so to speak. This is a real test of how much we are willing to put God first in our lives and look to Him
to take care of us. How we choose to spend our money and our time tells a great deal about our character. If
we do our part, God will richly bless us. This is not a promise of immediate material riches but of God providing
us with all our needs. Of course, in His Kingdom we will inherit all things.
We are then told to accept correction or discipline from God in verses 11-12, a passage cited in Hebrews 12:56. ―While the idea of punishment is certainly present (cf. Job 5:17-18 and 2 Sam 7:14), ‗discipline‘ primarily
involves teaching or training rather than punishment for wrongdoing. It is analogous to military training, in which,
although the threat of punishment is present, even stern discipline is not necessarily retribution for offenses.
Hardship and correction are involved, however, which are always hard to accept‖ (NAC, note on Proverbs 3:512).
Of course, God is not an uncaring drill sergeant. As these verses emphasize, discipline is ―exercised in a family
setting. The emotion conveyed is not anger or disgust, but love and active concern. A father disciplines his child
to help her grow into a praiseworthy adult. Just so God disciplines those who trust Him to help us grow toward
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moral and spiritual maturity. Bible history and proverbs both demonstrate that at times punishment, a ‗rod of
correction‘ (Prov. 29:15) is the best way to show love when people will not respond to verbal guidance. The
important thing to remember, as these verses emphasize, is that when God disciplines it is because of, and with
a continuing attitude of, love‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on 3:11-12).
Discipline here, it should be further noted, also has the sense of instruction—training, as mentioned above.
In a hymn to wisdom in verses 13-18 it is stressed that wisdom is the true wealth to be sought after (compare
2:4; 8:10-11). Through taking hold of it and holding on to it, we experience ―a tree of life‖ (3:18)—which some
see as merely denoting enjoyment and sustenance but which probably harkens back to the original tree of life in
the sense of a way to return to paradise and escape the curse of death on mankind. True wisdom from God will
indeed lead to eternal life and bliss. Verses 19-20, appended to the hymn to wisdom, present wisdom‘s role in
creation, anticipating a fuller exposition in 8:22-31. ―The main point there and here is that whoever abandons
wisdom runs against the very structure by which the world was made‖ (NAC, note on verses 19-20)—and by
which it is ruled on a cosmic level, the breaking up of the depths referring to the great Flood. ―The world is both
nurturing and dangerous. Yet creation itself is under the hand of God, and he governs according to wisdom.
Wisdom is therefore essential for survival‖ (same note).
Through God we can and should avoid living in fear (verses 23-26). We are to help others when we can and not
seek to harm (verses 27-30). And we are to reject the ways of oppression and foolish scorn, being instead just
and humble (verses 31-35). Verse 34 is quoted in James 4:6. The latter half of this chapter has parallels with
the first half of the next chapter, as we will see.
Passing Instruction to the Next Generation (Proverbs 4)
The fourth exhortation (4:1-27) is initially addressed to ―my children‖ or ―my sons‖ (NIV), but later returns to the
singular address. This plurality may denote Solomon addressing multiple children. Yet it also may be a nod to
the fact that the words here are intended as a collective address for a broader audience and are to be part of
the instruction of all homes.
We earlier read verses 4-9 in conjunction with the life of David, as these words—if this chapter was written by
Solomon, as it appears to be—constitute David‘s instructions to him. Wisdom is exalted here as the principal
thing to pursue, keep faith with, love, exalt and embrace. ―The metaphor of 4:1-9 is that of obtaining a wife, and
verse 9 is a reference to the wedding when the bride placed a garland on the head of the bridegroom‖ (Hassell
Bullock, An Introduction to the Old Testament Poetic Books, 1988, p. 169, note on 4:1–5:6). That is, David
seemed to be telling Solomon to, in a figurative sense, marry wisdom.
And David‘s instruction was heeded initially. When presented with a choice of blessings from God, Solomon
asked for wisdom and God was extremely pleased. Sadly, Solomon‘s later marriages to foreign women, who
led him away from God, was a betrayal of his figurative marriage to wisdom. We may notice that there is no
mention of God here, but He is of course integral to the true wisdom that sons are exhorted to seek.
The NIV Application Commentary has this to say: ―It is noteworthy that in contrast with chapter 3, there are no
references to the presence or teaching of Yahweh, but this does not indicate that an earlier, nonreligious form
of wisdom instruction has been preserved here. If anything, the verbal link between the father‘s ‗instruction‘
(4:1, musar) and Yahweh‘s ‗discipline‘ (3:11, also musar) indicates a tradition of teaching that begins with God
and is passed from generation to generation. A series of additional verbal links suggests that the first half of this
chapter is to be read in relation to the last half of the preceding chapter. Here is a chart that compares the
discipline of Yahweh (3:12) with the instruction of the two fathers (4:1, 4, 10):
Proverbs 3
12: Yahweh‘s musar like a father‘s
13: Wisdom and understanding
22: Life and grace
23: Safe way, not stumble
24: Sweet sleep
25: Ruin of wicked
26: Yahweh your confidence
31: Do not envy violent man
31: Do not choose his ways

Proverbs 4
1-3: The father‘s musar
5-7: Wisdom and understanding
9-10: Grace and life
11-12: Straight way, not stumble
16: No sleep for the wicked
19: Paths of wicked darkness
18: Path of righteous bright
17: They drink wine of violence
14-15: Do not walk in the way of evil men

570

―The significance of the comparison becomes clear when we observe that there is no mention of Yahweh in
chapter 4 whereas he takes center stage in chapter 3. In chapter 3 we have the view from above; Yahweh is
the one who teaches and disciplines, looks out and protects, and blesses the righteous. Chapter 4 gives us the
view from below, in which fathers teach sons to observe the ways of both the righteous and wicked. It is a
signal that this teaching comes from God. By placing chapters 3 and 4 next to one another, the sages who gave
us these instructions [most likely Solomon here] meant to show that it would be a mistake to separate the
wisdom instruction of the home from the wisdom teaching of the Lord. The picture of Yahweh teaching and
correcting as a loving father (3:12) makes a theological statement that is key to all of the instructions in
Proverbs 1–9, revealing the larger picture of what the parents are doing as they teach their son(s). They pass
on what they have received from Yahweh, the source, the beginning of wisdom teaching. Therefore, the stress
in this chapter is on the transmission of wisdom‖ (note on 4:1-27).
Note also the emphasis on the ―path‖ or ―way‖ one chooses to go. To get to the right destination, one must stay
exactly on the only path that leads there. Verse 18 is especially significant and inspiring. The end of the chapter
(verses 20-27) tells us to keep all these principles firmly in mind and to watch where we‘re going so as to stay
on the right path.
―Drink Water From Your Own Cistern‖ (Proverbs 5)
This fifth exhortation (5:1-23) instructs the son (verse 1) or sons (verse 7, NIV) to avoid the seductress and
enjoy sexual affection only in the marriage relationship with a loving wife—wherein is safety and much greater
joy.
―The Hebrew of v. 6 is difficult…. The verse can be translated without changing the Hebrew as, ‗In order that
you not pay attention to the path of life; her ways wander (from it), but you will not know it.‘ Taken in this way,
the point of v. 6 is not that the [promiscuous] woman is a lost and wayward soul [as in the NIV] (however true
that might be). In other words, she is not made an object of pity. To the contrary, she is an agent of temptation
who deliberately contrives to draw her prey off the path of life (cf. 2:19) and down to destruction. The whole
point of 5:1-6 is that the young man should heed wisdom and be preserved; one would therefore expect the text
to warn of how the prostitute [or immoral woman] draws him away from the path of life. This is the perspective
Proverbs always takes with regard to the adulteress (cf. 6:26; 7:6-26; 9:17-18). She is the hunter, not the victim‖
(New American Commentary, note on 5:1-6).
A wife‘s sexual charms are portrayed as a cistern or well of drinking water (verse 15; compare Song of Solomon
4:15). There is some disagreement as to the meaning in Proverbs 5:16 of the dispersed fountains and streams
of water in the streets. Some take these to be the wicked, polluted women the man might figuratively drink from.
Others see these as the man‘s own sexual affections wrongly spread abroad. Likewise verse 17 is seen as
referring either to a man not sharing his own sexual affections with other women besides his wife or to a man
not sharing his wife‘s sexual charms with other men. The former seems more likely given the conclusion in
verse 20. In any case, it is clear that the only proper sexual relationship—and the only one that will yield lasting
happiness—is that between a man and a woman in the sacred bond of marriage.
Verse 19 clearly expresses God‘s approval of intimate love play and physical affection between a husband and
wife. For thorough commentary on this subject, see the Bible Reading Program commentary on the Song of
Solomon.
As we read through these instructions, besides the direct counsel they give we should also keep in mind the
background through all these chapters of wisdom portrayed as a woman we should figuratively marry
(intimately bond with) and folly portrayed as a harlot we should avoid. The chapter ends with sin portrayed as
entrapment (verses 21-23). The temporary pleasure of sin will lead to misery and death in the end.
Foolish Ways to Avoid (Proverbs 6)
The first part of this chapter (6:1-19) presents us with four teachings—to seek freedom from unwise pledges
(verses 1-5), to learn industriousness and avoid laziness by following the example of the ant (verses 6-11), to
not be as the scoundrel (verses 12-15) and to hate the things God hates (verses 16-19). ―The four warnings of
6:1-19 are separate from the instructions on adultery; without this section, that theme would continue
uninterrupted in chapters 5-7. Remembering that evil deeds ensnare the wicked (5:22), we might read 6:1-19 as
an [inserted] exposition of that theme. The excursus also reminds the reader that not all enticements to folly
come from women‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on 6:1-19).

571

Regarding pledges, verses 1-5 ―warn against putting up surety (see 11:15), or cosigning a loan. This does not
mean we should never be generous or helpful if we have the means, only that we should not promise what we
cannot deliver. In Solomon‘s day, a cosigner who could not pay could lose all he had and be reduced to slavery
besides. Even though laws differ today, inability to pay a debt is still a form of bondage and can be a serious
problem. Modern conditions are different than in Old Testament times, but the warning still applies‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on verses 1-5).
Another serious entrapment is laziness. Thus we are directed to the example of ants. They have work to do and
get it done (verses 6-8). Verses 9-11 are not telling us to avoid needed sleep. Rather, unless health prevents us
we must not ―sleep the day away.‖ We all have much to do—and only so much time to do it in. Laziness and
lack of industry can ultimately leave us materially impoverished—but even worse, it can keep us from spiritual
responsibilities such as prayer and Bible study, leaving us spiritually impoverished and in danger of drifting from
God.
In verses 12-15, the ―scoundrel and villain‖ (NIV) is ―a troublemaker. Unlike the sluggard, whose only desire is
another place to nap, the troublemaker cannot wait to cause more problems or to get into more mischief. Unlike
the sluggard (see v. 6), he is too busy, though he is doing the wrong things. He delights in bringing dissensions.
But like the sluggard, he does not realize that calamity awaits him‖ (note on verses 12-15).
Verses 16-19 then present wickedness more generally. ―This passage is a numerical proverb (see 30:15-31)
that describes seven things that the Lord hates. The use of numerical progression—six, even seven—in these
proverbs is a rhetorical device that embellishes the poetry, provides a memory aid, and builds to a climax. It
gives the impression that there is more to be said about the topic‖ (note on verses 16-19). Commentator
Tremper Longman says, ―Such a device is a way of saying that there are a number of different examples of the
phenomenon, only a few of which are given‖ (How to Read Proverbs, p. 45). He also points out that such
language was used in surrounding ancient cultures: ―Compare Proverbs 6:16-19 with a passage from a Ugaritic
myth and from the Ahiqar text [mentioned in our introduction]…. ‗Truly (there are) two sacrifices Baal hates,
three the rider on the clouds [rejects]—a sacrifice of shame and a sacrifice of meanness and a sacrifice where
handmaids debauch.‘ (KTU 1.4. III. 17-21). [And] ‗There are two things which are good, and a third which is
pleasing to Shamash: one who drinks and shares it, one who masters wisdom {and observes it}; and one who
hears a word but tells it not.‘ (lines 92-93a)‖ (p. 76).
―In a list of this type, the last item is the most prominent‖ (Nelson, note on verses 16-19). In both the
characteristics of the scoundrel (verses 12-14) and the seven things God hates (verses 16-19), the last item
listed is sowing discord—causing trouble between other people, especially between brothers, those who would
otherwise be close. God views this as utterly despicable. How much worse it is today when people cause
divisions between His spiritual children in His Church. God desires the unity of His people (see Psalm 133:1).
The latter part of chapter 6 constitutes the sixth exhortation of the prologue (verses 20-35), a further warning
against the danger of adultery. Verses 27-29 emphasize cause and effect and the absolute inevitability of bad
consequences of any immoral actions. Verse 32 deserves reflection. It seems to say that immorality is the most
self-destructive of all sins—destructive of one‘s ―soul‖—his life and being—even when there are no apparent
physical penalties. The apostle Paul may have been referring to this verse when he said in 1 Corinthians 6:18:
―Flee sexual immorality. Every sin that a man does is outside the body, but he who commits sexual immorality
sins against his own body.‖
The statement in verse 30 about a hungry person stealing to satisfy himself not being despised is not meant to
condone theft. Indeed, it is immediately followed by the fact that if he is caught he will be forced to make
restitution. The point of this statement here is that theft in such instances is at least understandable as a means
to survival and because it is possible to rectify. Sleeping with another man‘s wife, on the other hand, never
makes sense as it is just the opposite of a means to survival—it is the pathway to death, especially from a
jealous husband who cannot be appeased.
―Do Not Stray Into Her Paths‖ (Proverbs 7)
The seventh exhortation (7:1-27) gives yet another warning against succumbing to the temptations of adultery.
The chapter begins with instruction to prize and be attentive to the father‘s commands—which are, in fact,
God‘s commands. The son is to take wisdom as ―sister‖ and understanding as nearest kin. ―Sister‖ here may be
used in the sense of a bride (see Song of Solomon 4:9-10, 12; 5:1-2). In any case, a deep, close relationship is
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to be forged with all that constitutes wisdom. The young man must be prepared to escape the clutches of that
ubiquitous adulteress.
An example is given of a gullible young man who did not escape. The woman perversely speaks of having
offered peace offerings, which meant she could bring part of them home for a feast before God—yet her
banquet, while her husband is away, is for the purpose of luring the young man into her home. And in he went
to his own destruction. ―Her house is a highway to the grave, leading down to the chambers of death‖ (verse 27,
NIV).
When two people engage in premarital or extra-marital sex, the actual circumstances, motives and attitudes
vary a great deal. They may both plan on having sex, or one may intentionally seduce the other, or they may be
increasingly intimate in their affection and get carried away. Regardless, every couple that engages in immoral
sex lacks or ignores the precious wisdom of God that He spells out in His Word for our protection, health and
happiness. Wisdom includes making firm godly plans to remain pure. Any decisions made while emotional or
sexually aroused will likely be foolish decisions. He who fails to plan plans to fail.
We should remember to see figurative parallels here between the way of wisdom and the way of folly and
wickedness. Woman Folly later issues similar invitations with the same horrible result (9:13-18). And we will
read of Woman Wisdom throwing a feast in her home and inviting the simple in (9:1-6)—in that case a banquet
we should be delighted to attend.
The Personification of Wisdom (Proverbs 8)
Chapter 8 is the second appeal of wisdom in the prologue, following 1:20-33, in the form of a hymn extolling its
value and importance. Recall that the adulteress was ―loud‖ and ―outside, at times in the open square, lurking in
every corner‖ (7:12) to waylay the simple. Wisdom is also to be found crying out all over town and wherever
people might be found. But what she speaks is right (verses 8-9). And what she offers is priceless blessings far
greater than any physical possessions or pleasures (verses 10-11, 18-21; compare 3:14-15). She may seem
undignified in hawking her wares everywhere, so to speak, but the point is that wisdom is not restricted to the
higher echelons of society. She is available for everyone who will love her and seek her. Of course, wisdom is
also vital for rulers. It is wisdom, skill in how to live and behave, that enables proper governance (8:15-16).
Solomon understood this when He asked God for wisdom to rightly govern the nation of Israel.
We must not only love what God loves but also hate what He hates (verse 13). God Himself made use of His
own wisdom in creation (8:22-31; compare 3:19-20). The personification of wisdom here has led some to
believe that the preincarnate Jesus Christ is the One speaking as Wisdom in these verses. However, we must
consider that Wisdom here speaks of having been ―brought forth‖ before anything else (verses 24-25)—and this
is not true of God the Word who always existed. Again, we must understand in this passage a personification of
a quality that is not in actuality a person. While there are some parallels here with Jesus Christ, who served as
the agent of God in creation and was the embodiment of divine wisdom, we should not make the mistake of
equating Him with Woman Wisdom.
Still others see a parallel between the personification of wisdom and the Egyptian concept of Maat, though this
is unlikely. The NIV Archaeological Study Bible explains: ―In ancient Egypt Maat was the abstract principle of
truth, order, justice and harmony—as well as the name of a goddess who personified those virtues. Kings were
enjoined to practice Maat in order to ensure a long reign…. Scholars naturally wonder to what degree the
Egyptian concept of Maat influenced Israelite thinking on justice and order in society. Specifically, the feminine
personification of Wisdom in Proverbs 8 has been suggested to have been derived from the Egyptian goddess
Maat…. It is difficult to posit a direct line of influence from Egypt to Israel on the subjects of order, justice or
Maat. Both Israel and Egypt understood that justice and harmony are necessary for life to function smoothly.
But Wisdom, in Proverbs 8, is a personification—not a goddess. She exemplifies the order and justice God has
built into creation. Lady Wisdom appears elsewhere in Proverbs; for example in 1:20-33 she calls upon people
to heed her teachings and so to find life. The embodiment of wisdom as a lady who invites people to follow her
is a distinctively Israelite idea, with no analogy in Egyptian teaching‖ (―Maat and Lady Wisdom,‖ sidebar on
Proverbs 8, p. 971).
Wisdom‘s direct appeal here ends with the assurance of life and blessings to those who find and heed her—and
death to those who reject her (verses 32-36).
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A Choice of Invitations (Proverbs 9)
The prologue of the book of Proverbs closes in chapter 9 with the choice of two paths represented by the two
figurative women, Wisdom and Folly—each here described as making an appeal. The NIV Application
Commentary notes on this chapter: ―These descriptions and quotations of Wisdom and Folly are a study in
similarities and contrasts. Both Wisdom and Folly call out from a house situated in the highest place. Both begin
with the same invitation: ‗Let all who are simple come in here,‘ adding an invitation to a meal. Both Wisdom and
Folly use proverbs; Wisdom‘s speech concludes with a series of proverbs, ending with, ‗If you are wise, your
wisdom will reward you; if you are a mocker, you alone will suffer‘ (9:12). Folly has only one proverb, but it is
revealing: ‗Stolen water is sweet; food {bread} eaten in secret is delicious‘ (9:17). However, the teacher shows
these similarities only to point out the glaring differences. Wisdom works at building and preparing in order to
have a sumptuous banquet to offer her guests while Folly sits at her door, loud [as was the adulteress in 7:11],
undisciplined, and without knowledge. The meals are different, Wisdom offering wine and meat [along with
bread], Folly offering only bread and water. There are the differences in outcome. Wisdom offers a future, a call
to maturity, and in a word, life. Folly only offers the immediate pleasure of good things enjoyed outside their
intended boundaries, hiding the fact that such pleasure brings death.‖
Wisdom‘s house is supported by seven pillars (9:1)—perhaps merely signifying complete stability, as seven is
the number of perfection and completion. Some, however, see a parallel with the creation of the previous
chapter standing through the seven creation days of Genesis. Some, on the other hand, take the book of
Proverbs as a whole to be the house of wisdom, especially given its seven attributed sections (see 1:1; 10:1;
22:17; 24:23; 25:1; 30:1; 31:1).
Wisdom‘s banquet, with slaughtered meat, is sumptuous. Mixed wine here may refer to wine mixed with spices,
as in Song of Solomon 8:2, or to wine mixed with water, as was common for wine drunk at meals. Joining
Wisdom in her house could, as in former parallels, signify marrying her in a sense—dwelling with her in
perpetuity.
―The section that follows Wisdom‘s invitation [i.e., verses 7-12] appears to intrude, interrupting the contrast with
the invitation of Folly. While most interpreters conclude that the section is secondary and therefore unrelated, it
is possible to observe an intention behind the inclusion of this discourse. This section not only repeats
significant terms from the prologue, it also summarizes the theme of receiving or rejecting instruction that
carries throughout the rest of the book (13:1; 15:5, 12; 16:20; 17:16; 18:15; 19:8, 25; 23:9; 27:22). The structure
of the section begins with the responses of the mocker and the wise person (9:7-9) and ends with their rewards
(9:11-12). In the central position of this frame, ‗the fear of the LORD‘ links response and outcome‖ (note on
verses 7-12). This being defined as the beginning of wisdom shows chapter 9 as closing the frame opened in
the book‘s initial instruction in 1:7, which said that the fear of God is the beginning of knowledge.
Verse 12 lays out the choice between two ways one last time. Then the final section, the appeal of Folly, shows
the worthlessness of her offer and where the wrong choice will lead—to the ―depths of the grave‖ (verse 18,
NIV). Whose invitation will you accept? If you desire wisdom and the abundant life that results, then you are
ready to enter the main part of the book.
Introduction to the Compact Sayings
We will next return to a chapter-by-chapter reading of the book of Proverbs, picking up where we left off—
commencing with Solomon‘s major collection of short sayings beginning in chapter 10. Before getting into them,
we here consider the value and characteristics of this literary form, particular patterns of construction in the
biblical proverbs, and the arrangement of this part of the book.
First, what is the point of using short sayings? As one commentator points out: ―If Solomon had written a lecture
on pride, few people would remember it, so he wrote a proverb instead: ‗Pride goes before destruction, a
haughty spirit before a fall‘ (Prov. 16:18, NIV). There are only seven words in the original Hebrew, and even a
child could memorize seven words! Because proverbs are brief and pictorial, they are easy to memorize, recall,
and share‖ (Warren Wiersbe, Be Skillful: An Old Testament Study—Proverbs, 2004, p. 16).
The pictorial aspect here is just as important as brevity—as are other factors that make people want to hear and
remember short maxims. Another commentary explains: ―An important aspect of the proverb is that it is easily
remembered and readily popularized. For this reason proverbs contain wit, humor, and turns of phrases that are
easy to speak or hear…. Among the rhetorical devices that popularize proverbs are repetition, alliteration,
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assonance, simile, and metaphor. [The English proverb] ‗Look before you leap,‘ for example, contains
alliteration (repeated initial consonants), whereas ‗A stitch in time saves nine‘ is memorable for its assonance
(repeated vowel sounds).
―The biblical proverbs contain many of the same devices. Assonance is found in the Hebrew of Prov 10:9a;
13:20b; alliteration, in 15:27a, paronomasia (play on words), in 22:24; and even rhyme, in 11:2 Humor and irony
occur in such texts as 11:22 and 19:24‖ (The New American Commentary, 1993, introduction to Proverbs, p.
38).
Such devices provide an entertainment aspect to proverbs, helping to propagate them. Commentator Hassell
Bullock gives several scriptural examples of humorous proverbs: ―The absence of discretion in a woman annuls
her beauty, according to the witty expression in 11:22: ‗As a ring of gold in a swine‘s snout, so is a beautiful
woman who lacks discretion.‘ The seriousness of folly evokes a chuckle in 17:12: ‗Let a man meet a bear
robbed of her cubs, rather than a fool in his folly.‘ The animal world also provides a humorous illustration for the
danger of meddling in other people‘s arguments: ‗Like one who takes a dog by the ears is he who passes by
and meddles with strife not belonging to him‘ (26:17). The contentious woman somewhat amusingly reminded
Solomon (and likely he had had many lessons!) of a constant dripping of water… (19:13). Comically, he would
even prefer to live in a corner on the rooftop or in a desert than to live with a contentious
woman…(21:9)…(21:19). A bit of humor is involved when the slothful man is described as too lazy to feed
himself: ‗The sluggard buries his hand in the dish, and will not even bring it back to his mouth‘ (19:24). In
another funny analogy, trusting a faithless person is like having a bad toothache or a sprained ankle…(25:19).
These examples are enough to illustrate the entertainment element, but obviously it is entertainment that
teaches‖ (An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophetic Books, 1988, pp. 149-151).
And there are still other rhetorical aspects of proverbs. They frequently turn on some comparison or contrast.
―In general proverbs draw lessons by reflecting on the way things are in relation to right values and right
conduct. [Commentator Robert] Scott lists seven ways that this is done in the book‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, introduction to Proverbs). These ways of drawing lessons through comparison and contrast
in Proverbs are as follows:
1. Identity (equivalence)
Things that appear distinct but are similar: ―A man who flatters his neighbor / spreads a net for his feet‖ (29:5).
2. Nonidentity (contrast)
Things that seem the same but are different: ―A satisfied soul loathes the honeycomb, / but to a hungry soul
every bitter thing is sweet‖ (27:7).
3. Similarity
Things that are similar (using similes): ―As cold water to a weary soul, / so is good news from a far country‖
(25:25).
4. Contrariety (indicative of absurdity):
Things that are absurd or futile: ―Why is there a price in the hand of a fool to buy wisdom, / when he has no
sense?‖ (17:16, NASB).

5. Classification (persons, actions or situations):
Sayings that classify types of people: ―The simple believes every word, / but the prudent considers well his
steps‖ (14:15).
6. Valuation (priority of one thing):
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Sayings that indicate relative values: ―A good name is to be chosen rather than great riches, / loving favor
rather than silver and gold‖ (22:1).
7. Consequences
Sayings that set forth resultant outcomes: ―The lazy man will not plow because of winter; / he will beg during
harvest and have nothing‖ (20:4). (Expositors, same note; Bullock, pp. 151-152)
Of course, one of the most important factors to proverbial sayings being remembered is not the use of rhetorical
devices. Rather, it is the fact that they ring true. ―Fundamental to the proverbial form is that it bears a timetested truth. Fads have no place in proverbial literature, except as their shallow nature may need to be
exposed‖ (Bullock, p. 147).
Much, then, can be communicated in such pithy, witty and thought-provoking remarks—and, again, these are
easier to remember than lengthy lectures. Of course, as pointed out in our introduction at the beginning of the
book, such short sayings can have the drawback of not giving enough qualification to deal with possible
exceptions to the general truths expressed. Yet this potential problem is easily resolved through a broad
knowledge of the whole of Scripture and practiced wisdom in applying revealed truth. In any case, the powerful
instructive and retention aspects of the short sayings outweigh the lack of comprehensiveness in them.
Moreover, they are in themselves quite full of meaning nonetheless—and together provide a panoply of
principles for navigating the course of life.
Poetic Construction
Understanding that the proverbs of Scripture are written in a particular literary or poetic form is important to a
full grasp and appreciation of them. As we earlier saw in our reading of Psalms, much of Hebrew poetry was
marked by parallelism, the repetition of related thoughts—a ―rhyming of thoughts,‖ as it were. In How to Read
Proverbs, Tremper Longman gives an example from the book of Proverbs and comments: ―We begin with the
idea of parallelism…
―The king is pleased with words from righteous lips;
he loves those who speak honestly. (Prov 16:13)
―The poetry of the Old Testament is largely constructed of parallel lines. Parallelism refers to the
correspondence that occurs between the phrases of a poetic line. Notice in the above proverb the echoing
effect that occurs between the two parts, or lines. (Scholars use the term cola to refer to two or more such lines
and colon to refer to a single line….) A rough, literal translation helps make the echo even clearer:
―A king is pleased with righteous lips;
He loves honest words.
―The verb ‗loves‘ echoes ‗is pleased‘; the object ‗righteous lips‘ echoes ‗honest words.‘ The explicit subject ‗king‘
is not repeated, but is understood as the antecedent of the verb in the second colon.
―How are we to read the echo? Our example shows that the relationship between the two cola is not mere
repetition. The two cola are not ‗saying the same thing twice‘—a common misunderstanding of parallelism.
Instead, the second part sharpens and intensifies the thought of the first part. This is a general principle that
applies to all parallel lines. As James Kugel, an important writer on parallelism puts it, therelationship between
the first two cola (labeled respectively ‗A‘ and ‗B‘) may be stated as ‗A, what‘s more, B.‘ B not only continues the
thought of A, it also adds something to the message of the colon, frequently by focusing it more narrowly.
―Take a look again at Proverbs 16:13. The first line says the king is pleased with righteous words; the second
focuses on one particular type of righteous word, namely honest words. There is a sharpening of the idea in the
second colon…. The implication of our understanding of parallelism for reading the poetry of Proverbs and
other portions of the Bible is to read slowly and reflectively. As we do so, we should ask, how does the second
part of the parallel line contribute to the idea of the first part? If nothing else, such reading will get us to really
concentrate on the meaning of the words. We may have a tendency to skim, but this does not work well,
especially when we come to that compact language we call poetry‖ (2002, pp. 39-40).
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The two-line (or bicolon) verse pattern is not the only kind of literary construction we find in Proverbs. There is
also the single-line (or monocolon) pattern (e.g., Proverbs 24:26)—though this is rare in the book. And there are
patterns of three or more lines (which we‘ll see further details on shortly). Still, the most common form in
Proverbs, by far, is the two-line or bicolon pattern.
Different types of bicolon parallelism in Proverbs are recognized. Lists vary slightly, but the following are
common:
1. Synonymous
The second line says something near in meaning to the first line using a different expression: ―A fool‘s mouth is
his destruction, / and his lips are the snare of his soul‖ (18:7). For the designation in this case The New
American Commentary (NAC) prefers the word parallelism by itself, arguing that the term ―synonymous‖ is here
misleading since there is usually a slightly different emphasis in the second line.
2. Antithetical
The second line contrasts with the first, stating a similar idea in a negative or reversed way: ―The plans of the
righteous are just, / but the advice of the wicked is deceitful‖ (12:5, NIV). The same commentary above objects
to the designation ―antithetical‖ because it could imply that the two lines are contradictory. The reality is that
both lines, as of the proverb above, actually show two sides of the same coin—so that together they constitute
a full picture. The NAC refers to this as proverbial merismus (merismus being a literary device wherein two
parts of something stand for the whole).
3. Synthetic
The second line supplements, expands or amplifies the idea of the first in some way: ―The discretion of a man
makes him slow to anger, / and his glory is to overlook a transgression‖ (19:11). The NAC substitutes the term
progression, noting that ―synthetic‖ could imply that something is wrong or artificial in the structure.
Furthermore, some overlap should be noted: ―Many proverbs employ a mixture of parallelism [i.e., synonymous
parallelism] and progression. That is, the second line partially parallels and partially moves beyond the first line‖
(p. 35).
4. Comparative (Emblematic or Analogous)
One of the parallel units uses figurative illustration: ―As vinegar to the teeth and smoke to the eyes, / so is the
lazy man to those who send him‖ (10:26). Some use the term ―comparative‖ in the next listed sense instead.
5. Comparative (―Better Than‖)
One part states a preferred value or course over the other: ―Better is a little with righteousness, / than vast
revenues without justice‖ (16:8). Again, however, some use the term ―comparative‖ only in the sense of the
previous listed point. And some class the ―Better Than‖ proverbs with the next type.
6. Formal (Integral or Climactic)
The second line simply completes the idea begun in the first line, the two lines being incomplete without each
other: ―The rich and the poor have this in common, / the LORD is the maker of them all‖ (22:2).
As Expositor‘s notes: ―One part may contain the subject and the second the predicate (15:31); the first line may
state a condition and the second its consequences (16:7), its cause (16:12), or its purpose (15:24).‖ And
Expositor‘s classes the ―Better Than‖ proverbs among these. Of these various types, antithetical parallelism
(which contrasts opposites) is the most common form found in the book of Proverbs, especially concentrated in
the first part of Solomon‘s major collection (chapters 10–15). Recalling the lessons of the prologue of the book
(chapters 1–9), Longman comments:
―Why is antithetical parallelism so prevalent in the book of Proverbs? As we have already seen, the book is
intent on presenting its readers with a fundamental choice in life, the choice between wisdom and folly. These
antithetical proverbs are fleshing out the differences between the two. Wisdom is constructive, demands fear of
the Lord, avoids proud talk, and does not lie. Folly, on the other hand, is destructive, despises the Lord, brags,
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and lies. Antithetical parallelism supports the worldview and message of Proverbs as a whole‖ (How to Read
Proverbs, p. 42).
As noted earlier, there are lengthier patterns than the bicolon (two-line) proverbs. There is the threeline proverb
or tricolon (also known as a triplet or tristich). ―In simplest form, as [scholar Kenneth] Kitchen comments, the
tricolon shows ‗synonymous or synthetic parallelism in all three lines…. But in instructional wisdom-literature,
other and more complex configurations predominate.‘ These normally take a 2+1 or 1+2 pattern, in which two
lines parallel each other in some fashion and the third line is distinct but complementary to the other two.
Sometimes a 1/1/1 pattern is found, in which each line functions differently but together they present a single
idea‖ (NAC, p. 36).
The four-line proverb (quatrain or tetrastich) can be more complex in structure. ―One pattern, for example, is
abab, in which the a lines to some degree parallel one another, as do the b lines. Nonparallel lines may also be
found‖ (NAC, p. 36). ―Examples of the synonymous (e.g., 23:15-16; 24:3-4), synthetic (e.g., 30:5-6), and
comparative [i.e., emblematic] (e.g., 25:16-17) may be cited among the four-line proverbs in the book‖ (Bullock,
p. 160).
Five-line proverbs, or pentads, are rare in Scripture. Proverbs 30:15-16 is an example. ―The longer, more
reflective proverbs sometimes take the six-line form (hexastich [or hexad]). Frequently, the first two lines
compose a prologue, and the following four lines provide the substance (e.g., 23:19-21). The eightline
(octastich) proverb may also be identified (e.g., 23:22-25). The longer proverbs may be called the mashal ode
[proverb ode], or song. Many of these are incorporated in 1:7–9:18 as well as elsewhere in the book (e.g.,
22:17-21; 30:7-9)‖ (Bullock, p. 160). Bullock (p. 161) lists the variety of patterns as they occur in the book this
way:
POETIC FORMS IN PROVERBS
1:7–9:18 The predominant form is the proverbial ode.
10:1–22:16 All are two-line proverbs, with the greatest number antithetic in form.
22:17–24:22 Most forms occur, although the four-line proverb is preferred.
24:23-34 The two-line as well as the four-line is identifiable, along with one proverbial ode.
25:1–29:27 These are largely two-line proverbs, with the antithetic and comparative forms
predominant.
30:1-33 This section contains the two-line, four-line, and numerical proverbs.
31:2-9 The two- and four-line proverbs are identifiable.
31:10-31 This is an alphabetic acrostic poem.
Ordered or Random Assemblage?
Aside from groupings into large collections according to attribution, the compact sayings as a whole are
typically thought to have no particular organization. The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―In places a few sentences
on one theme appear together, but other sentences on that theme often appear elsewhere as well. We might
expect all proverbs on poverty to be in one section and all on child-rearing in another, but these and many other
topics are interspersed throughout the collection.‖ Yet some have discerned various types of collections within
the whole. The following lengthy quotation from The New American Commentary explores this matter:
―Perhaps the most arresting feature of Prov 10:1–24:23 is what seems a complete lack of structure of
arrangement in the collection of proverbs. They appear to have been assembled altogether at random. This
feature seems odd in light of the Hebrew passion for parallel, chiasmus [i.e., concentric structure], merismus
[wherein two parts stand for a whole], and other such modes of structuring the written word.
―Thus [commentator Norman] Whybray has commented that to claim the proverbs have no context but occur in
random order ‗amounts to no more than an admission that modern scholars have so far not been able
satisfactorily to discover what such a ―context,‖ whether literary or theological, might be.‘ In unraveling this
problem, several factors must be taken into account.
―First, each proverb is an independent unit that can stand alone and still have meaning. Textual context is not
essential for interpretation. Also the very disorder of a collection of proverbs can serve a didactic [or teaching]
purpose; it demonstrates that while reality and truth are not irrational, neither are they fully subject to human
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attempts at systemization. The proverbs are presented in the seemingly haphazard way we encounter the
issues with which they deal.
―Context, however, sometimes qualifies or gives a more precise meaning to a given proverb. Perhaps the best
known example of this is Prov 26:4-5, where the reader is advised both against and in favor of answering a fool
according to his folly. The two proverbs qualify each other, and the whole indicates that there are times when
responding to a fool is appropriate and other times when it is not.
―On close examination, in fact, many proverbs are found to have been grouped into small collections that
provide context for the individual maxims. Proverbs 10–24, therefore, are characterized by both order and
disorder. Each proverb has its own meaning, but it may also have a more specific meaning in the context of a
small collection of proverbs. Individual proverbs, collections of proverbs, and the random repetition of proverbial
themes all serve to reinforce the lessons of the book….
―Several types of collections (with many variations and combinations of types) may be observed in the biblical
Proverbs:
―1. Parallel collection: proverbs grouped in an A-B-A-B pattern. The elements of the pattern may be individual
cola (two-proverb collection; 11:16-17) or whole proverbs (four-proverb collection; 10:27-30).
―2. Chiastic collection: proverbs grouped in an A-B-B-A pattern. Again, the elements of the pattern may be
individual cola (two-proverb collection; 18:6-7) or whole proverbs (four-proverb collection; 12:19-22).
―3. Catchword collection: a group of proverbs that contain a common catchword (15:15-17). Some specific word
or phrase is repeated that signals that the verses are related to one another.
―4. Thematic collection: a group of proverbs that maintain a common theme (10:31-32). That is, they deal with
the same subject matter.
―5. Inclusio collection: a group of proverbs between an inclusio, in which the first and last proverbs are similar or
contain common catchwords. For example, 11:23-27 is set off by the catchword ‗good‘ as an inclusio in vv.
23,27, and vv. 24-26 within that inclusio deal with the theme of generosity and its rewards. A variation on the
inclusio is the A-B envelope series, which consists of two juxtaposed collections with similar proverbs at the
beginnings and ends (as in 15:1–16:8).
―In addition, certain sections of Proverbs employ what may be called ‗random repetition‘ for didactic [teaching]
purposes. Proverbs 17, for example, randomly returns to the theme of avoiding quarrelsome behavior in vv. 1,
9, 14, 19, 27-28. For the reader the unexpected way in which teachings on a particular theme repeatedly
appear more emphatically drives home the intended lesson. If related proverbs always stood together in a
single cluster, much of the effect would be lost‖ (pp. 46-48).
While, as we have seen, there is certainly great benefit to a topical reading of Proverbs (with proverbs on the
same subjects grouped together), we should consider that some proverbs span multiple subjects—and some
may indirectly bear on subjects beyond their immediate scope. So if proverbs were arranged in the book by
topic with each appearing only once, a search of a particular subject would miss some relevant proverbs
grouped in a different category.
Commentator Wiersbe addresses this issue further: ―But why didn‘t the Holy Spirit direct the authors to arrange
these proverbs in topical fashion, so we could quickly find what we need to know? Derek Kidner [in his Tyndale
commentary on the book] reminds us that the Book of Proverbs ‗is no anthology, but a course of education in
the life of wisdom.‘ As we read proverbs chapter by chapter, the Spirit of God has the freedom to teach us
about many subjects, and we never know from day to day which topic we‘ll need the most. Just as the Bible
itself isn‘t arranged like a systematic theology, neither is Proverbs.
What Solomon wrote is more like a kaleidoscope than a stained-glass window: We never know what the next
pattern will be‖ (p. 16). Moreover, a search through the whole book for counsel on a particular matter will end up
giving us many other important things to think about as well.
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With all this as background, we proceed next to sequential readings of the compact sayings. As we go, we will
present a suggested outline of the proverb clusters or collections and descriptions of these (mainly from The
New American Commentary, which has done an exceptional job of laying these out).
There does seem to be intentional organization, at least in sections. And it is good to be aware of particular
clusters, as the sayings in these cases were probably arranged to complement one another. Of course, we will
be able to comment only on selective individual proverbs, being prevented by time and space from an
exhaustive treatment. And not all need commentary—being succinct and to the point as they are.
First Part of Major Solomonic Collection Mostly Antithetical (Proverbs 10)
1. Subheading (10:1a)
The subhead of Solomon‘s major collection, containing the attribution, is found in Proverbs 10:1. Of this core
section of the book (10:1–22:16), the first part (chapters 10–15) is made up mostly of antithetical proverbs,
highlighting the choice between the way of wisdom and the way of folly.
2. A Diligent Son and a Lazy Son (10:1b-5)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, INCLUSIO…. Verses 1b-5 form a collection marked off by the inclusio [a section that
begins and ends similarly] of ‗wise son / foolish son‘ (v. 1) and ‗wise son / disgraceful son‘ (v. 5). The theme of
the collection is that a family will thrive if the children are diligent in their work but collapse if they are lazy or
resort to crime‖ (NAC).
It is interesting, after the nine-chapter prologue presented as a father‘s counsel to his son to choose wisdom
over folly, that the first compact saying in Solomon‘s major collection concerns the impact a son‘s decisions in
this regard has on his parents. Actually, ―son‖ here can be understood as ―child,‖ whether son or daughter. ―The
tense of the verbs suggests that time after time a wise child gladdens parents, and time after time a foolish child
brings distress to parents‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 10:1).
Verse 2 is very similar to 11:4. Righteousness delivering from death should be viewed in light of the whole of
scriptural revelation. This is generally applicable to life in the here and now, in that wise choices promote
physical longevity (see also 3:2; 10:27; 12:28)—but of course, as noted previously, the verse should not be
read as a rule or promise that righteous people won‘t die or won‘t die prematurely. God may decide to allow His
faithful followers to die at a relatively young age. Jesus Christ, after all, died at 33. Yet in an ultimate sense, the
verse, and others like it, can be understood to speak of deliverance from the second death—and thus the
inheritance of eternal life.
In Proverbs 10:5, laziness characterized by oversleeping when there is work to be done is shameful (compare
6:9-11; 19:15; 20:13). Our time is our life. We must make good use of it.
3. The Mouth of the Wicked (10:6-11)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO, PARALLEL…. Verses 6 and 11 form an inclusio as indicated by the repetition of the line,
‗But the mouth of the wicked conceals violence‘ [NIV]. Within this inclusio vv. 7-10 are arranged in parallel (A B
A B); v. 7 and v. 9 parallel each other (the fate of the righteous versus the fate of the wicked), and v. 8 and v. 10
parallel each other (both contain the line ‗a chattering fool comes to ruin‘ [NIV]). The repetition of two lines in
this section, both of which concern the mouth of the wicked, points to the major emphasis of the collection‖
(NAC).
Adding to the poetic parallelism, the Hebrew verb for ―will fall‖ (verses 8, 10) or ―comes to ruin‖ (NIV) comes
from the same root as the verb translated ―will rot‖ in verse 7 (Nelson, note on verse 8). The one who ―winks
with the eye‖ in verse 10 denotes a person acting slyly with a hidden agenda. Thus two wrongs are contrasted
here—rather than a right and a wrong as in most proverbs of this section. The silent deceiver is able to succeed
in his schemes for a time while a chattering fool will get nowhere. This signals no approval of the deceiver—
marking only the fact that he at least knows to choose his words carefully (compare 12:23). Eventually, as other
passages show, he will meet judgment as well.
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4. Seven-Proverb Collection (10:12-18)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO WITH TWO-PROVERB PAIRS…. Verses 12 and 18 form an inclusio…and vv. 13-14 and
15-16 are proverbial pair; catchwords are also used [―destruction‖ (―ruin‖ or ―terror‖) in verses 14-15 and ―to life‖
in verses 16-17]. Themes include wealth and poverty, wisdom and folly, and contentiousness‖ (NAC).
The apostle Peter essentially quoted from Proverbs 10:12 in 1 Peter 4:8. Some have taken ―love covers all [or a
multitude of] sins‖ to mean that showing love to others covers one‘s own sins before God. Yet in context, the
clear meaning is that love is shown to others by covering their sins—that is, burying their past mistakes and not
bringing them up, either to them (generating strife) or to others. Proverbs 11:13 speaks of not airing secrets
(which include private past mistakes) as an act of faithfulness. Implicit in covering sins is forgiving them, as God
does in Psalm 32:1. Of course, in the sense used there, only He can completely cover sins.
Proverbs 10:18 has caused some confusion. It is usually understood as synonymous parallel. In that case,
however, all the proverbs of this section are in antithetical or contrasting forms except this one. It should be
noted that the ―and‖ here could be rendered ―but,‖ so that this proverb would be contrasting as well. In that
case, as with 10:10, two negatives would be contrasted. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary takes this view,
saying in its note on verse 18: ―In this comparison two errors are given, the second being climactic: hypocrisy is
bad enough, slander is worse. At least in the first one—the ‗lying lips‘—one keeps hatred to himself.‖
5. On the Tongue, Personal Security, and Laziness (10:19-32)
―This section is a chiasmus [i.e., concentric arrangement] made up of four separate collections with a single
proverb standing at the center as a somewhat humorous ‗bridge.‘ The structure is:
―A: On the tongue (vv. 19-21)
―B: On personal security (vv. 22-25)
―C: On laziness (v. 26)
―B′: On personal security (vv. 27-30)
―A′: On the tongue (vv. 31-32)
● ―THREE-PROVERB COLLECTION. Type: Thematic, with One Proverb Pair (10:19-21)…. The use of the
tongue is the theme of this collection, and each verse is merismatic [or antithetical in form]. Verses 20-21
closely parallel each other and can be regarded as a proverb pair. Verses 19 then is an ironic heading to vv. 2021: Although the wise person gives sound advice, wisdom is found more in those who are silent than in those
who are verbose!...
● ―FOUR-PROVERB COLLECTION. Type: Thematic Parallel (10:22-25)… Only through righteousness and
wisdom can one attain real security in life. The righteous can have wealth without the trouble that often goes
with it (sycophants, legal problems), whereas the wicked will ultimately be brought down by the disaster they
fear (vv. 22,24). And while the wicked find great amusement in their crimes, they will not withstand a real
calamity when it comes (vv. 23,25). Verse 25 may be behind Matt 7:24-27….
● ―SINGLE PROVERB. Type: Tricolon (10:26)‖ (NAC). The comparison here involves things that are unpleasant
and irritating.
● ―FOUR-PROVERB COLLECTION. Type: Thematic Parallel (10:27-30). The four proverbs of this collection all
deal with the theme of long life for the righteous and destruction for the wicked. In addition, the proverbs are in
an A-B-A-B pattern. This pattern is found in vv. 27 and 29, which are parallel with each other linked by the motif
of the Lord, while vv. 28 and 30 are linked by the motif of the righteous. All four verses are linked by the motif of
the fate of the wicked…and those who do evil‖ (NAC).
As with Proverbs 10:2, verse 27 about righteous living prolonging life and wickedness shortening it should be
understood as: (1) a general principle of physical life, all else being equal (recognizing that circumstances in
God‘s purview sometimes allow the opposite to occur in this world); and (2) in the context of eternal life for the
righteous versus eternal death for the wicked, which is the most important context to bear in mind. Next observe
the similarity of language in 10:28 and 11:7 nearby.
● ―TWO-PROVERB COLLECTION. Type: Thematic, Parallel (10:31-32)…. The theme of this pair is the use of
the tongue. The cola are in an A-B-A-B pattern, but note the inclusio using ‗mouth‘ in v. 31a and v. 32b‖ (NAC).
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First Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 11)
6. What the Lord Abhors (11:1-21)
―In 11:1-21 a group of proverb collections are held together by the inclusio formed by ‗the Lord abhors‘ and ‗he
delights‘ in vv. 1,20 [NIV].
● ―MORAL INTEGRITY AND GOD‘S JUDGMENT. Type: Chiastic (11:1-4)…. Verse 1 describes God‘s
abhorrence of fraud, and v. 4 answers it with the promise that the wrongfully gained wealth of the wicked will do
them no good in the day of judgment. Between these verses vv. 2-3 assert that humility and integrity, rather
than their opposites, are the best guides in life‖ (NAC).
In its note on verse 1, The Bible Reader‘s Companion says: ―Leviticus 19:35-36 forbids the use of ‗dishonest
standards,‘ weighted to favor the merchant rather than the seller [he buys from] or buyer [to whom he sells].
The Jewish Talmud calls for meticulous efforts to keep this command, decreeing that ‗the shopkeeper must
wipe his measures twice a week, his weights once a week, and his scales after every weighing,‘ to keep any
substance from throwing them off. We can‘t be too careful trying to be fair with others.‖ As previously noted, the
language of Proverbs 11:4 is similar to that of 10:2.
● ―SALVATION FOR THE RIGHTEOUS. Type: Thematic, Parallel Proverb Pair (11:5-6)…. These two proverbs
parallel each other and describe the respective fates of the righteous and the wicked…
● ―DEATH OF A SINNER. Type: Inclusio, Proverb Pair (11:7-8)…. As the text stands, these two proverbs are
bound by the inclusio of the word ‗wicked‘ in v. 7a and v. 8b…. In addition, these verses assert that God brings
utter destruction to the wicked and imply a promise of eternal life to the righteous‖ (NAC). As earlier noted, v. 7
contains language similar to that of 10:28.
● ―DESTRUCTIVE LIPS. Type: Chiastic, with an Afterward (11:9-13)…. Verses 10-11 are an obvious pair in
parallel, whereas vv. 9,12 are bound by the theme of the slanderous gossip of the wicked against restrained
silence of the righteous…. Verse [13] is an afterword on the subject of the tongue‖ (NAC).
Verse 10 may seem odd in light of the unpopularity of God‘s servants among the nations of the world. However,
despite persecution, it does make sense that others rejoice when the righteous are doing well: ―Why should the
community rejoice in the prosperity of the righteous? Because both the way a righteous man gains his wealth
and the way he uses it benefits society. The righteous businessman employs others, supports schools and
government with his taxes and in the O[ld] T[estament] tradition, shares generously‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verses 10-11). And often people enjoy seeing justice where the good guy wins.
● ―NATIONAL AND PERSONAL PRUDENCE. Type: Parallel (11:14-15)…. Both proverbs here follow the
pattern ‗imprudent action brings disaster / prudent action gives security,‘ but the first involves national matters
where the second concerns personal business‖ (NAC).
Verse 14 explains that it‘s vital to get counsel from a number of sources than can be weighed together in
making important decisions (see also 15:22; 20:18; 24:6).
Proverbs 11:15 should also be read in light of the next listed proverb in verse 16. ―These two proverbs balance
each other. The first warns against rashly giving surety or a pledge for a stranger. The second praises
generosity [as being ‗gracious‘ or ‗kindhearted‘ (NIV) surely includes]; generosity begets honor‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verses 15-16). Verse 16, discussed next, should also be read in the context of the next verse,
with which it is parallel.
● ―KINDNESS AND CRUELTY. Type: Parallel (11:16-17)…. The pattern of these two proverbs is ‗kind woman /
cruel man // kind man / ruthless man.‘ By itself v. 16 could be read cynically (‗A kind woman gets respect, but a
cruel man gets rich‘…to justify unscrupulous behavior. In conjunction with v. 17, however, the self-destructive
nature of the ‗hard-nosed‘ approach to life is apparent….
● ―THE WAGES OF SIN AND RIGHTEOUSNESS. Type: Chiasmus (11:18-19)…. This pair has the chiastic
pattern [in this case a-b-b-a] ‗wicked man / he who sows righteousness / righteousness / he who pursues
evil‘…. Note that this pair has links to vv. 16-17. The wealth of the cruel man corresponds to deceptive wages
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as the honor given a kind woman is genuine. Also the health/self-inflicted pain of v. 17 corresponds to the life
and death of v. 19.
● ―DIVINE JUDGMENT. Type: Parallel (11:20-21)…. God‘s attitude toward individuals (disgust / pleasure) in v.
20 corresponds to the outcome of their lives (inescapable trouble / deliverance) in v. 21‖—which also impacts
their children (NAC).
7. Beauty Without Discretion (11:22)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC).
8. Generosity and Selfishness (11:23-27)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO…. Verses 23,27 closely parallel each other and form an inclusio around vv. 24-26, all of
which center on the theme of generosity and selfishness. The inclusio states the general truth that one receives
back according to one‘s own behavior while vv. 24-26 deal with the concrete issue of hoarding [and refusing to
sell currently at a fair price]‖ (NAC).
The picture of the one who scatters abroad increasing more—the generous person being made rich—is similar
to Ecclesiastes 11:1: ―Cast your bread upon the waters, for you will find it after many days.‖
The good we do will be returned to us in different ways. Just on a human level, a selfish, stingy person will likely
make enemies, a factor that will probably hurt him later—even financially perhaps. The generous person will
make friends who will be there to contribute to his prosperity and well-being later. But there is more to the
universe than that—as there is a real God who blesses generosity and curses greed and selfishness.
Jesus likewise taught: ―Give, and it will be given to you: good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and
running over will be put into your bosom. For with the same measure that you use, it will be measured back to
you‖ (Luke 6:38).
Of course, the passages here are not a promise of material wealth in this lifetime in return for being generous.
The greatest riches are spiritual ones—though this does include the promised hope of possessing the entire
universe as co-heirs with Christ. See also Proverbs 13:7.
First Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 11–12)
9. The Source of Life (11:28–12:4)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO…. The structure of this collection is complex. Proverbs 11:28 has a close parallel in 12:3;
both concern the flourishing of the righteous and failure of the wicked to establish themselves through wealth
and cunning. Proverbs 11:29, which concerns a son‘s behavior in the family (see 17:2), is answered by 12:4,
which deals with the wife‘s contribution to the family. Proverbs 11:28-29 and 12:3-4 thus form an inclusio
around 11:30–12:2.
―Proverbs 11:28-29 and 12:3-4 teach that a man cannot provide for the security of his family through any means
that violate basic principles of right and wrong. Rather than focus his attention on making as much money as
possible, a man should give thought to the choice of a good wife and then to the spiritual nurture of his children.
Above all else, he must conduct his own life with integrity if he expects the same from his family.
―The two pairs—11:30-31 and 12:1-2—each deal with behavior (11:30; 12:1) and its reward or punishment
(11:31; 12:2). The collection is thus structured as follows:
―Aa The true source of life (11:28)
―Ab Family life (11:29)
―Ba Behavior of righteous and wicked (11:30)
―Bb Divine judgment (11:31)
―Ba′ Behavior of righteous and wicked (12:1)
―Bb′ Divine judgment (12:2)
―Aa′ The true source of life (12:3)
―Ab′ Family life (12:4)‖ (NAC).
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The reference to ―winning souls‖ as a wise course of action in 11:30 is to ―to capturing (loqeah ‗to lay hold of,
seize, conquer‘) people with ideas or influence (2 Sam 15:6)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Proverbs
11:30). Verse 31 in the NIV reads: ―If the righteous receive their due on earth / how much more the ungodly and
the sinner!‖ Expositor‘s notes on this verse: ―Retribution for sin is certain, for the righteous and especially for the
sinner. The proverb uses a ‗how much more‘ argument—if this be true, how much more this (argument from the
lesser to the greater). The point is that divine justice deals with all sin; and if the righteous suffer for their sins,
certainly the wicked will. The LXX [Greek Septuagint translation of the Hebrew Scriptures] introduces a new
idea to the verse: ‗If the righteous be scarcely saved‘; this is recorded in 1 Peter 4:18.‖ We will consider this
further when we come to this New Testament verse.
Proverbs 12:1 in the KJV and NKJV appears to state the obvious: ―Whoever loves instruction loves
knowledge…‖ Yet the word for ―instruction‖ can be translated, as in other versions, as ―discipline‖—paralleling
the ―correction‖ in the latter part of the verse. The Hebrew words in verse 4 translated ―excellent wife,‖ or by
some as ―noble woman‖ or ―virtuous woman,‖ are the same as those used in the well-known ode of Proverbs
31:10-31.
10. Plans and Schemes (12:5-7)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. The unity of this collection is indicated in the Hebrew structure. These three proverbs
follow a logical progression: the righteous make plans that are just, but the wicked scheme with deceitful
counsel (v. 5); the wicked attempt to ambush the righteous with their lies, but the righteous are delivered by
their integrity (v. 6); the wicked are totally destroyed, but the righteous stand secure (v. 7)‖ (NAC).
11. Earned Respect (12:8)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC).
12. On Providing for One’s Needs (12:9-11)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO…. The well-earned prosperity of the righteous contrasts with the feigned wealth, the acts of
exploitation, and the idle plans of the foolish and wicked‖ (NAC).
The Jewish Soncino commentary notes on verse 9: ―The interpretation of the verse depends on the way this
phrase [‗and hath a servant‘ (KJV)] is understood. One possible reading is: Better to be held in low social
esteem by not living beyond one‘s means, and yet possess a slave to do the menial work and so have a
comfortable life, than make a pretence of wealth, mixing with the rich and spending what is necessary for food
on maintaining a place in such society. This yields a satisfactory meaning and a sensible admonition which
many need today. One the other hand, the words and hath a servant may signify ‗and is a slave to himself,‘ i.e.
he does for himself the humble tasks which are usually relegated to a slave, and spends the money on feeding
his body well. In either case, the point is the futility of inflicting [de]privations upon oneself to preserve an
outward show of affluence which does not correspond with reality.‖
Verse 10 shows that the consideration and care of a righteous man extends to not just other people, but to his
animals as well. Cruelty to animals—or cruelty in any form, for that matter—is totally contrary to God‘s will.
13. On Fruit and Snares (12:12-14)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. This collection employs two metaphors of gathering food: hunting with snares
(symbolizing the wicked) and laboring to raise crops (symbolizing the righteous)‖ (NAC). The wicked trap
themselves, and the righteous, through proper words and acts, receive blessings in return. This is another way
of expressing the principle of reaping what one sows (see Galatians 6:7).
14. Able to Take Advice (12:15)
―TYPE: SINGLE BICOLON PROVERB‖ (NAC).
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15. The Use and Abuse of Words (12:16-22)
―TYPE: LINKED PARALLELISM AND CHIASMUS…. These seven verses are made up of four verses arranged
in parallel (vv. 16-19) conjoined by a common verse to a four-verse chiasmus [i.e., concentric arrangement] (vv.
19-22). The structure is as follows:
―A: Thoughtless reactions (v. 16)
―B: Honesty and lying (v. 17)
―A′: Reckless words (v. 18)
―B′: Honesty and lying (v. 19)
―C: Plotting evil and promoting peace (v. 20)
―C′: Trouble to the wicked, not the righteous (v. 21)
―B″: Honesty and lying (v. 22)‖ (NAC).
16. A Wholesome Life (12:23-28)
―TYPE: PARALLEL…. This text is structured as a six-verse parallel as follows:
―A: Caution and incaution (v. 23).
―B: Diligence and laziness (v. 24)
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―C: Anxiety and joy (v. 25)
―A′: Caution and incaution (v. 26)
―B′: Laziness and diligence (v. 27)
―C′: Life and immortality (v. 28)
―The six proverbs of this section do not have a single theme but describe types of activity that may promote or
undermine a wholesome life‖ (NAC).
Proverbs 12:23 shows the importance of being careful in what one reveals to others and of not making a show
of knowledge.
Verse 24 is ironic in that a lazy person, lacking diligence, fails to advance in life and ends up having to do the
menial labor he wants to avoid. In verse 27, the lazy man is humorously portrayed not roasting the food he went
to the trouble of catching—and thereby letting it go to waste and failing to benefit from it. The idea is that he
doesn‘t complete tasks—and loses out because of it.
Verse 26 makes it clear that we can choose who our friends are—and that it‘s important that we do and that we
choose wisely. Compare with 13:20.
In Proverbs 12:28, we again see the future of life for the righteous—and, indeed, of ―no death.‖ According to
Soncino: ―To reproduce the original [Hebrew], the words should be hyphenated ‗no-death.‘ This can only be an
allusion to immortality which follows the ending of a righteous life upon earth‖ (note on verse 28). The NIV here
has ―immortality.‖
First Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 13)
17. The Use of the Mouth (13:1-4)
―TYPE: CATCHWORD…. A number of words and concepts bind this text together. The ‗mocker‘ corresponds to
the one who ‗speaks rashly,‘ while shutting one‘s mouth corresponds to receiving instruction (vv. 1,3). Verses 23 referto the mouth, and the nepes [or nephesh, referring to one‘s physical being] is mentioned in vv. 2-4‖
(NAC).
Proverbs 13:1, concerning a wise son heeding his father‘s instruction, harkens back to the first of the compact
sayings (10:1) and the book‘s prologue (chapters 1–9).
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18. Action and Reaction (13:5-6)
―TYPE: PARALLEL, CATCHWORD…. These two proverbs are set in parallel on the basis of ‗righteous‘ and
‗wicked‘ in v. 5 and ‗righteousness‘ and ‗wickedness‘ in v. 6‖ (NAC).
19. The Ambiguity of Riches (13:7-11)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. The acquisition, possession, and use of money dominate vv. 7-8, 11. Verses 9-10 do not
refer to money, but the overall context throws new meaning on these proverbs as well‖ (NAC).
Proverbs 13:7 is often interpreted to refer to a poor person pretending to be rich and a rich person pretending to
be poor. But that is not what is meant here. The New American Commentary rightly states:
―There is more to v. 7 than that some people deceitfully pretend to be rich or poor. More profoundly, things are
not always what they seem. One person may appear rich (and may or may not have money) and yet on a more
fundamental level have nothing, and the reverse is true as well. This is illustrated in v. 8, in which the point is
made that although the rich have some protection from their money, the poor have little need for such
protection since they have nothing worth stealing [—and they ‗hear no threat‘ (NIV)].
Wealth is thus a prison, and the one who appears rich has nothing enviable. Similarly, if one has not acquired
wealth properly, that wealth will soon disappear (v. 11). The apparent wealth of those who acquired money
without learning the lessons of financial prudence is fleeting‖ (note on verses 7-8). Also compare verse 7 with
11:24-25 Pride has been called ―the mother of all sins.‖ It certainly leads to contention, as verse 10 tells us.
20. A Hope Fulfilled (13:12-19)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO…. The Bible goes beyond the secular wisdom of relating success to hard work [and
trustworthiness] and more fundamentally ties it to the development of a mature, virtuous soul by submission to
wise teachers…. This text has a general inclusio pattern, but there are many crossconnections.
―A: ‗Hope deferred‘ (v. 12)
―B: ‗He who scorns instruction‘ (v. 13)
―C: ‗Teaching of the wise‘ (v. 14)
―C′: ‗Good understanding‘ (v. 15)
―D: ‗Prudent man / fool‘ (v. 16)
―D′: ‗Wicked messenger / trustworthy envoy‘ (v. 17)
―B′: ‗He who ignores discipline‘ (v. 18)
―A′: ‗Longing fulfilled‘ (v. 19)
―Other cross connections include ‗tree of life‘ (v. 12) and ‗fountain of life‘ (v. 14) as well as ‗healing‘ (v. 15). Also
‗rewarded‘ (v. 13), ‗wins favor‘ (v. 15), and ‗honored‘ (v. 18) indicate that the concrete benefits of wisdom are in
view. The peculiar bicolon of v. 19 is also significant. By itself v. 19b has nothing to do with v. 19a, but in the
context of vv. 13,18 it summarizes the attitude of the obstinate.
Surrounding the whole text is the idea of having one‘s desires fulfilled (vv. 12,19); the point is that the deepest
longings of the soul are filled only by integrity and wisdom, not by treachery.
―The structure of the text produces a coherent message. Verse 12 gives the premise that everyone rejoices to
see their hopes and aspirations fulfilled. This sentiment is restated in the companion verse, v. 19a; but the
second colon, v. 19b, asserts that fools will not turn from evil. The implication is that fools will not see their
desires fulfilled. The intervening verses develop the thesis that life and happiness can only be obtained by
wisdom…. The whole text [verses 12-19]…teaches that by learning from the wise, one can enjoy a life of
fulfilled aspirations‖ (NAC).
21. Choice Companions (13:20-21)
―TYPE: CHIASTIC…. Note…the chiastic structure [—in this case a-b-b-a—] of ‗wise‘ (v. 20a), ‗fools‘ (v. 20b),
‗sinner‘ (v. 21a), and ‗righteous‘ (v. 21b)‖ (NAC).
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Proverbs 13:20 highlights the importance of picking the right friends—as they influence the way you think and
act and, therefore, the outcome of your life (compare 12:26; 1 Corinthians 15:33).
22. Provision for the Family (13:22-25)
―TYPE: PARALLEL…. This text deals with providing for the needs of one‘s family and is structured as a parallel
text.
―A: A material inheritance (v. 22)
―B: Hunger because of injustice (v. 23)
―A′: A moral heritage (v. 24)
―B′: Hunger because of divine displeasure (v. 25)‖ (NAC).
The inheritance left to children and grandchildren involves much more than material wealth and possessions.
As The New American Commentary states: ―All people desire to leave a good heritage for their children, and vv.
22, 24 speak, respectively, of providing for the material and moral needs of one‘s descendants. Proverbs
regularly keeps these two in balance. It emphasizes the need for moral training without deprecating the physical
needs of family life.
―Verse 23 and v. 25 describe two reasons a family may be impoverished and hungry. On the one hand, it may
be injustice in society (i.e., it is not the family‘s fault, and their hunger points to a need for changes in the
system). On the other hand, poverty may be a result of sin in the family. Addiction to alcohol, indolence, and
financial irresponsibility are all potential causes of poverty, although the terms ‗righteous‘ and ‗wicked‘ imply
divine favor or disfavor as well. Proverbs takes a balanced position: it neither dehumanizes the poor on the
grounds that they are to blame for all their troubles nor absolves the individual of personal responsibility‖ (note
on vv. 22-25).
The NIV Application Commentary makes these poignant comments in its concluding summary of chapter 13:
―The proverbs of this chapter make clear that we are not called to leave an inheritance of wealth but a legacy
that includes so much more, a way of life: ‗The righteous eat to their hearts‘ content, but the stomach of the
wicked goes hungry‘ (13:25). But there is a caution: As we read, we may take the many contrasts of the chapter
too lightly, putting ourselves on the path with the righteous too readily.
These polarities are a teaching device, exaggeration to make a point, but we will miss the point if we fail to
appreciate the various repetitions that we too are ‗prone to wander‘ and can be tempted to take little shortcuts in
order to preserve our accounts or our reputations. To the sages, outright rebellion is not the enemy so much as
compromise. The fact that wisdom writers worked so hard to make these contrasts stark and clear shows that
human nature often loses sight of their clarity and makes fuzzy choices.‖ This is important to bear in mind as we
read all the chapters of the book of Proverbs.
First Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 14)
23. Self-Protective and Self-Destructive Behavior (14:1-3)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO‖ (The New American Commentary). ―Verses 1 and 3 go together as signaled by the
repetition of ‗wise‘ and ‗fool/foolish‘; the difference between the two [types of people] is explained in verse 2‖
(The NIV Application Commentary, note on verses 1-7). Verses 1 and 3 show that the wise will ultimately
benefit from their right choices but the foolish ultimately hurt themselves and those close to them. Verse 2
shows that what makes the difference is one‘s attitude toward God. It also makes clear that how one lives
shows whether one properly reveres God or not.
Verse 1 is paraphrased in the New Century Version (NCV) as: ―A wise woman strengthens her family, but a
foolish woman destroys hers by what she does.‖ In the NIV, verse 3 opens with the words, ―A fool‘s talk brings a
rod to his back….‖ The NCV has ―Fools will be punished for their proud words….‖ However, the Jewish Soncino
Commentary points out:
―The word [translated ‗rod‘] is found again only in Isa. [11:]1, where it signifies a new branch growing from the
trunk of a tree. If rod was intended, as a symbol of punishment, another Hebrew word, shebet, would have been
more appropriate. It is better, therefore, to translate: ‗a branch (producing) pride.‘ From the fool‘s mouth issues
haughty speech which has the effect of getting him into trouble‖ (note on verse 3). In either case, the implication
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is that the emergence of pride is ultimately self-destructive—especially given the contrast in the verse in which
the wise are preserved by their own carefully chosen words.
24. A Worthwhile Investment (14:4)
―TYPE: SINGLE BICOLON PROVERB‖ (NAC). Where the KJV has ―crib,‖ the NIV has ―manger‖ and the NKJV
has ―trough‖—the object here being the feed-trough for oxen. Soncino comments: ―This animal was employed
for ploughing and threshing the corn [i.e., grain] (Deut. [22:]20, [25:]4). The point of the verse is neither the
importance of agricultural work…nor the value of work as opposed to slothfulness…
As sometimes happens with a proverb, the abstract thought is presented by means of a concrete example. So
here, the ox is used as an illustration. Having no ox is, from one point of view, an advantage because a man is
then freed from attending to its care; but as against that there is the great advantage of having an ox for the
provision of essential food. Consequently, the disadvantage of having to look after the animal is far outweighed
by the benefits which accrue from its employment in the field‖ (note on verse 4). The New American
Commentary takes it a step further: ―The point is that one must make an investment (obtain and feed the oxen)
to get a large return‖ (note on verse 4).
25. Look Who’s Talking (14:5-7)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. One should evaluate what a person says on the basis of his or her overall credibility (v.
5). Similarly, one should not expect to get sound advice from a person who shows no respect for the precepts
of wisdom (vv. 6-7). In short, the character of the speaker serves as a warning about whether his words are true
or wise‖ (NAC).
Verse 5 is similar to verse 25. The counsel in verse 7 does not mean we must immediately leave a room if a
foolish person is in it. The point is that we should not associate with foolish people as much as is reasonable—
and certainly not look to them for guidance. ―Once again, the proverbs recognize that the company one keeps
will have its influence. Taken together [with related proverbs], one can learn better alone than with the help of a
fool‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verse 7; compare 13:20).
26. Appearance and Reality (14:8-15)
―TYPE: CHIASMUS…. Life is often deceptive, and the text here implicitly exhorts readers not to be taken in by
appearances [or how things might seem]… This series of proverbs is a carefully balanced chiasmus [or
concentric arrangement]:
―A: The prudent and the fools (v. 8)
―B: Making amends for sin (v. 9)
―C: Secrets of the heart (v. 10)
―D: Destruction of the wicked (v. 11)
―D′: The way to death (v. 12)
―C′: Secrets of the heart (v. 13)
―B′: Being repaid for sin (v. 14)
―A′: The simple and the prudent (v. 15)
―The meaning of ‗the folly of fools is deception‘ (v. 8 [NIV]) is not immediately evident, but the parallel in v. 15
implies that the naiveté of fools is in view‖ (NAC). Verse 15 shows that the simple are gullible while the wise
proceed cautiously—to borrow from a modern proverb, they look before they leap. On the word in verse 8
translated ―deceit‖ or ―deception‖ (NIV), Soncino notes: ―The verb from which this noun is derived, means ‗to
mislead‘‖ (note on verse 8). The NRSV renders the verse this way: ―It is the wisdom of the clever to understand
where they go, but the folly of fools misleads.‖ The wise know that things are not always as they seem.
―Verses 10, 13 likewise observe that no one knows the inner life of another‘s heart and that the appearance of
happiness can be deceptive‖ (NAC).
Verse 9 is somewhat difficult to translate and the King James and New King James are probably incorrect here.
The NIV has a likelier rendering: ―Fools mock at making amends for sin, but goodwill is found among the
upright.‖ Thus, ―verse 9 states that the wicked believe they can avoid making restitution, but v. 14 [in concentric
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parallel] gives assurance of divine retribution. In other words, the appearance of getting away with a crime is
belied by a justice that is not obvious or quick but is certain.
―In vv. 11-12, at the heart of the chiasmus, the apparent success of the wicked is short-lived…. The message of
the whole is to avoid a superficial analysis of the lessons of life‖ (NAC).
Verse 12, repeated in 16:25, is crucial to always keep in mind. People the world over often act according to
what they personally think is right—but not according to the way of life God reveals in His Word. Thus they all
march headlong down the broad road to destruction (compare Matthew 7:13)—in dire need of true education
and God‘s salvation. We must be sure to always look at things through the godly lens of Scripture and not mere
human reason, living by faith and not by sight (compare Proverbs 3:5-6; 2 Corinthians 5:7).
27. A Patient Spirit (14:16-17)
―TYPE:…THEMATIC‖ (NAC). As pointed out in verse 15, a wise man thinks before he acts. Contributing to his
reasoned patience is, as verse 16 notes, a healthy fear of the consequences of evil. This contrasts with the
foolish self-confidence behind rashness and impulsive anger.
28. A Crown of Wisdom, An Inheritance of Folly (14:18-24)
TYPE: INCLUSIO, CHIASMUS, PARALLEL PROVERBS. ―This text promises that the righteous will be crowned
with wisdom and see fools bow before them. The passage also gives a few specific guidelines for right
behavior, including compassion and personal diligence‖ (NAC).
Verses 18 and 24 are tied together through the wise receiving a crown or reward and the foolish inheriting only
folly. The NIV captures the sense of verse 24: ―The wealth of the wise is their crown, but the folly of fools yields
folly.‖ This is not a promise of wealth for the godly in this age. It merely expresses the principle that wealth is
gained and sustained through wisdom and prudence, while the foolishness of fools leads to an outcome of
more foolishness. Of course, the godly will be richly rewarded in the ages to come.
―Verses 20-23 fall between these verses and are themselves bound together in a complex manner. Verses 20
and 23 both deal with wealth and poverty, and vv. 21-22 both contrast those who are kind with those who plot
evil. Viewed in this manner, vv. 20-23 are in a chiastic pattern. On the other hand, vv. 20-21 both concern the
different ways a ‗neighbor‘ is treated, and vv. 22-23 both concern the respective gain or loss that comes to the
good/diligent as opposed to the evil/lazy. Viewed in this manner, vv. 20-23 are two sets of parallel proverbs.
Both the chiasmus and the parallel pattern may be viewed as follows:
―A1: The crowns [or inheritance] of wisdom and folly (v. 18)
―A2: The evil bow to the wise (v. 19)
―B1: The poor and rich (treatment of a neighbor) (v. 20)
―C1: Scheming and benevolence (treatment of a neighbor) (v. 21)
―C2: Scheming and benevolence (reward for kindness) (v. 22)
―B′2: Wealth and poverty (reward for diligence) (v. 23)
―A′: The crowns [or inheritance] of wisdom and folly (v. 24)
―The full text deals with the recompense that accompanies wisdom or folly. Ethical issues here [that impact the
outcome] include concern for the poor, diligence in work, and integrity in dealing with others‖ (NAC, note on
verses 18-24).
Treatment of the poor (verses 20-21) is revisited in verse 31. In verse 20 the many friends of the rich are not
true friends that can be counted on. Thus the New Living Translation rendering: ―…the rich have many
‗friends.‘‖ These are mostly parasitical, seeking handouts, personal advancement or notoriety through
association.
29. An Honest Witness (14:25)
―TYPE: SINGLE BICOLON PROVERB‖ (NAC). As earlier noted, this verse is similar to verse 5.
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30. The Fear of the Lord (14:26-27)
―TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). These proverbs focus on the fear of the Lord—the proper reverence and awe of
God in His holiness and power through which the whole book of Proverbs is to be viewed and comprehended
(compare 1:7). This perspective will protect us and our loved ones we influence, preserving us through various
trials and keeping us from falling away to ultimate destruction. We will note more about this when we come to
Proverbs 19:23.
31. National Security (14:28-35)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO [POSSIBLE CHIASM]…. The health and well-being of a nation depends upon both the ruler
and the governed. A ruler must be fair and above all must respect the rights of his people. The people, on the
other hand, must have virtue in their lives or they will bring society into chaos. No government can succeed
without the people, and no people can thrive if corruption and evil abound. The inclusio here is formed by v. 28,
which describes a king‘s need for a sizable populace, and v. 35, which obliquely asserts a king‘s need for
capable servants‖ (NAC).
In its note on verses 28-35, The NIV Application Commentary sees a possible chiasm here, based on the terms
used:
―A v. 28 King‘s glory
―B v. 29 Exalt {root rwm} folly
―C v. 30 Heart at peace gives life
―D vv. 31-32 Sayings on treatment and reward
―C′ v. 33 Heart a home for wisdom
―B′ v. 34 Exalt {root rwm} a nation
―A′ v. 35 King‘s delight‖
Verse 29, which contrasts impulsiveness with patience, is followed by verse 30, which contrasts a sound heart
or ―a heart at peace‖ (NIV) with envy. Both verses show reasoned calm to be superior to uncontrolled emotion.
In the latter verse, this calm is healthful while negative emotion is actually destructive to the body—facts borne
out in modern medical science.
Verse 31, similar to verse 21, warns the powerful, such as national rulers, from oppressing the poor. To oppress
the poor is to reproach God, since He has commanded that the poor be treated well. Those who honor God will
obey Him in proper treatment of those in need. There may even be a hint here of Jesus‘ later teaching that as
we treat people, so we treat Him (compare Matthew 25:31-46)—a principle more evident in Proverbs 19:17.
See also 17:5.
Proverbs 14:32 says that the righteous has a refuge in death. Note again the refuge in the fear of the Lord in
verse 26. While the wicked are swept away when calamity comes, the righteous ever have the refuge of God—
even in death, showing hope beyond the grave (compare Isaiah 57:1-2). This is true in both an individual and
collective sense.
The first colon of Proverbs 14:34 is inscribed above the entrance to a prominent American building—Los
Angeles City Hall. That great city, and the nation at large—indeed all the world—would do well to heed this
saying on the importance of the citizenry living according to God‘s standard of righteousness and not
descending into sin. Verses 34 and 35 are both linked by the theme of shame among those governed. ―A
people may wish for good character qualities in their leaders, but they ought to hold themselves to the same
high standards. This may be a jab at the common assumption that honest and forthright character is always a
good idea for someone else‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verse 35). Indeed, every person‘s
character contributes to the character of the whole community, so we should each take this as a personal
responsibility.
End of First Part of Major Solomonic Collection (Proverbs 15–16)
32. Two Collections (15:1–16:8)
―TYPE: A-B ENVELOPE SERIES…. This text is, in effect, random repetition…but with recognizable clusters of
proverbs. It is composed of two collections, 15:1-17 and 15:18–16:8, which parallel each other not structurally
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so much as in content. Each major collection begins with a word on patience versus the provocation of wrath
(15:1,18), and each ends with ‗better sayings‘ on apparent versus real prosperity (15:16-17; 16:8). Between
these markers the two collections (here referred to as ‗I‘ and ‗II‘) contain teachings that correspond to one
another in remarkable detail. In the following chart, collection I is set forth in its normal order, while units in
collection II are set out in an order that corresponds to those in collection I. This does not imply that verses in
collection II need to be transposed; it is done merely to make the comparison clearer…. Similarly, this analysis
does not dispute that there are other parallels and ties among these verses other than those mentioned here.

―Collection II (twenty-four verses) is not only longer than collection I (seventeen verses) but it also contains one
verse that has no parallel in collection I (15:23). On the other hand, 15:23 concerns the ability to give an
appropriate answer and thus obliquely relates to the lead verses, 15:1,18‖ (NAC).
Verse 1 concerns not only what we say, but how we say it. It is important to maintain calm in most situations, for
peaceful dialogue is usually much more effective in a dispute than screaming. This need not convey weakness
for, as Proverbs 25:15 says figuratively, a gentle tongue can break a bone.
Regarding the chiasms (concentric arrangements) of the second section here, The New American Commentary
states: ―In the first series (vv. 2-4) a single proverb on God‘s [omniscience serving His perfect] administration of
justice (v. 3) falls between two proverbs on the use of the tongue (vv. 2,4). In the second series (vv. 24-27) two
proverbs on divine justice (vv. 25-26) fall between two proverbs on behavior that leads either to life and
prosperity or to the grave (vv. 24,27). In both sections the middle proverbs reveal that the moral principles that
govern the world are not mere abstractions but are actively maintained by God‘s intervention‖ (note on verses
15:2-4, 24-27). In verse 24, ―grave‖ (NIV) rather than ―hell,‖ as it is commonly defined today, is the proper
translation of the Hebrew sheol.
The verses of section 6 (15:8-9, 29) show the importance of proper attitude and manner of life in the worship of
God. He will not accept a mere pretense of piety (see also 21:27). The Soncino Commentary notes on Proverbs
15:9: ―As a pendant to what precedes [in verse 8], this verse is of the highest importance, because it clearly
defines the final test of a man‘s religion. The criterion is not his scrupulous performance of rites such as
sacrifice and prayer, but the way of life he treads and his ardent (the form of the verb is intensive) pursuit of
righteousness‖ (note on verse 9).
In verse 11, ―Hell [sheol, the grave] and Destruction‖ represent the fate of all people, the coming of death and
what lies beyond being a great mystery in ancient times, as it is to most today. If this inscrutable mystery is
―before the LORD‖—that is, laid out before Him as within His purview and understanding—how much more is
He able to discern the inner heart of human beings, which is not so hidden as the greater mystery.
Verse 20 is similar to the opening proverb of Solomon‘s major collection, beginning with an identical first colon
(10:1). Proverbs 15:22 recalls 11:14.
In verse 30, where the KJV and NKJV have ―the light of the eyes‖ (which rejoices the heart), the NIV says ―a
cheerful look‖ (that is, from someone else). The Contemporary English Version paraphrases this as ―a friendly
smile.‖ Compare the ―light of the king‘s face‖ in 16:15.
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The verses of what is marked above as section 7 of collection II (15:33–16:7), linked by their focus on how the
Lord deals with people, bring to a conclusion the first half of Solomon‘s core collection. In fact Proverbs 16:4, as
the Zondervan NIV Study Bible points out, is ―the middle verse of this section of Proverbs (10:1–22:16), aptly
summarizing the Lord‘s sovereignty over every human thought and action.
The verse also occupies the central position in a series of seven verses (1-7) at the beginning of ch. 16—the
middle chapter in the book of Proverbs. Each of the seven verses features the name Yahweh [typically
represented in English translations as ―LORD‖ but meaning ―He Is Who He Is‖—the Eternal or Self-Existent
One], again stressing his supreme position as Lord over all‖ (note on verse 4).
While Proverbs 15:28 shows the importance of studying how to answer, 16:1 balances this with the fact that
human preparation has its limitations. Having done what we can, we must rely on God to enable us to always
say what we need to. And He will help us in what we need to say in critical situations (compare Mark 13:11;
Luke 21:12-15).
Proverbs 16:2 shows that human beings are prone to self-deception when it comes to our own motives. ―The
interaction of the two lines in this proverb suggest that Yahweh is better able to discern our motivations than we
are, hence the need for wisdom and instruction in standards outside ourselves‖ (NIV Application Commentary,
note on verse 2).
Verse 4, the central verse noted above, has seemed to some to say that God has created the wicked to destroy
them. The point, rather, is that God has made all to fulfill His purposes and that even those who choose
wickedness do not thwart His plan but fit within His purposes, in their case meeting the judgment He has
already determined. Of course, God did predetermine that some would meet with destruction in this life (see
Romans 9:14-24)—but this does not mean they are ultimately lost. (For a full discussion of this matter, see the
article ―Predestination: Are You Just a Pawn?,‖ The Good News, May-June 2003, pp. 8-9, 26, online at
www.gnmagazine.org/issues /gn46/predestination.htm).
Proverbs 16:5 uses some of the same wording as 11:20-21. Proverbs 16:7, which tells us that God causes the
enemies of the righteous to be at peace with them, conveys a general principle. Scripture gives us some
examples (see Genesis 20:15; 26:27ff; 33:4; 2 Chronicles 14:6-7; 17:10). A measure of peace allows God‘s
people to live their lives in service to Him, to their families and to each other. Of course, there are often times
when God allows enemies to be actively antagonistic against His people. The proverb must be considered as
applying over the long haul of life—and it will find ultimate fulfillment in the age to come.
Second Part of Main Collection Mostly Synonymous (Proverbs 16–17)
Continuing in Solomon‘s core collection (10:1–22:16), we may observe that the second part (16:1–22:16) is
made up mostly of synonymous proverbs.
33. Three Collections (16:9–17:1)
―TYPE: A-B ENVELOPE SERIES…. [These] proverbs are in a three-fold A-B envelope series, as follows:
―COLLECTION I
―A: Human plans and divine providence (16:9)
―Nine proverbs (16:10-18)
―B: Better saying on humble circumstances (16:19)
―COLLECTION II
―A′: Prosperity through careful decision making and faith in God (16:20)
―Eleven proverbs (16:21-31)
―B′: Better saying on patience (16:32)
―COLLECTION III
―A″: Casting lots and divine providence (16:33)
―B″: Better saying on humble circumstances (17:1)
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―The verses marked ‗A‘ (16:9,20,33) all concern divine providence over human affairs. The issue in these
verses is wisdom in the decision-making process. Whether one makes detailed plans or resorts to casting lots,
events and circumstances are all in God‘s control. As such the wise are cautious but above all put their faith in
God and not in human plans…. The verses marked ‗B‘ (16:19,32; 17:1) all imply that a peaceable attitude
makes the position that is apparently lower or less aggressive preferable to one of power. All are ‗better‘
sayings. Set in context with the ‗A‘ sayings, these texts imply that success is not necessarily to be measured by
the size of one‘s bank account. The intervening verses in texts I and II do not correspond to one another (unlike
15:1–16:8), but several discrete groups…are apparent in these collections. Collection III has no intervening
verses at all‖ (NAC).
Verses 10-15 ―concern righteousness in government and are organized as a thematic collection. Also the
catchword ‗king‘ occurs in every verse except 11, which nevertheless plainly deals with justice in government‖
(note on verses 10-15).
Expositor‘s notes on verse 10: ―This first one teaches that kings must speak righteously in their official
capacities…. The first part states that when the king speaks officially, it is as if it were ‗an oracle‘ [NIV]. The
word qesem is used throughout the Bible in the negative sense of ‗divination‘ [as the NKJV renders it here];
here it seems merely to mean his words from an oracular sentence, as if he speaks for God (see Num 22:7;
23:23…). The effect of this is that his mouth ‗should not betray‘…justice.‖
Regarding Proverbs 16:11, mentioned above as the only proverb in verses 10-15 that doesn‘t include the word
―king,‖ Soncino notes: ―This verse is misunderstood by the modern expositors who hold it to refer to honest
weights and measures [as in 11:1]. If so interpreted, it is out of place and has no connection with the group
which deals with the subject of a king‘s obligations, and preference should be given to the Jewish
commentaries which related the verse to the Divine origin of justice. [The phrase] a just balance and scales [is]
an unlikely translation, since tsedek [righteous or fair] would have been used instead of mishpat [judgment] if
the meaning were just balance (cf. Lev. [19:]36). The correct rendering is: ‗the balance and scales of justice are
the Lord‘s,‘ i.e. they are not something arbitrary which each king can manufacture to suit his convenience. They
are fixed by God and delivered into the kings keeping to administer fairly…. [Regarding] weights of the
bag…the weights to be used on the scales, like the scales themselves, are made by God; the king may not
provide his own‖ (note on Proverbs 16:11).
The ―latter rain‖ in verse 15 refers to the spring rain in Israel. ―The spring rain was essential for the full
development of barley and wheat; it was therefore a sign of good things to come. Cf. the ‗dew‘ of 19:12‖
(Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on 16:15).
Verse 18 shows that pride and arrogance are short-lived. This should be an encouragement in the face of the
apparent prosperity of the proud. But it is also meant as a warning to us against self-exaltation (compare 1
Corinthians 10:12).
Verse 21 says that ―sweetness of the lips increases learning.‖ The sweetness here corresponds to verse 24:
―Pleasant words are like a honeycomb…‖ The point of verse 21 is that the wise will carefully choose appealing
language in teaching others so as to promote learning (see also verse 23).
Verse 25 repeats 14:12. We can‘t just go by what seems right. We must listen to what God has to say. Here
―following the proverbs on teaching, this saying also states our need for an external reference point by which we
set our course‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on 16:25).
―Verses 27-30 describe the man who has evil schemes and are another thematic unity. Verses 27-29 concern
the evil machinations of the scoundrel, the perverse man, and the violent man, and v. 30 is a conclusion or
commentary on those three descriptions. The winking eye and pursed lips of v. 30 may be taken either as
signals among conspirators or as a general statement of shiftiness in the facial mannerisms of scheming
people‖ (New American Commentary, note on verses 27-30)—or possibly ―as friendly but deceptive signs;
perhaps they are a form of the enticement mentioned in verse 29‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verse
30).
In verse 32, mastering the self, such as in controlling one‘s temper, is a far greater achievement than external
conquest. The ―lot‖ of verse 33 is thought by some to refer to the use of the Urim and Thummim by the high
priest. Yet it probably refers to the casting of lots in a more general sense, with appeal made to God to
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determine the outcome. The Zondervan NIV Study Bible comments: ―Here the lot may have been several
pebbles held in the fold of a garment and then drawn out or shaken to the ground. It was commonly used to
make decisions‖ (note on verse 33). Jesus‘ disciples used the casting of lots to make an important decision
prior to the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (see Acts 1:26).
Second Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 17–18)
34. Remarks on Behavior (17:2-8)
―TYPE: RANDOM PROVERBS…. Although these verses contain the hint of an inclusio [as ‗wise‘ in verse 2 and
‗prospers‘ in verse 8 are both translated from the Hebrew word skal, referring to wise perception and dealing
leading to success] and repeat certain themes and terms [family matters (verses 2, 6), divine judgment (verses
3, 5), the lips (verses 4, 7)], no specific pattern is apparent‖ (NAC).
Verse 2 shows that ―ability and character can overcome the disadvantages of birth. At the same time, those
born to advantage can forfeit their birthright through immorality and incompetence‖ (note on verse 2). We don‘t
have to stay where we are in life. Through wisdom we can rise above our circumstances. Conversely, through
foolish disgrace, we can lose what we have.
Verse 8 apparently says that a gift given to others is very valuable to the one giving it—as it leads him to
success. This is not the same as Christ‘s general maxim that ―It is more blessed to give than to receive‖ (Acts
20:35). The point in Proverbs 17:8 is not altruistic giving generally but a strategy of using gifts for gain. This
could be a mere observation about the power of bribes (compare NIV), but it need not be so. While bribery to
pervert justice is condemned (verse 23), other proverbs note that there is a proper social context for giving gifts
to promote good relations and open doors (see 18:16; 19:6; Luke 16:9). It was proper in ancient times to come
before kings with gifts—and perhaps more mundane occasions called for this as well. Also recall Jacob‘s giving
of gifts to Esau to placate him and reconcile with him (Genesis 32:13-21).
35. Four Conjoined Collections (17:9-26)
―The proverbs of vv. 9-16 have many interconnections, but it is difficult to tell if any specific pattern is intended.
It appears, however, that these verses divide into four inclusio or chiasmus collections (vv. 9-13, vv. 14-19, vv.
20-22, and vv. 23-26) on the basis of thematic parallels or catchwords. The connections among the proverbs
are as follows:
―COLLECTION I
―A: Gracious forgiveness (v. 9)
―B: The irrationality of a fool (v. 10)
―C: Just punishment carried out (v. 11)
―B: The behavior of a fool (v. 12)
―A: Irrational retaliation (v. 13)
―COLLECTION II
―A: Quarrels (v. 14)
―C: Perversion of justice (v. 15)
―D: Poor use of money (v. 16)
―D: A friend in adversity (v. 17)
―D: Poor use of money (v. 18)
―A: Quarrels (v. 19)
―COLLECTION III
―E: Heart and tongue (v. 20)
―B: Foolish son (v. 21)
―E: Heart and spirit (v. 22)
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―COLLECTION IV
―C: Perversion of justice (v. 23)
―B: The eyes of a fool (v. 24)
―B: A foolish son (v. 25)
―C: Perversion of justice (v. 26)
● ―THE SOCIAL AND ANTISOCIAL. Type: Chiasmus (17:9-13). This section describes those who are or are not
sociable and easy to live with. The implied warning is that one should beware of antisocial, incorrigible, or
vindictive behavior in oneself or others‖ (NAC). Verse 9 on covering a transgression recalls 10:12.
Verse 11, as The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes, shows that ―those bent on rebellion will surely meet with
severe retribution…. That retribution will be sent in the form of a [‗cruel messenger‘]…(mal‘ak ‘akzari). This
expression could refer to a pitiless messenger that the king would send; but it also could refer to storms,
pestilence, or any misfortune that was God‘s messenger of retribution.‖
● ―QUICK TO QUARREL. Type: Inclusio (17:14-19). The boundaries of this text are set by the inclusio on
quarreling in vv. 14,19‖ (NAC).
Regarding verse 16, The NIV Application Commentary states: ―The point of this satiric proverb is two-sided: It is
folly to think one can buy wisdom since it is a gift of God and must be acquired through study (2:1-6), and even
if wisdom could be bought, the fools lacks the sense (lit[erally], ‗heart‘) to know what to do with it. The sharp
juxtaposition of having money and lacking sense makes it clear that heart, both as ‗desire‘ and ‗mind‘ (NRSV),
is the prerequisite for learning wisdom. Some see a dunce showing up at the door of a teacher with fee in hand,
but evidence for this in Israel is lacking. Rather, we see a fool who does not know what to do with good things
like money, responsibility, or even a proverb (26:6-9)!‖ (note on 17:16).
Speaking of both quarrelling and money, we may note that money can lie at the root of tension between friends,
as verse 18 warns about. The caution about becoming surety for a friend, such as in cosigning a loan, recalls
6:1-5 (and 11:15 warned against becoming surety as well, there in the case of a stranger as well as generally).
The proverb does not mean you should never help out a friend in this way if you are well off and the friend
defaulting would not hurt you or the friendship. But you had better know what you‘re getting into. And odds are
that this is generally an unwise course. Verse 19 speaks of one who ―exalts his gate‖ seeking or inviting
destruction. The Soncino Commentary notes on verse 19 that ―his gate‖ is literally ―‗his opening‘ which the
Jewish commentators apply to the mouth (cf. Ps [119:]130), understanding the phrase as ‗talking big, in loud
and arrogant language.‘ Another explanation is: living in an ostentatious manner which attracts envious
attention and can easily be the cause of ruin‖ (note on Proverbs 17:19).
● ―HEART AND FAMILY. Type: Inclusio (17:20-22)‖ (NAC). The foolish and scoffing son of verse 21 is probably
one with a deceitful heart and perverse tongue as in verse 20—a source of great sorrow to parents, in line with
verse 25 and the opening proverb of Solomon‘s core collection (10:1). Proverbs 17:22 shows, in contrast, that a
happy heart is the key to a full and healthy life. We may observe, too, that this proverb indirectly speaks well of
the use of medicine. For consider that it does not say that a merry heart does good like a medicine poisons you.
Rather, it implies that a merry heart does good like a medicine does good. This is not to say that everything
labeled medicine is good for you, but clearly the use of some medicines promotes the wellness of the body—as
does staying happy.
● ―JUSTICE AND FAMILY. Type: Chiasmus (17:23-26)…. Verse 25 would appear to have nothing to do with
bribery and the miscarriage of justice [making it an exception to the other proverbs in this short section], but
with v. 21 it provides a link to the previous text [see again the chart on the four conjoined collections here]. The
‗foolish son grieves his father‘ verses in the contexts of vv. 20-22 and vv. 23-26 thus serve a didactic [teaching]
purpose; they urge the reader (the implied ‗son‘) not to become the evil man described in these verses [of all
four conjoined collections] and thus not to grieve either his real father or the implied father behind the Book of
Proverbs‖ (NAC).
36. Appropriate Use of Words (17:27–18:4)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO AND PARALLEL…. Sometimes the Book of Proverbs seems to value nothing so much as
appropriate words. This is because it views words as the index to the soul. By paying attention to what a person
says (and indeed to how much he or she says), one can determine whether a person is wise or a fool. Words
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are the fruit that show the quality of the heart. A parallel structure (17:28–18:3) is imbedded in an inclusio
(17:27; 18:4). The structure of the whole is as follows:
―A: The wise person‘s restrained use of words (17:27)
―B: A silent fool appears wise (17:28)
―C: A schismatic person is irrational (18:1)
―B′: A fool cannot remain silent (18:2)
―C′: A base person is shameful (18:3)
―A′: The wise person‘s words are profound (18:4)‖ (NAC).
The value of being reserved in speech (17:27) is bolstered by the fact that ―even an imbecile can appear
intelligent if he can avoid putting his foot in his mouth, but this is all but impossible for a fool (17:28:18:2
[compare 15:2])‖ (note on 17:27–18:4).
In 18:1, the person who ―isolates‖ or, literally, ―separates‖ himself is not here a quiet recluse or hermit. Rather,
the latter part of the verse makes clear that this individual is one who ―rages‖ at other people. The NIV
translates the Hebrew term here as merely ―defies,‖ but the literal sense is ―breaks out,‖ the word also being
used in 17:14 and 20:3 in the sense of engaging in quarreling. The person identified in 18:1 is therefore
contrary and schismatic, one who is divisive, setting himself against others and bringing strife. The proverb thus
fits well with the next one in verse 2.
Second Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 18)
37. Further Comments on Listening to Evil Talk (18:5-8)
―TYPE: CHIASTIC…. The chiasmus in vv. 6-7 is obvious (lips, mouth, mouth, lips). Somewhat less
conspicuously, v. 5 refers to heeding evil talk at the gate [where judicial decisions were made], and v. 8
describes the pleasures that malicious slander can give. This section appears to be a further commentary on
17:27–18:4. In official proceedings, whether they be court cases or community decisions, one obviously should
not take the side of an evil person (v. 5). The odds of such happening are reduced by the fact that caustic and
selfish people expose themselves by their words (vv. 6-7). On the other hand, many have a perverse attraction
to malicious gossip (v. 8). This points to the need to be a judicious and thoughtful listener‖ (NAC). Verse 8 is
repeated in 26:22.
38. Security (18:9-12)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. Several proverbs on personal security stand here together‖ (NAC).
39. Two Proverbs (18:13-14)
TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERBS. ―These two proverbs have no direct relationship to each other. Interestingly,
however, v. 13 looks back to 17:27–18:4 while v. 14 repeats the sentiment of 17:22‖ (NAC). Proverbs 18:13
shows the importance of not being hasty or prejudiced in coming to conclusions—to wait until one has all the
facts before making a judgment (see also verse 17).
―Verse 14 points out that one‘s attitude, for good or ill, is the single most important factor in confronting
adversity‖ (note on verses 13-14).
40. Just Problem Resolution (18:15-19)
TYPE: THEMATIC. Verse 16 shows that gifts open doors (compare 17:8; 19:6). This could be a model of
propriety, yet it may also be something for jurists considering a dispute to be on guard against (compare 17:23).
Proverbs 18:17 adds to the wisdom of verse 13 in making the point that we must give all sides in a dispute a fair
hearing.
In verse 18, disputes were sometimes settled through casting lots. In seemingly irresolvable disputes today
people sometimes decide to ―flip for it‖—tossing a coin to determine an outcome through chance. Yet in ancient
times, the casting of lots was often seen as an appeal not to blind chance but to divine judgment (16:33). Thus
it was looked on as turning the matter over to God.
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Proverbs 18:19 points out that reconciling with an offended brother, a close companion, is no easy matter—
perhaps because of the level of perceived betrayal. Of course we should, if at all possible, avoid offense in the
first place. But where offense has already occurred, we must be prepared for some great effort in restoring a
positive relationship. This may also be a warning to jurists about the intractability of such disputes.
41. The Power of Words (18:20-21)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, CATCHWORD‖ (NAC). Verse 20 refers to productive speech benefiting its user. On the
other hand, verse 21 warns that those who love to use the tongue will bear the result, whether good or ill. The
key, then, is to speak carefully, as so many other proverbs show.
Second Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 18–20)
42. Diverse Teachings (18:22–20:4)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, RANDOM REPETITION, INCLUSIO SERIES…. The verses of this text do not readily
organize into small, discrete units. At the same time, this is not simply a jumbled collection of unrelated
proverbs. Within this section are many parallel or similar verses, and some of these serve as structural markers.
Also, a number of proverbs are collected into groups that follow distinct themes, although the borders of these
groups may not be clearly marked.
―First, 18:22 and 19:13-14, describing family life and repeating the assertion that a good wife is from the Lord,
are an inclusio that marks off a section of verses. This does not mean that all intervening verses concern wife
and family, but the opening and closing assertions that a good wife is a gift of Yahweh are significant….
Second, proverbs on laziness (19:15,24; 20:4) demarcate two further sections. Once again, this does not mean
that the intervening proverbs concern laziness. In addition, two pairs of similar proverbs in chiastic order [when
taken together] on forbearance and a king‘s wrath (19:11-12; 20:2-3) close off the major sections.
―Three sections that for the most part adhere to common themes occur within these three divisions. There are
(1) the inequities and abandonment suffered by the poor (18:23–19:10), (2) the disciplined life (19:16-23), and
(3) the mocker (19:25–20:1). Thus the structure of the whole is illustrated below.
―Section A (18:22–19:14)
―A good wife (18:22)
―1. The poor (18:23–19:10)
―(Patience and royal anger {19:11-12}) [a-b]
―A bad family/a good wife (19:13-14)
―Section B (19:15–20:4)
―Laziness (19:15)
―2. Personal discipline (19:16-23)
―Laziness (19:24)
―3. The mocker (19:25–20:1)
―(Royal anger and patience {20:2-3}) [b-a]
―Laziness (20:4)
―In addition, many verses closely parallel each other either within or between the sections. Close parallels
include 19:1 and 19:22; 19:4 and 19:7a,b; 19:5 and 19:9; 19:8 and 19:16. Also 19:17, on kindness to the poor,
appears to be a response to 18:23–19:10. These interrelationships among the verses have two functions. First,
they help to tie the whole text together; and second, by randomly repeating certain points, they reinforce the
lessons in the reader‘s mind‖ (NAC).
Most scholars agree that the first colon of Proverbs 18:24 is mistranslated in the King James and New King
James Versions. While it is true that a key to friendship is being friendly, this is evidently not what the proverb
says. Indeed, how would this contrast with the loyalty of a true friend in the second colon? On the phrase ―must
himself be friendly,‖ the NKJV gives the following marginal note:
―Masoretic Text reads may come to ruin.‖ Several modern translations render the verse accordingly. The New
American Bible has ―Some friends bring ruin upon us.‖ The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes on the phrase:
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―The Hebrew lehith ro‗ea‗ is difficult. It means ‗for being crushed‘ or ‗to be shattered‘ but not ‗to show oneself
friendly‘ (cf. KJV). The idea may be that there are friends to one‘s undoing…. If a person has friends who are
unreliable, he may still come to ruin, especially if these nominal friends use him. The second line is clearer:
‗there is a friend {‘oheb} who sticks closer than a brother.‘ This indeed is a rare treasure!‖ Indeed, Proverbs 19:4
highlights the fickle nature of fair-weather friends. And verse 7 shows that even brothers may abandon a person
in adversity. Thus the need for a true, loyal friend who is closer than a brother. The epitome of such a friend is
Jesus Christ. Proverbs 19:2 says that uninformed rashness leads to error or sin.
Verses 5 and 9 about judgment on a false witness share the same first colon, while the second cola are similar
(see also 21:28).
Verses 16-23 of Proverbs 19 ―all revolve around the theme of the disciplined and prudent life‖ (NAC, note on
verses 16-23). ―This section has been structured as follows:
―A: Adherence to God‘s way is life (19:16)
―B: Give to the poor (19:17)
―C: Discipline your son (19:18…)
―C′: Allow the intemperate to pay the price (19:19…)
―D: Submit to instruction (19:20…)
―D′: Acknowledge providence (19:21…)
―B′: Better poor but honest (19:22)
―A′: Fear of Yahweh (19:23)‖ (footnote on verses 16-23)
As noted earlier in regard to Proverbs 14:31, 19:17 says that how we treat others in need is essentially how we
treat God (again, compare Matthew 25:31-46). And He will reward our kindness.
Proverbs 19:23 expresses the value of the ―fear of the LORD,‖ on which all other instruction is to be based (1:7;
9:10). The Nelson Study Bible says the following about the word ―fear‖ here: ―(Heb[rew] yir‘ah) (9:10; 16:6;
19:23) Strong‘s #3374: This Hebrew word signifies awe in regarding what is unknown or potentially dangerous.
Sometimes it refers to fear or terror inspired by danger or one‘s enemies (Ps. 56:4). More often, it means
‗reverence,‘ particularly for God (19:23).
The use of this word does not imply that one needs to be afraid of God, but it does demand the appropriate
recognition and respect for God‘s fearsome qualities, such as His righteous wrath (see Ps 5:4-7). The fear of
God—that is, the proper respect of God—compels us to abandon our evil ways (16:6) and teaches us wisdom
(9:10).
Perhaps somewhat ironically, fear of God leads to confidence in this life, for if we have submitted to the
Almighty we do not have to fear any other power in this world….because the Almighty is our Protector (see
14:26, 27; Heb. 13:6)‖ (―WordFocus: Fear,‖ sidebar on Proverbs 19:23).
The verse here says that the person who fears God ―will not be visited with evil.‖ Of course, Job feared God and
was visited with evil, as Satan directly attacked him. So what are we to make of this? We should understand the
proverb as a general principle over the course of life. Things generally go well for the people of God, but He at
times allows major trials to come on them. Yet even in these circumstances, God only allows things to go so far
with the intent of shaping and molding His people for an eternal place in His Kingdom. He never ceases to
exercise care and protection. Moreover, visitation with evil or calamity here could imply being overthrown by
catastrophic circumstances. And no matter what calamity befalls those who fear God, they will not be overcome
by it but will persevere with God‘s aid. He will cause it to work out for good in the long run (Romans 8:28).
As noted in our introduction to the book of Proverbs, chapter 20 contains some principles also found in the
Egyptian ―Instructions of Anii‖—such as avoiding drunkenness and the company of brawlers. In its note on
Proverbs 20:1, the Zondervan NIV Study Bible says that ―those who overindulge become mockers and brawlers
(see Hos 7:5…). Proverbs associates drunkenness with poverty (see 23:20-21…), strife (23:29-30) and injustice
(31:4-5).‖
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Second Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 20–21)
43. Various Proverbs (20:5–21:8)
―The proverbs of this section for the most part focus on the theme of discriminating between people of good
character and people of evil character…. Verses 20:5 and 21:8 can be read as an envelope. The former
articulates the importance of discernment in dealing with people…. The latter gives the simplest, most basic
guideline in character discernment: the evil are twisted, but the good are upright. By itself 21:8 seems like a
pointless tautology [i.e., a needless repetition]; but when read as the conclusion to the series of proverbs begun
in 20:5, it is an apt closure to the whole. Like Jesus‘ teaching that a tree is judged by its fruit, this text ends by
saying that people can be evaluated by their conduct (Matt 7:17-19; 12:33; Luke 6:43-44). Several smaller
collections are found in this larger unit….‖
● ―DISCERNMENT AND INTEGRITY. Type: A-B Envelope, Thematic (20:5-12). This section begins by telling
how difficult it is to discern a person‘s inner [thoughts and] motives and ends by asserting that the ears and
eyes, the means of discernment, are made by God. Thus God alone has perfect insight into human character,
and he cannot be deceived‖ (NAC).
Verse 8 in the NKJV says that a king sitting as judge ―scatters all evil with his eyes.‖ The NIV better renders this
―winnows out all evil with his eyes.‖ Compare the first colon of verse 26: ―A wise king sifts [or ‗winnows,‘ NIV]
out the wicked.‖ The New Living Translation paraphrases verse 8 this way: ―When a king judges, he carefully
weighs all the evidence, distinguishing the bad from the good.‖
Verse 9 is a reminder that none of us are perfect, that we have all sinned and that, since we cannot cleanse our
own hearts, all of us need mercy. This perspective will keep us humble in regard to our own character and is
important to remember in making judgments about others.
As in 11:1, Proverbs 20:10 and verse 23 both show God‘s loathing of crooked weights and measures for the
purpose of cheating others. There may also be a further figurative meaning here in that God hates any kind of
self-serving false pretense.
● ―VARIOUS PROVERBS [ON MORAL CHARACTER]. Type: Individual Proverbs (20:13-21). Individual
proverbs are various moral proverbs that of themselves do not tie to any particular topic. In this context,
however, they may describe aspects of character for which one should be on the alert…. to determine where
someone‘s character, be it his own or someone else‘s, will lead‖ (NAC).
Verse 13 does not mean that we should derive no enjoyment from taking a needed nap or getting a good
night‘s sleep. Rather, loving sleep here refers to excess—sleeping too much as part of habitual laziness
(compare 6:6-11). Avoiding the personal productivity necessary to making a living and properly managing one‘s
affairs can lead to poverty. On a higher level, avoidance of spiritual responsibilities because of laziness and
sleeping the day away will lead to spiritual impoverishment—and even ultimate destruction if not turned around.
Regarding Proverbs 20:16, the Israelites were not to hold overnight as collateral the outer garment of a debtor
who might need it to keep warm (Exodus 22:25-27)—the law prohibiting creditor‘s from depriving poor debtors
of their belongings needed for survival. In the ironic tone of this proverb, a situation is described in which a
lender had better go ahead and hold a debtor‘s garment—where someone has foolishly ―fallen into financial
trouble by putting up security for a stranger—especially if he did it for an alluring woman. The message is that
one should be wary of dealing with people who lack sound judgment‖ (New American Commentary, note on
Proverbs 20:16). This proverb does not contravene the intent with which the law was given, as the law was not
meant to protect foolish, impulsive venturers or schemers that might take advantage of lenders. Also the
proverb says nothing about the predicament in which the loss of collateral would place the debtor in this case.
All factors must be weighed in such dealings.
Verse 17 speaks of deceitful gain as initially sweet but afterward rather unpleasant and hard to swallow. ―The
Scriptures do not say that there is no pleasure in sinning, only that the reward doesn‘t last (9:17, 18)‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on 20:17). Hebrews 11:25 mentions the ―passing pleasures of sin.‖ On the other hand,
choosing God‘s way may sometimes be difficult and perhaps even unpleasant for the moment, but it yields
lasting happiness in the end.
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● ―DEALING WITH THE KING AND WITH THE LORD. Type: Thematic (20:22–21:3). These verses concern
dealings with the two arbiters of justice, namely, the king and Yahweh. Proverbs 20:22-25,27 and 21:2-3
concern Yahweh, while 20:26,28,30 concerns the king. Proverbs 21:1 draws the two together and asserts the
superior power of Yahweh over the king; only 20:29 does not clearly fit in this context‖ (NAC).
Verse 22 says that it is not our place to get even or dole out vigilante justice. The Nelson Study Bible
comments: ―Because of our limited understanding and imperfection, we are not qualified to recompense evil.
Instead we must commit our cause to God, whose vengeance is certain and perfectly just. God says,
‗Vengeance is mine; I will repay‘ (see Matt. 5:38, 39; Rom. 12:17, 19; 1 Thess. 5:15; 1 Pet. 3:9)‖ (note on
Proverbs 20:22).
Verse 24 (like 16:9) shows that God is ultimately in control of directing what happens in a person‘s life. The
second colon asks, ―How then can a man understand his own way?‖ In an overall sense he can‘t—so he must
rely on God and God‘s instructions for wisdom and direction. ―The juxtaposition of human plans and intentions
with God‘s sovereign action in human affairs is not meant to discourage planning or activity but rather to guide
it. The wise do well to seek counsel about this plan (20:18), listening instead of making rash or hurtful
statements (20:19-20)‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verse 24). Of course, in our planning we must
make allowance for God unexpectedly redirecting circumstances (see James 4:13-16).
Proverbs 20:25 warns against rash vows, calling to mind the costly mistake of Jephthah (see Judges 11:30-40).
If we do make a vow to God, even a rash one—that is, a legitimate vow that does not contradict His law in other
respects—then we are duty-bound to follow through (compare also Ecclesiastes 5:1-7).
Proverbs 20:27 in the New King James Version says, ―The spirit of a man is the lamp of the LORD, searching
all the inner depths of his heart.‖ The ending phrase here, as the NKJV margin notes, is ―literally the rooms of
the belly‖—as either the figurative seat of human emotion or representing the inner, hidden person. The NIV
here has ―inmost being.‖ The same phrase is used in verse 30. On the opening colon of verse 27, the NIV
rearranges the translation to another that is possible: ―The lamp of the LORD searches the spirit of a man.‖ If
this is correct, the Lord‘s lamp here would connote ―perhaps his eyes (cf. 5:21; 15:3…) or word (see 6:23
[Psalm 119:105]…cf. Heb 4:12-13)‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on Proverbs 20:27).
On the other hand, The Bible Reader‘s Companion says that the NKJV translation, as footnoted in the NIV, is
the preferred rendering, so that the human spirit is God‘s lamp:
―The rabbis understood this to mean that God‘s image so shines in the human spirit that man is set apart from
the animals. It‘s this reflection of God which endows us with human abilities and witnesses to His existence
through each of our unique capacities‖ (note on verse 27). Or perhaps the meaning is simply that God is able to
look into the human spirit which, though dark and mysterious to human beings, is as bright as a lamp to God—
revealing everything about the person.
Proverbs 21:1 shows God‘s sovereignty even over rulers. The river illustration is not entirely clear. Some
suggest the following meaning: that just as people sometimes redirect rivers through dams and irrigation
canals, so can God redirect the thoughts and actions of kings to accomplish His purposes. Of course the latter
is not so difficult for God as the former is for human beings. Another possible meaning is that just as God had
the power to lay out the courses of all the world‘s rivers, so He is easily able to direct the course of a king.
● ―THE DEVICES AND THE DECLINE OF THE WICKED. Type: Thematic (21:4-8). These five verses focus
upon the losses incurred by those who live wrongfully‖ (NAC). The Jewish Soncino Commentary regards the
plowing of the wicked in verse 4 metaphorically as their schemings.
Second Part of Major Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 21)
44. Final Outcomes and Judgments (21:9-19)
TYPE: INCLUSIO. ―Proverbs about consequences and judgments are collected between the frame of similar
proverbs on the ‗quarrelsome wife‘‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verses 9-19). Verse 9, repeated in
25:24, mentions dwelling in a corner of a housetop. A roof of that time was flat. The reference is either to
sleeping out in the open or in a small makeshift room set up there (see 2 Kings 4:10).
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Taken together, the frame verses (i.e., Proverbs 21:9, 19) illustrate that it‘s better for a man to dwell all alone in
discomfort than to live with a contentious wife.
● ―Lessons from the Merciless (21:10-13)…. These verses concern merciless behavior, and vv. 11-12 describe
how one can learn a lesson by observing the punishment that befalls the evil. These four verses thus form a
chiasmus [of a-b-b-a]‖ (NAC).
● ―Reconciliation and Justice (21:14-15).‖ Verse 14 should not be understood as sanctioning bribery to subvert
justice. Some see the verse as merely observing, without moral comment, a practice that works. But what
would be the purpose of that here? Others take the verse as counseling the appropriateness of gifts in some
cases to appease an offended party (compare Proverbs 17:8). Yet what of the fact that the gift is ―in secret‖?
The idea could perhaps be to allow the offended party to save face and not be embarrassed by the public
knowing he is accepting a gift. Some see the meaning as privately settling a litigation issue out of court. It may
have been to deter misreading Proverbs 21:14 as condoning bribery undermining the justice system that verse
15 was placed immediately after it—contrasting the end results of justice and lawlessness.
● ―Rewards for Doing Wrong (21:16-18)…. These three proverbs all follow the theme of the ultimate fate of
those who do wrong‖ (NAC)—in contrast to the rewards for doing right in the next section (verses 20-22).
Verse 17 does not mean that it is wrong to enjoy pleasure and luxuries. The point is that those who set their
hearts on these things to the point of overindulging and expending resources in pursuit of them will store up no
wealth. They will end up with less of what they want. Compare verse 20, which shows that the wise have
luxuries, evidently as a result of diligence and restraint, in contrast to fools who squander what they have.
Verse 18 says that the wicked will be a ransom for the righteous. This could simply mean that the lives of the
wicked will be given up to destruction in exchange for the peaceful and happy existence of the righteous
thereafter. Put another way, the ultimate destruction of the wicked will release the righteous from evil‘s tyranny
over their lives.
45. Rewards for Doing Right (21:20-22)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. These verses closely correspond to vv. 16-18‖ (NAC)—contrasting with them.
46. A Mouth in and out of Control (21:23-24)
―TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC).
47. The Sluggard‘s Craving (21:25-26)
―TYPE: CATCHWORD, THEMATIC‖ (NAC). It‘s interesting that many who covet things are too lazy to work for
those things.
48. Trying to Fool God (21:27)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). The first colon here is the same as in 15:8.
49: The False Witness (21:28-29)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. These two verses should be read together‖ (NAC). The first colon of verse 28 recalls
Proverbs 19, verses 5 and 9. The translation of the second colon of 21:28 is disputed. Some see it as giving
credence to the false witness earning punishment (compare NIV, although the Hebrew text is altered in this
translation). Others understand a person listening well to a false witness so as to counter with crossexamination. Still others read the verse to say that though a false witness perishes, those who hear his lies will
pass them on even long afterward—that is, a liar‘s lies persist after he is gone. Yet another way to read the
verse is as follows: ―A false witness shall perish, / But the man who hears [i.e., heeds] this [i.e., the law or
proverb, not him] will speak without end.‖
Verse 29 seems to parallel this, though a direct parallel is not essential to the thematic relationship between the
two verses here. Where the NKJV in verse 29 says the wicked ―hardens his face,‖ the NIV says ―puts up a bold
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front.‖ This may mark a bald-faced liar giving testimony. He firmly sets his face, but the righteous person who
will not give false testimony firmly sets his way—which, as the previous verse implies, will last forever.
50: Counterwisdom (21:30-31)
―TYPE: THEMATIC.‖ The book of Proverbs normally uses the term ―wisdom‖ in a positive sense—as based on
the fear of the Lord. ―Here, however, it speaks of a kind of human ‗wisdom‘ that seeks understanding without
first submitting to Yahweh and declares that such efforts are futile. Verse 31 gives a concrete example, from a
military setting of what v. 30 describes abstractly‖ (NAC). Human preparation, for war in this case, is important
but carries only so far (compare 20:18). We must not place ultimate trust in such preparation. For the outcome
of circumstances is in God‘s hands. Note elsewhere God‘s cautions against trusting in horses, representing
military strength (Psalm 20:7; 33:17; Hosea 1:7).
End of Major Solomonic Collection (Proverbs 22)
51. A Good Name (22:1)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC).
52. Wealth, Poverty and a Prudent Life (22:2-5)
―TYPE: PARALLEL. The structure of this text is as follows:
―A: Rich and poor are equal before Yahweh (v. 2)
―B: Prudence and folly in the face of danger (v. 3)
―A′: Riches come from fear for Yahweh (v. 4)
―B′: Prudence and folly in the face of danger (v. 5)…
―On the surface vv. 3,5 both simply state that the wise see and avoid trouble but the ignorant or headstrong
plunge into it. In the context of vv. 2,4, however, this text asserts that the failure to spot danger arises precisely
from the arrogance of refusal to submit to God‖ (NAC). The point of verse 2 is expressed similarly in 29:13. And
22:3 is repeated in 27:12.
Proverbs 22:4 says that the path to the good life—here expressed as ―riches and honor and life‖ (compare ―life,
righteousness and honor‖ in 21:21)—is through the fear of God. True riches, of course, does not primarily mean
material wealth in the here and now. For some it may include that, and in any case God does provide for the
physical comforts of His servants. Ultimately all of God‘s people will be blessed with co-ownership of the entire
universe.
53. Various Proverbs (22:6-16)
―TYPE: INCLUSIO…. Verse 6 and 15 (on disciplining children) in parallel with vv. 7 and 16 (on wealth and
poverty) form an inclusio for this text of various proverbs.
● ―Discipline for Children (22:6, 15)‖ (NAC). The following is from the sidebar titled ―Proverbs and Proper
Training‖ in our free booklet Marriage and Family: The Missing Dimension:
―One verse we should consider in dealing with our children is Proverbs 22:6. It appears in the New King James
Version as: ‗Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old, he will not depart from it.‘ We can
draw an obvious, direct conclusion from this translation—that proper training will pay off in the long run. This is
certainly valid.
―It is normal for most children to grow up with, and ultimately adopt, values and standards similar to their
parents‘—that is, if the parents do a reasonable job of bringing them up. Sometimes, especially when their
children are teenagers, parents feel as if they‘re not getting through. They may wonder whether all their efforts
are wasted. But experience shows that if they stick with a good game plan, they will eventually realize the
desired results.
―Some Bible scholars offer an alternate explanation for the intent of this verse—that ‗the way he should go‘
refers to each child‘s ability and potential. The root word for ‗way,‘ they note, also has to do with the inclination
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of a tree, which can break if one tries to rebend it. They also note that the original Hebrew wording refers to ‗his
way‘—the child‘s way—rather than ‗the way [he should go].‘
―With this in mind some would translate the verse, ‗Train up a child according to his bent, and when he is old,
he will not depart from it.‘ In other words, wise parents should recognize the aptitudes and interests of each
child and train him to best use his abilities to reach his potential.
―Whether this is the intended meaning, it represents another valid approach. Parents should enable their
children to develop their natural talents and abilities. Too often a father or mother will attempt to force children
to do the same things they do or to be what they are.
―Sometimes parents want to live vicariously through their children as they push them to achieve what they
wanted to do but couldn‘t. We need to recognize our children‘s distinct God-given abilities, then work to help
them fulfill their potential
―Still others understand the latter translation to mean that if we train up a child in his own way—that is, through
continually allowing him to do whatever he wants and to always get his own way—that he will be stuck in that
wrong way of thinking and living for the rest of his life. The verse would then be a warning to parents against
coddling and failing to discipline. This concept, too, is certainly valid‖ (p. 25).
The latter idea corresponds well to verse 15 (compare 29:15). Yet as explained in our introduction, verses
sanctioning the rod of correction do not mean to say that a parent should employ corporal punishment as a
primary means of discipline.
● ―Reaping What You Sow (22:8-9)‖ (NAC). This important principle, the negative side of which is given in verse
8, is expressed similarly elsewhere in Scripture (Hosea 8:7; Galatians 6:7-8; compare Job 4:8, where this true
principle was misapplied to Job). On the positive side, Proverbs 22:9 in this context corresponds to 2
Corinthians 9:6-11.
● ―Words and What Comes of Them (22:10-14)…. Five character types here represent five ways speech can be
used. The mocker engenders quarrels (v. 10), the pure impresses even a king (v. 11), the liar [or faithless
person speaking contrary to true knowledge] is undone by God (v. 12), the shiftless produces only a stream of
improbable excuses (v. 13), and the prostitute [or immoral woman] uses language for seduction and entrapment
(v. 14)‖ (NAC)—the latter harkening back to warnings in the prologue of Proverbs, where an immoral woman
also represents folly in a more general sense (compare 2:16; 9:13-18; see also 23:27-28).
The mocker or scoffer (22:10) creates an uncomfortable environment for everyone around him and is also a
bad influence on others. If he will not reform, expulsion from the community—a congregation, club or workplace
in a modern context—is the recommended course. This will bring peace to the rest of the group, serve as a
warning to others against such behavior, and possibly help the offender himself to realize the magnitude of his
problem resulting in repentance.
Verse 11 implies that deception and flattery get one only so far in achieving a position of trust. Eventually such
a person will be revealed for what he is. A decent, honest person will be trusted for his record of integrity.
Haman and Mordecai in the book of Esther exemplify this well. Verse 13, similarly expressed in 26:13, gives
some comic relief, illustrating, as noted above, how lazy people invent excuses to avoid doing whatever needs
to be done.
● ―Creditor and Debtor (22:7, 16)‖ (NAC). Verse 7 observes that debt can be a form of slavery. In fact, failure to
repay debt in ancient Israel could obligate a person to suffer indentured servitude. This is part of the reason
other verses caution against becoming surety for others. Verse 7 may bear on the meaning of verse 16. This
last proverb in Solomon‘s major collection concerns social justice (as does the first proverb in the next section,
verses 22-23), but the exact wording of verse 16 is disputed. Some versions, including the New King James,
show an oppressor of the poor for self-enrichment and one who gives to the rich both coming to poverty.
Oppressors will indeed come to poverty in the end (compare verses 22-23). Yet other translations take coming
to poverty in verse 16 as referring to only the one giving to the rich.
In the latter vein, some see in verse 16 an abusive creditor-debtor relationship in this paraphrased sense: The
rich oppress the poor [through such means as entangling them in high-interest loans] to make themselves even
richer, / while the poor who are stuck making loan payments to the rich are made even poorer. This
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interpretation offers a sensible explanation of ―giving‖ to the rich, the reason for which otherwise seems unclear.
Some have suggested a futile attempt to buy the favor of the rich, but who would do this to the point of
impoverishment? ―Giving‖ here makes more sense as a matter of obligation—and this fits debt repayment.
Such wisdom is not meant to totally rule out loans. There is an appropriate context for lending and borrowing if
the lending is fair and the borrower is well able to repay, given reasonable consideration of the future. Yet no
such arrangement should be entered into lightly.
The Words of the Wise: Introduction and Sayings About Wealth and Station (Proverbs 22–23)
Proverbs 22:17 marks a clear change in the book. Instead of the one-verse units of the major Solomonic
collection, we now have multiple-verse units. With a new section, we would expect a new title or subheading.
And verse 17 appears to give us just that in referring to what follows as ―the words of the wise‖—a general
distinction for collected wisdom. This section appears to continue until 24:22, as 24:23 denotes yet another
section, possibly an appendix to this section, with the words ―These things also belong to the wise.‖
Furthermore, this section of sayings from the wise (22:17–24:22)—mainly the first part (22:17–23:11)—bears
some striking similarity to the Egyptian ―Instruction of Amenemope.‖
Amenemope, sometimes spelled Amen-em-opet, was a superintendent of agriculture and taxation writing to his
youngest son on keys to success in life and in profession as a court official. As noted in our introduction, it is not
clear which writing came first, whether this section of Proverbs or the Egyptian work. In any case, one seems to
have influenced the other. We will note some similarities along the way. In doing so, we should realize that the
Egyptian wisdom text, mired in pagan references, is not inspired literature, as is the book of Proverbs.
Nevertheless, the Egyptian text helps to demonstrate the ancient provenance of the biblical book as well as the
relationship between Israelite wisdom and that of the wider region, just as the Bible describes of Solomon (see
1 Kings 4:29-34).
The introductory call to attention in Proverbs 22:17-21 ―is laid out with the exhortation to learn and pass on the
teaching (v. 17), followed by three motivations: (1) there will be a pleasing store of wisdom (v. 18); (2) there will
be a deeper trust in the Lord—a distinctively Israelite aspect of wisdom literature (v.19); and (3) it will build
reliability—he will grasp the truth (v. 20) and see himself as a special envoy to keep wisdom in his heart and on
his lips (v. 21)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 17-21).
The latter point here is stated in verse 21 this way: ―That I may make you know the certainty of the words of
truth, that you may answer words of truth to those who send to you [or ‗to him who sent you,‘ NIV].‖ Likewise
the purpose of Amenemope is: ―To know how to refute the accusation of [or ‗to return an answer to‘] the one
who made it, and to send back a reply to the one who wrote [or ‗to the one who sent you‘]; to set one straight on
the paths of life‖ (intro., 1:5-7, William Simpson, editor, The Literature of Ancient Egypt: An Anthology of Stories,
Instructions, and Poetry, 1973, p. 242). Within brackets here are alternate translations as footnoted in the cited
source. (The complete ―Instruction of Amenemope,‖ same translation but without footnotes, is online at
http://touregypt.net/instructionofamenemope.htm.)
In verse 20, ―excellent things‖ in the KJV and NKJV is apparently incorrect. The Hebrew word here, difficult
because of the uniqueness of form, is shlshwm (consonants only), which some take to be a poetic or plural form
of ―three‖ (shlsh) or ―third‖ (shlyshy). Most scholars, though, emend the text or consider the word another form
of ―thirty‖ (shlshym or shlwshym)—compare ―thirty sayings‖ in the NIV. This is mainly because of the affinity of
the text with Amenemope, which consists of an introduction followed by 30 short chapters, coupled with the fact
that Proverbs 22:17–24:22 can reasonably be divided into an introduction followed by 30 sayings. It should be
noted, though, that it is also possible to divide the text into three sections—the first, resembling Amenemope in
content (22:17–23:11), and two other sections marked by the use of ―My son.‖ Some claim that ―third‖ is meant
to introduce the third section of the book—following the prologue (Proverbs 1–9) and Solomon‘s major
collection (10:1–22:16). Still, 30 seems reasonable. Note the following apparent divisions, which should not be
considered definitive (others group them slightly differently). Most of the 30 subject titles are from Expositor‘s:
————————————— THIRTY SAYINGS OF THE WISE —————————————
Introduction 22:17-21
On Wealth and Station

An Obedient Son

Take a Stand Against Evil

1 Treatment of the poor 22:22-23

11 Attend to learning 23:12

21 Wisdom over strength 24:5-6
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2 Dangerous associations 22:24-25
3 Rash vows 22:26-27
4 Respect for property 22:28
5 Benefits of skill 22:29
6 Caution before rulers 23:1-3
7 Fleeting wealth 23:4-5
8 Unpleasant hospitality 23:6-8
9 Wisdom wasted on a fool 23:9
10 Respect poor‘s property 23:10-11

12 Necessity of discipline 23:13-14 22 Fools contribute nothing 24:7
13 Wise and joyful speech 23:15-16 23 Disapproval of evil men 24:8-9
14 Fear the Lord 23:17-18
24 Test of adversity 24:10
15 Poor associations 23:19-21
25 Preservation of life 24:11-12
16 Learn and keep truth 23:22-25 26 Good future of wisdom 24:13-14
17 Shun the temptress 23:26-28 27 Treatment of righteous 24:15-16
18 Excessive drinking 23:29-35 28 Misfortune of an enemy 24:17-18
19 Evil associations 24:1-2
29 Envying the wicked 24:19-20
20 Reward of wisdom 24:3-4
30 Fear God and the king 24:21-22

We start, then, with ten sayings about wealth and station (22:22–23:11).
Saying 1: Treatment of the Poor (22:22-23). Personal prosperity must not come through the mistreatment of
others. This first saying forms an inclusio with the 10th saying (23:10-11) in that both warn against plundering
the poor with the threat that God will plead their cause, acting as their avenger. Amenemope makes numerous
statements against dishonest gain and expresses special divine concern for treatment of the poor and
downtrodden, saying, ―Beware of stealing from a miserable [i.e., poor] man and of raging against the cripple [or
the weak]‖ (chap. 2, 4:4-5) and ―God loves him who cares for the poor, more than him who respects the
wealthy‖ (chap. 28, 26:4-5).
Saying 2: Dangerous Associations (22:24-25). Friendship with a hothead is a bad idea. This concept is found
throughout the Instruction of Amenemope. Indeed, ―the contrast between the intemperate, hotheaded man and
the tranquil, truly silent man is one of the main themes in the text‖ (Simpson, p. 241). Note, for example, ―Do not
fraternize with the hot-tempered man, nor approach him to converse‖ (chap.9, 11:13-14).
Saying 3: Rash Vows (22:26-27). We mustn‘t be too quick to make deals—particularly when it comes to
standing surety for others, as we‘ve seen in other verses (compare 6:1-5; 11:15; 17:18; 20:16). We could lose
everything—one‘s bed here meaning his last possession (such as today speaking of ―the kitchen sink‖ or ―the
shirt off one‘s back‖). There is no parallel to this in the Egyptian material.
Saying 4: Respect for Property (22:28). As Expositor‘s notes on this verse: ―The sage warns against
appropriating someone else‘s property (see also Amenemope, ch. 6, 7:12-13 [‗Do not displace the surveyor‘s
marker on the boundaries of arable land, nor alter the position of the measuring line. Do not be greedy for a plot
of land‘])…. (…see Deut 19:14; 27:17…Hos 5:10). The boundaries were sacred because God owned the land
and had given it to the fathers as their inheritance; to extend one‘s land at another‘s expense was a major
violation of covenant and oath. Of course, property disputes and wars ancient and modern arise because both
sides can point to times when their ancestors owned the land.‖ A specification of this point is made in the 10th
saying (Proverbs 23:10-11).
Saying 5: Benefits of Skill (22:29). A person skilled in his work will be recognized and rewarded with
advancement. Those who are the best at what they do will rise to the top—working even for rulers. Of course,
as with other proverbs, this is a general principle. Other factors will bear on actual experience. The Instruction
of Amenemope says: ―As to a scribe who is experienced [skilled through practice] in his position, he will find
himself worthy of being a courtier [i.e., one in attendance at a royal court]‖ (chap.30, 27:16-17).
Saying 6: Caution Before Rulers (23:1-3). The previous saying spoke of promotion to standing before kings.
The current saying gives a caution about being in such a position. Here a courtier at a banquet is told to keep
his eyes on what‘s in front of him. This may literally mean not staring about the table or at the ruler with a view
to feasting—though it could be a metaphor for keeping in mind what‘sreally going on. ―Put a knife to your throat‖
in this context means ―curb your appetite‖ or ―control yourself.‖ The instruction here was perhaps a point of
proper etiquette at court in ancient times, but the reason given goes beyond that. Deceptive food here probably
implies more than the fact that too much rich food can make you ill. A ruler often draws a person in because he
has ulterior motives. ―The ruler‘s food may be ‗deceptive‘…it is not what it seems. So the warning is not to
indulge in his impressive feast—the ruler wants something from you or is observing you…. The Mishnah (Aboth
2:3) quotes Gamaliel as warning that a ruler only draws you into court for his purpose, but in your day of trouble
he will not be there‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 1-3). The New American Commentary notes: ―The rich do not
give away their favors for free. They want something in return, and it is generally much more than what they
have invested. One can lose one‘s own soul in the exchange.‖

605

As noted in our introduction, there is correspondence here to both the Egyptian Instruction of Ptahhotep and
Amenemope. Quoting from Ptah-hotep in Wilson‘s translation: ―If you are one of the guests at the table of one
who is greater than you, accept what he gives when it is set before you. Look at what is before you and do not
pierce him / with much staring, for to annoy him is an abomination of the spirit. Do not speak to him until he
calls, for no one knows what may be displeasing‖ (maxim 7, 6:13–7:3, p. 162). And from Amenemope, as
translated by Trevor Longman, How to Read Proverbs: ―Do not eat in the presence of an official and then set
your mouth before (him). If you are sated pretend to chew. Content yourself with your saliva. Look at the bowl
that is before you, and let it serve your needs. An official is great in his office, as well as rich in drawings of
water‖ (chap. 23, 23:13-20, p. 75).
The eighth saying (Proverbs 23:6-8) also speaks of avoiding delicacies in certain company. Saying 7: Fleeting
Wealth (23:4-5). This saying about not striving too hard after wealth, because of its fleeting nature, is the
closest in correspondence between the book of Proverbs and the Instruction of Amenemope, and perhaps best
illustrates the influence of one work on the other. Note especially the end of this saying in Amenemope: ―Do not
set your heart on seeking riches…. Do not exert yourself to seek out excess and your wealth will prosper for
you [or ‗your own property is good enough for you‘]; if riches come to you by theft they will not spend the night
with you; as soon as day breaks they will not be in your household; although their places can be seen, they are
not there. When the earth opens up its mouth, it levels him [or them] and swallows him [or them] up, and it
drowns him [or them] in the deep; they have made for themselves a great hole which suits them [i.e., is as large
as they are]. And they have sunk themselves in the tomb; or they have made themselves wings like geese, and
they fly up to the sky‖ (chap. 7, 9:10–10:5). So very true—and thus it‘s foolish to be slave to this pursuit (see
also Luke 12:20; 1 Timothy 6:7-10).
Saying 8: Unpleasant Hospitality (23:6-8). These verses show the worthlessness of cultivating friendship with a
stingy person. (The word for ―miser‖ here literally means ―one who has an evil eye‖—in contrast to the generous
person, literally ―he who has a good eye,‖ in 22:9). In 23:6 we see repeated the phrase from saying 6 (23:3) that
we not desire such a person‘s delicacies. A stingy person offering you anything has nothing to do with kindness
toward you. He clearly must be using you. Your attempts at friendship are therefore wasted effort. This specific
lesson is not related in the Egyptian literature. Some attempt to use the first colon of verse 7 as an example of
―you are what you think,‖ in the context of the power of positive thinking. Yet, as scholars acknowledge, the
Hebrew here is difficult and probably should not be translated the way it is written in the King James and New
King James Versions. In any case, there is nothing at all positive about the context here, as it concerns the
deceitful intentions of the miser.
Saying 9: Wisdom Wasted on a Fool (23:9). This verse is related to the former saying in the sense of telling a
person something being wasted effort. The wording here does not mean we should never say anything in a
fool‘s presence. It is a caution to be sparing. Why take time for a lengthy explanation when you know the
person won‘t care what you say? As Jesus told us, we should not cast our pearls before swine (Matthew 7:6). In
this ―there is no specific connection to Egyptian literature, but the general concept was there that a fool rejected
discipline and instruction, often scorning the teacher who tried to change him‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 9).
Saying 10: Respect the Poor‘s Property (23:10-11). This is the closing frame of the inclusio opened in the first
saying (22:22-23), warning against stealing from the lowly with the threat of God acting as their advocate,
redeemer and avenger. In this case the mistreatment of the poor (here the fatherless) is perpetrated through
removing ancient boundary markers to take possession of their fields. Saying 4 (22:28) explicitly concerns not
removing such boundary markers. And regarding it we noted corresponding verses in Amenemope, as we do
here again: ―Do not displace the surveyor‘s marker on the boundaries of arable land, nor alter the position of the
measuring line. Do not be greedy for a plot of land…‖ (chap. 6, 7:12-13). Moreover, Amenemope continues in
the next line, ―…nor overturn the boundaries of a widow‖ (7:14), tying in more closely with this 10th saying in
Proverbs.
Continuing in the Egyptian text, consequences for taking over the fields of others are warned of immediately
following: ―To one who has done this on earth, pay attention, for he is a weak enemy; he is an enemy
overturned inside himself; life is taken from his eye; his household is hostile to the community, his storerooms
are toppled over, his property taken from his children, and to someone else his possessions given. Take care
not to topple over the boundary marks of the arable land, not fearing that you will be brought to court; man
propitiates God by the might of the Lord when he sets straight the boundaries of the arable land. Desire, then,
to make yourself prosper, and take care for the Lord of All; do not trample on the furrow of someone else, their
good order will be profitable for you‖ (8:1-16). With the 10th saying of the wise the close correspondence with
the Egyptian text ceases.
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Words of the Wise Cont‘d: An Obedient Son (Proverbs 23–24)
Saying 11: Attend to Learning (23:12). Some see this verse as a call to attention to hear the instruction in the
next verse or in this section, which is cast as parental instruction. Yet this imperative likely applies to instruction
generally throughout one‘s whole life.
Saying 12: Necessity of Discipline (23:13-14). As with other such verses, this one establishes the need for
parental discipline but does not mandate the rod as a first recourse. Yet it does reassure parents that this can
be an acceptable means of correction. The point ultimately is to save the child from wrong ways leading to
death—the Hebrew word for ―hell‖ in verse 14 being sheol, the grave. The Assyrian ―Words of Ahiqar,‖ written
around 700 B.C. (in the time of King Hezekiah of Judah) as noted in our introduction, follows with similar
instruction: ―Spare not your son from the rod; otherwise, can you save him?‖ (quoted by Longman, p. 69).
Saying 13: Wise and Joyful Speech (23:15-16). Parents rejoice in their children‘s right words and conduct (see
also verses 24-25). And pleasing parents is a good motivator for the young. The four lines in verses 15-16 are
arranged in a chiastic structure—the outer lines parallel and the inner lines parallel (a-bb-a), so that a wise
heart equates to speaking right things. As Jesus said, ―For out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks‖
(Matthew 12:34).
Saying 14: Fear the Lord (23:17-18). A major concern of parents is their instruction being undermined by
wayward peers or bad role models. So parents must, as in this verse, instruct their children in the fear of the
Lord, which will keep them in the right way ―all the day‖—even when the parents aren‘t around. If in spite of the
obstacles we develop this proper reverence for God, a wonderful future awaits us. Where the KJV has ―end,‖
the NKJV specifies ―hereafter‖—implying life in God‘s Kingdom. Other versions have ―future,‖ the translators
arguing that Proverbs speaks of blessed life now, not in the hereafter. Perhaps both ideas are included—a
great life in this age and on into the age to come.
Saying 15: Poor Associations (23:19-21). Drunkenness and gluttony are both condemned, representing the
epitome of a lack of discipline. Wine and other alcoholic beverages in moderation are approved of in Scripture,
but drunkenness is a sin—as is gluttony, though the former is certainly worse because of the impact it has on
the brain and on others. Drunkards and gluttons are both bad influences and will most likely not cease to bring
trouble and grief to associates, even those who disapprove of their behavior. If we are already friends with such
people, we should try to help them to overcome their problem. But if they refuse or falsely repent again and
again, particularly in the case of drunkards, it would be wiser to sever the friendship.
Saying 16: Learn and Keep Truth (23:22-25). Some take verse 22 as an independent verse on listening to
parents, but the context here appears to continue until verse 25. Listening to parents corresponds to, in verse
23, striving for truth (including wisdom, instruction and understanding) and holding on to it. ―Buy the truth, and
do not sell it‖ is sometimes seen as a prohibition against selling religious books, even Bibles. But this is not the
point of the verse. The meaning is that we are to expend all we must to gain true knowledge and, once gained,
never sell it away—for any price. The New Century Version paraphrases this as ―Learn the truth and never
reject it.‖ The Contemporary English Version renders the whole verse this way: ―Invest in truth and wisdom,
discipline and good sense, and don‘t part with them.‖ Those who follow this counsel will bring great joy to
parents—again given here as a motivator to do what‘s right (verses 24-25; compare verses 15-16).
Saying 17: Shunning the Temptress (23:26-28). Parental instruction continues here regarding sexual
immorality. Compare similar warnings in the prologue of Proverbs (chapters 1–9) and 22:14, where the harlot‘s
mouth is called a ―deep pit.‖ Some commentators believe the third and last section of the Words of the Wise
begins with this saying or the next one—regarding the last section as miscellaneous in content.
Saying 18: Excessive Drinking (23:29-35). Saying 15 (verses 19-21) warns against associating with drunkards
and gluttons. This saying warns against being a drunkard oneself. The New American Commentary says on this
unit: ―This poem is a small masterpiece; it is surely the most effective combination lampoon and lament over the
sorry state of the drunkard…. The text describes with profound accuracy and bite the pathetic physical and
emotional decline of those addicted to alcohol. Wine [in excess] (and in modern society, illicit drugs) brings
physical pain and debilitation, exhausts one‘s resources, takes away mental acuity, and yet leaves one craving
for more of the same. ‗Lingering over‘ alcohol (vv. 30-31) describes those who derive comfort and security in
knowing that a glass of wine is at hand, ready to deaden the senses. In the end, however, it only leaves people
more confused and in deeper pain than ever before (vv. 32-35a).‖
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Saying 19: Evil Associations (24:1-2). Whereas saying 14 (23:17-18) invokes the future in discouraging the
envy of sinners, this saying just says not to envy them or want to be with them because they are up to no good.
The point is to see what they‘re really all about—and to not want any part of that. A benefit of moral learning is
that one comes to hate and reject evil simply because it is evil.
Saying 20: Reward of Wisdom (24:3-4). Verse 3 says that through wisdom a house is built. Some take this as a
dwelling place or a household, a family. However, verse 4 says the rooms are filled with riches. While this could
be a domestic abode, taken together the verses seem to speak of a treasure house. This may correspond to
the conclusion of the first chapter of the Instruction of Amenemope: ―If you spend a lifetime with these things in
your heart, you will find it good fortune; you will discover my words to be a treasure house of life, and your body
will flourish upon earth‖ (3:17–4:2). In both cases, it is most likely that the treasures are metaphorical for
wonderful understanding and rich blessings in life—especially in light of saying 7 about not setting one‘s eyes
on material wealth (Proverbs 23:4-5). Of course, as in other proverbs, the blessings may include material
increase. And ultimately, as noted elsewhere, all of God‘s people will jointly possess all things—the whole
universe.
Words of the Wise Cont‘d: Take a Stand Against Evil (Proverbs 24)
Saying 21: Wisdom Over Strength (24:5-6). True strength lies in wisdom rather than mere brute force. While the
verse might seem to apply to rulers only, since only they would be waging war, ―the majority of the thirty sayings
are clearly addressed to someone who is not in high office. A metaphorical sense that one should engage life
with discernment rather than by exercise of force is therefore likely‖ (NAC). Consider the Christian life as one of
waging spiritual warfare. Here we have the third proverb advising a ―multitude of counselors‖ (the first two being
11:14 and 15:22).
Saying 22: Fools Contribute Nothing (24:7). The NKJV and other versions show the fool here as not speaking
up at the city gate, where community decisions were made—wisdom being beyond him (so that he is out of his
element). However, other passages show fools having much to say all the time, no matter the setting. Do civil
government meetings today proceed with fools keeping silent? The New American Commentary offers a slightly
different translation of the verse: ―Wisdom is too high for a fool; let his mouth stay shut at the gate.‖ Either way,
the point is that fools have nothing worthwhile to contribute. By contrast, the wise, though often reserved in
speech, have a responsibility to contribute wisdom in critical situations.
Saying 23: Disapproval of Evil Men (24:8-9). Plotters and troublemakers will eventually be discovered and
subject to public scorn.
Saying 24: Test of Adversity (24:10). The verse uses a play on words: ―If you faint in the day of adversity
[sarah], your strength is small [sar].‖ While trials can expose one‘s lack of mettle, the point of the proverb is to
encourage people to muster courage to make it through the hard times (compare Jeremiah 12:5). God is ever
there to see us through.
Saying 25: Preservation of Life (24:11-12). This saying makes clear the responsibility before God to do what we
can to rescue those in mortal peril. On one level, as we have opportunity we must work to prevent murder in all
its forms, including genocide and abortion. As Christians we do not take up arms in such causes—nor can we
individually crusade around the earth to stop all unjust killing in this age. But, as God empowers us, we are to
proclaim and teach His will in these matters and do what we can to stop such things from happening. If we lived
in Nazi Germany during the Holocaust and knew what was going on, it would be our responsibility to hide and
deliver neighboring Jews slated for the gas ovens. The passage also applies to helping those who are
jeopardizing their own physical lives through vice or imprudence. On another level, the saying concerns those in
spiritual peril, stumbling toward destruction. We are to warn this world of its fatal path (like watchmen, as in
Ezekiel 33:1-11) and proclaim the way of salvation—and we must especially help spiritual brethren who are
neglecting their salvation (compare Galatians 6:1-2).
Saying 26: Good Future of Wisdom (24:13-14). Honey is sweet and enjoyable, and so is wisdom and the life to
which it leads. This way leads to a wonderful, profitable outcome with hope not cut off—wording also used in
saying 14 (23:17-18).
Saying 27: Treatment of the Righteous (24:15-16). As Expositor‘s notes on this verse: ―It would be futile and
self-defeating to mistreat God‘s people, for they survive—the wicked do not! The warning is against attacking
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the righteous; to attack them is to attack God and his program, and that will fail (see Matt 16:18). The
consequence, and thus the motivation, is that if the righteous suffer misfortune any number of times (= ‗seven
times,‘ v. 16), they will rise again [seven being symbolic of completeness]; for virtue triumphs in the end….
Conversely, the wicked will not survive—without God they have no power to rise from misfortune. The point
then is that ultimately the righteous will triumph and those who oppose them will stumble over their evil‖ (note
on verses 15-16).
Saying 28: Misfortune of an Enemy (24:17-18). This proverb warns against gloating over an enemy‘s downfall,
with the threat that God will be unhappy with us and cease to afflict the enemy. We should not take this to mean
that we should avoid gloating just to make sure God keeps afflicting the enemy—for that amounts to silently
cheering on the affliction. The implied threat in God relenting from afflicting the enemy is that the enemy will
return to troubling us. In the meantime, instead of gloating we should just be thankful for God‘s protection and
leave all to His judgment—praying that God will use any affliction He brings on our enemies to lead them to
change for the better.
Saying 29: Envying the Wicked (24:19-20). The words of verse 19 are nearly the same as King David‘s in
Psalm 37:1. We must not fret over the wicked, or being envious of them (compare 3:31; 23:17-18; 24:1-2),
because they are doomed if they will not reform.
Saying 30: Fear God and the King (24:21-22). In this last of the 30 sayings of the wise we are told to fear God
and the king, a phrase the apostle Peter likely quoted from in 1 Peter 2:17. In the same proverb we are
instructed to not associate with ―those given to change.‖ The latter phrase probably means more than merely
the fickle. Given the context, it is taken by some to mean revolutionists or ―the rebellious‖ (NIV)—those who
subvert society. They will be brought to ruin by both God and king.
More Words of the Wise: On the Courts and Laziness (Proverbs 24)
TYPE: PARALLEL. Following the 30 Words of the Wise (22:16–24:22), Proverbs 24:23a marks a new section
with a new title or subheading: ―These things also belong to the wise.‖ Some paraphrase this as Further Words
of the Wise. ―The structure of this text is as follows:
―A: On the law courts (vv. 23-26)
―B: On economic priorities (v. 27)
―A′: On the law courts (vv. 28-29)
―B′: On laziness (vv. 30-34)
―There is no intrinsic link between these two concepts; the parallel structure exists simply for organizational
purposes‖ (NAC).
The wording of verse 26 perhaps sounds odd to us today: ―He who gives a right answer kisses the lips.‖ The
NIV Application Commentary says: ―The kiss in the ancient world communicated loyalty as well as affection.
The honest answer comes from one who (lit[erally]) ‗returns words that are right‘ (cf. 22:21). Interpreters debate
whether the legal context of 24:23-25 determines the meaning. The main comparison is that of doing good for
another with one‘s lips, a strong contrast to the deceitful lips of 24:28. The New American Commentary,
however, argues that the phrase translated ―kisses the lips‖ should actually be ―seals the lips‖ and renders the
verse as: ―He who gives a proper verdict silences {hostile} lips‖ (note and footnotes on 24:23-26).
Verse 27 ―does not address laziness in the direct terms that vv. 30-34 do, but it relates the principle that one
should not provide for personal comfort until a means of income is established here. As such, it emphasizes a
practical rule of producing before consuming, a rule the slothful do not accept. It is possible that ‗building a
house‘ refers not just to the building in which one lives but to the establishment of a family. If so, the guideline is
even more appropriate: one should be able to provide for a family before starting one‖ (NAC). As Expositor‘s
notes on this point, ―Before entering marriage one should have a well-ordered life.‖
In verses 30-31, a short anecdote shows that lazy people are not properly attentive to their personal concerns.
It causes one to recognize the truth of the proverbial maxim expressed here (verses 32-34; compare 6:9-11).
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First Part of Hezekiah‘s Collection Mostly Synonymous (Proverbs 25)
1. Subheading (25:1)
We now come to the second Solomonic collection of proverbial sayings in the book (Proverbs 25–29)—this one
copied by scribes working under King Hezekiah of Judah around 700 B.C. We don‘t know if Hezekiah had them
add this second collection to Solomon‘s earlier book of Proverbs—or if he established this collection as a
separate one and later compilers joined both as one book.
It is interesting to note that the earlier collection was arranged with mostly antithetical proverbs up front
(Proverbs 10–15) followed by mostly synonymous proverbs (16:1–22:16), while this later collection is arranged
with mostly synonymous proverbs up front (25–27) followed by mostly antithetical ones (28–29).
It is also interesting to note some repetitions in the second collection. Hassel Bullock‘s Introduction to the Old
Testament Poetic Books (1988, p. 158) lists proverbs repeated identically in both collections:
IDENTICAL OR SIMILAR PROVERBS
First Collection Second Collection
Identical
21:9
18:8
22:3
20:16
25:24
26:22
27:12
27:13
Identical meaning with altered expression
22:13
19:24
19:1
12:11
22:2
26:13
26:15
28:6
28:19
29:13
One line identical
17:3
15:18
27:21
29:22
2. On Dealing With Kings (25:2-7)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, PARALLEL (24:2-7). Verses 2-27 form a major division of Hezekiah [i.e., the Hezekiah
collection of Solomon‘s proverbs], and v. 16 further divides this section into two parts (see the discussion on v.
27).
―The proverbs of vv. 2-7 are all bound by the subject of dealing with royalty. They may have been placed at the
beginning of the Hezekiah collection as a gesture of respect for the two great patrons of Israelite wisdom,
Solomon and Hezekiah. The tone here is highly deferential to the royalty. In addition these proverbs are set up
as three parallel pairs (vv. 2-3, 4-5, 6-7)‖ (NAC).
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No doubt Solomon had himself in mind when he spoke the words of verse 2. God is glorified in creating all the
mysteries of the universe, while kings have the honor of seeking and finding answers. Of course, all people
have this privilege to some degree, but not on the scale of rulers and governments. This was particularly true in
ancient times, when academic and scientific inquiry was more closely linked to royalty—as they had the time
and resources for such undertaking. Solomon himself studied the natural world of God‘s creation (1 Kings 4:33).
He also studied spiritual and philosophical matters, seeking out all the proverbs and other wisdom that he did.
Proverbs 25:3 says that the heart of kings is unsearchable. Given the vast information that rulers are privy to, it
is rather difficult to discern the motives for all they do.
Verses 6-7 tell us it‘s better to have humility rather than be humiliated. It is good to know one‘s place, but if we
don‘t then we should humbly presume a lower station rather than a higher one and act accordingly. Jesus
advised that the same deference be shown in other social settings, using the example of a wedding feast (Luke
14:7-11).
3. Settling Disputes Without Litigation (25:8-10)
―TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). It‘s best to deal with disputes outside of court in private or, if necessary, with an
arbiter. Jesus similarly encouraged settling disputes out of court (Luke 12:57-59).
4. Fine Jewelry and Fine Counsel (25:11-12)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, CATCHWORD‖ (NAC). In verse 11, ―the ‗apples of gold‘ are not golden colored fruit but are
some kind of jewelry or artwork.‖ Besides the metaphor of jewelry and the importance of having the right words
to say in both proverbs, we may also note the catchword ―gold‖ in both.
5. Reliable and Unreliable People (25:13-14)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, PARALLEL…. Both of these proverbs begin with some aspect of weather and its affects on
an agrarian society; from that analogy they move on to the importance of personal reliability‖ (NAC). Verse 13
does not speak of actual snow at harvest time. That is incongruous (see 26:1) and could even prove disastrous.
―The intention is the thought of snow‘s coolness in the intense heat of the harvest season and its refreshing
effect if it were available‖ (Soncino, note on 25:13). Just so, the person who carries out his duties reliably is
pleasing to the one who assigned him. Compare misplaced confidence in an undependable person in verse 19
and sending a fool as a messenger in 26:6 (see also 10:26). In 25:14, those who fail to back up their boasts of
giving in whatever capacity are a great disappointment.
Moreover, this is a serious spiritual matter, as it involves hypocritical deception. In the New Testament, Ananias
and Sapphira, who brazenly lied to the Church make themselves look good, were punished by God with instant
death as a stern witness about the gravity of this matter (see Acts 5:1-11).
6. Be Patient With the Authorities (25:15)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB…. This proverb, describing the importance of patience in dealing with an
authority, answers 25:2-7 (with its high regard for royal authority) in inclusio fashion and so serves to mark off
25:2-15 as the first major section of Hezekiah. The bones are the most rigid body parts inside of a person, and
fracturing the bones here refers to breaking down the deepest, most hardened resistance to an idea a person
may possess‖ (NAC). This is best accomplished through gentle persuasion over time.
7. Exercising Caution With People (25:16-27)
―These proverbs are bound by the inclusio of proverbs on eating honey in excess (25:16, 27). They generally
concern dealing with friends, family, and others; several focus on actions that are either inappropriate or
paradoxically appropriate‖ (NAC).
―(1) Enough Is Enough (25:16-17)…. TYPE: PARALLEL‖ (NAC). The example of eating too much honey in
verse 16 shows that overindulging in even a likable thing can cause revulsion. There is a parallel here with
verse 17, where visiting a neighbor too much can cause him to despise you—or, put another way, you can wear
out your welcome. The link between these proverbs is even clearer in the Hebrew. ―The parallel of…‗lest you
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have your fill of it [honey] and spew it out‘ [in verse 16]…to…‗lest he have his fill of you and hate you‘ [in verse
17]…is obvious, as the NIV translation indicates‖ (footnote on verses 16-17).
―(2) Beware of These People (25:18-20)… TYPE: THEMATIC…. All three of these proverbs are similes
(although the word for ‗like‘ is not in the Hebrew text), and all concern people one should avoid (the perjurer, the
undependable, and the tactless). The point of each is evident‖ (NAC). In the last one (verse 20), ―soda‖ refers to
―sodium carbonate, natural in Egypt (see also Jer 2:22), which is neutralized with vinegar [—the effervescent
reaction ruining the soda, which was otherwise useful for washing]. This would be counterproductive. It would
be inappropriate and counterproductive to ‗sing songs‘…to a ‗heavy heart‘ [as this could, in a jolting way, churn
things up negatively and prove hurtful]….One needs to develop sensitivity to others; songs may only irritate the
grief. However, see the example of David serenading Saul (1 Sam 19:9); that was an exceptional case, but
even there Saul‘s response was unpredictable‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Proverbs 25:20). Also, David‘s music in
Saul‘s presence was probably of a soothing and inspirational nature.
(3) Overcome Evil With Good (25:21-22). TYPE: INDIVIDUAL, FOUR-LINE PROVERB. Many believe that no
directive to treat enemies with kindness was given in the Bible until the New Testament. Yet here we see the
principle made explicitly in the Old Testament book of Proverbs (see also Exodus 23:4). Jesus may have been
alluding to this proverb when he said, ―Do good to those who hate you‖ (Matthew 5:44, see verses 43-48). The
apostle Paul directly quoted from this proverb (Romans 12:20) and summed it up with the words ―Do not be
overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good‖ (verse 21).
However, the exact meaning of the heaping of burning coals is disputed. Some take it to mean heaping future
divine judgment on the person who won‘t be reconciled even after being treated well (compare Psalm 140:910). But the act of kindness in this case would not truly be kind. It would be a way of seeking vengeance—and
some understand it that way. Others take an opposite view, seeing burning coals on the head as a metaphor for
meeting a neighbor‘s need—the idea being that a neighbor would need coals for his fireplace to keep warm or
for his oven to prepare food and that he would carry them home in a tray atop his head. Coals were indeed
given in ancient times as a gift to the poor. Yet this seems an odd illustration of helping out a neighbor when
feeding the hungry and giving drink to the thirsty in the first part of the proverb makes that point quite well
enough.
Many take heaping coals of fire to represent causing the recipient of kindness great pain—not in future
judgment but presently in making him feel burning shame and remorse for his former mistreatment of the one
now showing him kindness. This would hopefully lead to repentance. Interestingly, there was ―an Egyptian ritual
in which a man gave public evidence of his penitence by carrying a pan of burning charcoal on his head‖ (F.F.
Bruce, quoted at www.zianet.com/maxey/Roman25.htm). On the other hand, besides ―coals placed in a
tray…carried as a gift to the poor or a sign of repentance…burning coals were also placed directly on the head
to punish, to heal wounds, or to relieve suffering for a person dying of rabies!‖ (NIV Application Commentary,
note on Proverbs 25:21-22). If such therapeutic treatment is in view in the proverb, the idea would be either
something good being painful (the kindness causing shame and remorse) or something painful being good (the
shame and remorse leading to repentance and
reconciliation).
Yet another view is that the metaphor concerns the melting of metals with burning coals. As a hard metal is
melted and made to flow by the application of burning coals, so kindness melts the hardness of an enemy. This
would be somewhat similar to verse 15: ―a gentle tongue breaks a bone.‖
Whatever the exact meaning, the response to an enemy‘s dilemma is the reversal of what would perhaps be
expected—we are to lend a hand, as paradoxical as that might seem. The clear point of the proverb is that we
are to treat enemies with kindness, doing what we can to bring peace and reconciliation, expecting a positive
outcome (later if not now) and trusting God to reward us for obeying Him with the proper attitude and behavior
in such circumstances.
―(4) Cold Rain and Cold Looks (25:23)…. TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC)—though there may be a
thematic pairing with the next proverb. ―Two sayings about anger and quarreling imply that paying attention to
how one speaks can make a difference‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verses 23-24). Verse 23
contains interpretive difficulties: ―The first is that the north wind does not bring rain in Israel [that coming more
typically from the west]; the second is that the phrase ‗brings rain‘ is literally ‗has the birth pangs of rain‘ (which
is subject to various interpretations), and the third is that the Hebrew does not make clear whether the ‗sly
tongue brings angry looks‘ or whether it is the other way around.

612

Yet one could interpret it, with paraphrase, as follows: ‗As a cold wind gives birth to rains, so cold looks give
birth to a storm of slander‘‖ (NAC). Others see significance in the unexpected nature of cold rain from the
north—paralleled with malicious talk getting an unexpected icy reception. Still others read the verse as referring
to the north wind delivering up rain in the sense of stopping or repelling it—and that backbiting speech is
stopped by angry looks.
―(5) A Nagging Wife (25:24)…. TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC)—though, again, this could possibly be
thematically paired with the preceding proverb. Verse 24 is the first proverb in Hezekiah‘s Solomonic collection
identical to one in the major Solomonic collection (see 21:9).
―(6) Good Water and Bad Water (25:25-26)…. TYPE: THEMATIC…. These two proverbs are linked by the
implied idea of drinking water‖ (NAC). Good news coming ―from a far country‖ in verse 25 may correspond to
our modern English expression ―from out of the blue‖—meaning that it‘s totally unexpected. Or it could denote
good news about faraway relatives and friends after not hearing about them for an extended period.
(7) No Glory in Self-Indulgence (25:27). ―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB…. Verse 27 closes off the first major
division [of the Hezekiah collection]‖ (NAC). Overindulgence in honey is not good. As we saw in verse 16, too
much honey can make one sick. A parallel is drawn here with those who enjoy the sweetness of being honored
and respected so much that they inordinately pursue the honor of themselves.
There is no real glory in this—only dishonor and, as we saw in verses 6-7, the likelihood of humiliation. The
double mention of glory in verse 27 (about what is not glory) parallels the double mention of glory in verse 2
(about true glory). ―The chiastic structure of the whole is as follows: glory (v. 2)/honey (v. 16)/honey (v.
27a)/glory (v. 27b)‖ (NAC).
First Part of Hezekiah‘s Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 25–26)
8. Portrait of a Fool (25:28–26:12)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, CATCHWORD…. These verses describe the fool in all his destructiveness. The word for
‗fool‘ is something of a catchword here as well, as indicated by its frequent repetition.
● ―25:28–26:2 The collection begins with three similes (25:28–26:2) on foolish actions‖ (NAC). The person
without self-control (25:28)—certainly a foolish person—is vulnerable to destruction in various forms. Proverbs
26:2 shows that curses don‘t happen by themselves. They cannot ―land‖ (come down on people) without some
cause. A parallel is drawn here with something else that cannot happen—a bird cannot land (literally speaking)
if it is flitting and fluttering about. In context, the point seems to be either that fools are responsible for curses
that come or that dealing improperly with fools—contrary to the warnings here—results in curses. As an
example of the latter, ―giving honor to a fool is not only inappropriate (snow in summer) but destructive (rain in
harvest), as the similes imply (26:1), since he may think of himself as competent and actually try to take charge‖
(NAC; compare verse 8).
● ―26:3-5 These verses tell how one should speak to a fool‖ (NAC). Verse 3 implies that fools don‘t respond well
to reason. They are better guided, like work animals, through strict discipline. Verses 4-5, as explained in our
introduction to the book of Proverbs, are not hard and fast rules thatcontradict one another. Rather, they go
together to illustrate the fact that proverbs are generalizations and that the specific circumstances must be
evaluated to know which proverb applies.
Consideration was given in our introduction to some modern English proverbs that seem contradictory but are
nevertheless true depending on the circumstances. For example, ―Many hands make light work‖ as opposed to
―Too many cooks spoil the broth.‖ Both principles are valid, but the situation may call for one or the other. Even
so, circumstances will dictate whether to apply ―Do not answer a fool according to his folly‖ or ―Answer a fool
according to his folly.‖
As The New American Commentary notes on these verses: ―To ‗answer a fool according to his folly‘ is to
engage in the same emotional invective [or loud show or drawn-out debate] that the fool uses. On the one
hand, one should not deal with a fool on his own terms lest the imitation of folly become habitual [or lest we
appear foolish ourselves]. On the other hand, one must sometimes answer fools in the words they understand
in order to reprimand them effectively‖—or possibly to show others that the fool‘s argument has not stumped us.
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Much will depend on the intention of statements made to us. Are these sincere inquiries or meant to trap us? Is
the person willing to learn or is he belligerent and unyielding? Sometimes a sarcastic answer is appropriate.
Jesus was masterful at knowing how to answer hostile questions.
The rabbinic solution to the apparent contradiction between these approaches, as given in the Talmud
(Shabbath 30b) was to apply ―verse 4 to foolish opinions on secular subjects which can be ignored, and verse 5
to erroneous ideas in connection with ‗learning,‘ i.e. religious matters, which should be refuted‖ (Soncino, note
on verse 5). Yet there is nothing in the verses in question to support this delineation, whereas the general
circumstantial application, supported even by the Jewish Soncino commentary, explains the matter rather
sensibly. Of course, the delineation mentioned in the Talmud is worth taking into account in a general
circumstantial view.
● ―26:6-10 The similes in vv. 6-10 all concern how one should deal with a fool. They are arranged in a chiastic
fashion as follows:
A: Committing important business to a fool (v. 6)
B: A proverb in a fool‘s mouth (v. 7)
C: Honoring a fool (v. 8)
B′: A proverb in a fool‘s mouth (v. 9)
A′: Committing important business to a fool (v. 10)‖ (NAC).
In the context of understanding verses 4-5, we may note that the wise consider not only what proverbs say, but
how to properly apply them—unlike fools, who, as we see here, don‘t know how to use proverbs appropriately
and may even wield them dangerously (compare verses 7, 9).
The Hebrew of verse 10 is notoriously difficult. While the New King James Version reads, ―The great (God) who
formed everything / gives the fool (his) hire and the transgressor (his) wages,‖ the NIV reads, ―Like an archer
who wounds at random / is he who hires a fool or any passer-by.‖ The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains
that the first line ―is difficult because it can be translated in different ways: rab can mean ‗archer,‘ ‗master,‘ or
‗much‘; and meholel could mean ‗wound‘ or ‗bring forth.‘ The possibilities include the following: ‗A master
performs all‘; ‗A master injures all‘; ‗An archer wounds all‘; or simply ‗Much produces (wounds) all.‘‖ The Jewish
Soncino commentary, viewing the two lines of the proverb as contrasting, says that ―the nearest to the Hebrew
text is R[evised] V[ersion] margin, ‗A master-worker formeth all things; but he that hireth the fool is as one that
hireth them that pass by‘ (Rashi, quoting R[abbi] Moshe). The thought would then be: if you want a task
accomplished, select an expert for the work; to choose a fool is like calling upon a casual passer-by without
regard to his competence‖ (note on verse 10).
Expositor‘s, seeing the colons not as contrasting (with a ‗but‘) but as synonymous (‗As…so‘), argues: ―The [first]
line must [with the second] express something that is negative—an archer/master who injures/wounds
everything. Anyone who hires a fool or a stranger gives them ample opportunity to do great damage. The
undisciplined hireling will have the same effect as an archer‘s shooting at random‖ (note on verse 10). The point
of both these translations, unlike the NKJV rendering, is that important tasks should not be committed to fools,
parallel with verse 6—which fits the concentric arrangement outlined above.
● 26:11-12 Verse 11, which illustrates that fools don‘t learn from their mistakes, is quoted by the apostle Peter
in 2 Peter 2:22 in reference to people who are led out of the sinful ways of this world and yet then return to their
former evil ways. Wise people make mistakes, but one is a fool to keep making the same mistake. And
Proverbs 26:12 ―is an apt closure to this section. The quintessential fool is the one who is so sure he has all the
facts of life straight that he refuses to submit to wisdom for instruction and is far worse off than the run-of-themill fool‖ (NAC). Recall from verse 5 that answering a fool according to his folly is sometimes necessary to
prevent him from becoming wise in his own eyes.
9. Portrait of a Sluggard (26:13-16)
―TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). ―These proverbs about the lazy man have a ‗can you top this‘ quality that provides
comic relief…. Each one belittles laziness and the many outrageous excuses people often use to justify it‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 13-15). Two verses here are on the table of identical proverbs included
with the comments on our previous reading. Proverbs 26:13 is identical in meaning to 22:13, and 26:15 is
identical in meaning to 19:24. As the last proverb in the previous cluster concerned a fool being wise in his own
eyes (26:12), so this cluster ends with a lazy person being wise in his own eyes (verse 16), deeming his sheer
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brilliance in avoiding work and productivity to be greater than the combined wisdom of a whole group of
thinkers—when the fact that he believes this proves just the opposite.
10. Portrait of a Busybody (26:17-22)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. These proverbs discuss anyone who involves himself or herself in the affairs of others,
who spreads gossip, or is a general source of mischief. Metaphors of violence and destruction dominate this
text since these qualities characterize the aftereffects of the busybody‖ (NAC).
A person who injects himself into a quarrel not his own is likely to get snipped at and possibly hurt, represented
here by the imagery of grabbing a dog by the ears (verse 17). Some take verses 18-19 as condemning any kind
of antics, such as modern practical jokes friends might play on one another, but that does not seem to be the
point here.
As The New American Commentary says: ―While practical jokes can be destructive and hurtful [especially if
done maliciously with a view to humiliating someone as opposed to good-natured humor that the subject of the
prank can himself laugh at later], the larger context here implies that such may not be precisely the nature of
the deceit implied here. Rather, this is a person who enjoys gossiping about or tampering with the affairs of
other people. Such a person will purposefully confuse others and engage in a kind of social disinformation.
When called to account, he or she will treat the whole thing as a game and be oblivious [like a reckless
madman] to all the hurt such actions created‖ (note on verses 18-19). Another idea here might be slanderous
jokes. Humor, such a political humor, is often a powerful weapon. And people know that they can better get
away with derogatory comments if they are made in a humorous way.
Verse 22 is identical to Proverbs 18:8, warning the reader that while gossip tastes good like choice bites of
food, it likewise makes its way to one‘s innermost being. They have a corrupting effect on one‘s heart and
character.
11. Portrait of a Liar (26:23-28)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. This final ‗portrait‘ rounds off the larger collection of 25:28–26:28. The fool, the meddler,
and the liar are the three agents of social discord‖ (NAC).
Where the NKJV has ―silver dross‖ in 26:23 (see also NASB and New JPS Tanakh), several modern Bible
versions slightly emend the Hebrew to a meaning of ―like glazes‖—but this is not necessary, as silver dross was
used for glaze. The New International Commentary on the Old Testament notes on this verse: ―Silver
dross…refers to the scum or refuse that is thrown off, or falls, in smelting silver (see 25:4).
In the process of melting and purifying the ore, the silver, oxygen, and lead are separated, leaving lead
monoxide as the silver dross. Because of its silvery gloss, this slag was used as a glaze for ceramics.‖ The
point of the proverb is that a wicked person‘s appealing speech conceals what he really is—which is expanded
on in verses 24-26.
Verse 27 shows that those who lay traps for others will be caught in their own snares, an idea found elsewhere
in the Old Testament as well (Psalm 7:15; 9:15; Ecclesiastes 10:8).
First Part of Hezekiah‘s Solomonic Collection Cont‘d (Proverbs 27)
12. Boasting and Praise (27:1-2)
―TYPE: CATCHWORD…. These two proverbs both begin with the same verbal root [the words translated
―boast‖ and ―praise‖ both coming from the Hebrew halal]. Behind both is the contrast between arrogance and
humility…. The two verses together espouse an attitude of humility before the sovereignty of God and the
judgment of the community‖ (NAC). Proverbs 27:1 is alluded to in James 4:13-16, where planning for the near
future without taking into consideration unexpected circumstances that God may allow or bring to pass is
referred to as arrogant and evil boasting.
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13. Unbearable Personalities (27:3-4)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, GRAMMATICAL PARALLEL…. These two proverbs strongly parallel each other in the
Hebrew. Both concern behavior that cannot be endured‖ (NAC). As noted in our introduction to Proverbs, the
wording of verse 3 about fools being heavy—i.e., hard to bear—is similar to a saying written later about grief in
the Assyrian ―Words of Ahiqar‖: ―I have lifted sand, and I have carried salt; but there is naught which is heavier
than {grief}‖ (quoted in Expositor‘s, introduction to Proverbs).
14. Honest Friendship (27:5-6)
―TYPE: THEMATIC, CATCHWORD…. In addition to a common catchword [the Hebrew root meaning ‗love‘],
both verses concern the nature of genuine friendship‖ (NAC)—which is characterized by openness and
honesty, including rebuking the friend if necessary for his own good. This is contrasted with hidden love (being
too timid to be frank, more concerned with oneself being rejected rather than the welfare of the other person)
and with an enemy‘s deceptive show of affection.
15. Real Friends, Close at Hand (27:7-10)
―TYPE: PARALLEL…. The four verses are arranged in parallel (A B A B) and generally concern forming
significant friendships. Verses 7 and 9 both deal with pleasant substances (honey, incense, oil) and the paradox
that what may seem bitter (bitter food or direct advice) can actually be sweet. Verse 8 decries the man who
wanders far from home while verse 10 urges the reader to cultivate neighbors [near at hand] as friends to whom
one can go in time of crisis [rather than relatives far away]‖ (NAC). By itself, verse 7 would seem to point out
merely that those with much (in the way of good food or perhaps luxuries in general) get sick of it, no longer
appreciating what they have, while a person with little delights in whatever he is able to get. Yet in context of the
preceding and following verses the proverb could also refer to friendship and counsel—perhaps a caution to be
sparing in friendly advice, lest the recipient grow tired of it.
16. Fatherly Advice (27:11-27)
―TYPE: THEMATIC…. Verse 11 is a fatherly plea for the son to heed wisdom similar to those that begin lengthy
exhortations in Prov 1–9. If v. 11 does form a heading to a series of paternal teachings here (and is not just an
interjection with no following material), one may ask how much of what follows may be placed under this
heading. It is perhaps significant that vv. 12-27 for the most part concern matters about which a father might
naturally teach his son: sound business practices and skills in dealing with men in the community‖ (NAC).
The first two proverbs here are nearly identical to proverbs in Solomon‘s major collection (compare 27:12 with
22:3 and 27:13 with 20:16).
Proverbs 27:14 gives further counsel on friendship (in a similar vein to 25:20). A show of friendliness without
proper social sensitivities can be obnoxious. Speaking of obnoxious, the following verse, 27:15, compares a
nagging or argumentative wife to a constant dripping—as in 19:13. The next verse, 27:16, must accompany the
previous one as it would be incomprehensible on its own. It is commonly understood to mean that a contentious
wife is also uncontrollable—like trying to stop the wind or keep oil from slipping through one‘s fingers. However,
the Hebrew of the verse is difficult and the translation not certain.
The point of verse 17 about iron sharpening iron (e.g., an iron file on an ax head) is that friends are ―sharpened‖
(made more effective in various ways) through close interaction with one another. This includes the rebuke and
hearty counsel mentioned in verses 5-6 and 9.
Verse 18 concerns a servant or employee looking after his master or employer‘s estate or business and
receiving livelihood and honor from that source (symbolized by the fig tree). Ultimately, this would apply to the
blessings and future reward of God‘s servants for being faithful stewards in the work He has entrusted them
with.
Verse 19 is subject to various interpretations. ―The Hebrew could be more literally rendered, ‗Like the water, the
face to the face, so the heart of the man to the man‘‖ (NAC). The NKJV rendering of the second colon makes
more sense if reversed, as we cannot see men‘s hearts. The meaning would be that a man‘s heart is revealed
by the man—that is, the man (what we see of him, what he says and what he does) reveals what is in his heart.
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The word ―hell‖ in verse 20 is translated from the Hebrew sheol, meaning ―grave.‖ A comparison is made here
that is also a warning. As the grave and destruction are never full—being pictured as ravenous monsters that
never seem to get enough since people continue to die and meet destruction (compare 30:16)—so the eyes of
man, representing his covetous desires, are never satisfied. In the parallel, besides covetous being voracious,
we may note that ―the avaricious appetite of humans is compared to that which destroys‖ (NIV Application
Commentary, note on verses 19-20). Thus the proverb may imply not only that people are greedy, but that
having greedy eyes leads to the devouring of others and eventually the self.
The first line of verse 21 is identical to 17:3. In the previous verse the focus on the crucible concerned the
refining process—compared to God‘s refining of people‘s character. Here the focus is on what the refining
process reveals—the pure metals—the comparison being with the revealing of a man‘s character by what
people say of him. Of course, we must consider this in general terms. The righteous may well experience public
censure over issues of righteousness (see Matthew 5:11), though some will nonetheless take note of good
character (compare 1 Peter 2:12). Indeed, if we inquire of the right people about someone (those of good
character who know the person in question), we are likely to gain a proper assessment.
Verse 22 contains another metaphor of processing natural materials—mortar and pestle rather than crucible.
The point is that fools cannot be separated from their foolishness—showing the importance of being careful in
choosing one‘s associates. Unlike the preceding short proverbs, verses 23-27 constitute an extended poem.
The message here, though couched in pastoral terms, can be generally applied to one‘s means of earning a
living. ―Take care of your business, and it will take care of you‖ (NAC). This is the reward for diligence.
Second Part of Hezekiah Collection Mostly Antithetical (Proverbs 28)
As earlier noted in regard to the Hezekiah collection of Solomonic proverbs (Proverbs 25–29), the first part (25–
27) contains mostly synonymous proverbs, while the second part (28–29), which we are now reading, contains
mostly antithetical proverbs contrasting the righteous with the wicked.
17. A Life of Fear (28:1)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). This verse speaks of one‘s way of life determining his mental outlook.
The wicked, some afflicted by a guilty conscience and fearing consequences and others just chalking life up to
whim and chance, live with uncertainty and perhaps even paranoia. The righteous, on the other hand, knowing
that God is ultimately in charge and that they are in His care, face life with faith and confidence.
18. Civil Unrest Evil Causes vs. Righteous Stability (28:2)
―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). Most commentators take many rulers here as a reference to a
succession of many rulers—one after the other—over a short time due to a period of political instability. This
certainly happened to Israel and Judah because of unrighteousness. Some, however, see the rulers here as
many governors or overlords ruling simultaneously, increasing the burden on the people—the idea being
bloated government. Since the contrast is with justice being prolonged—as a mark of stability—the former
explanation seems to fit better.
19. Oppression, Keeping in the Right Way, and the Law (28:3-11)
―TYPE: PARALLEL…. These verses set up a parallel with an extra verse on the law in the middle of the
parallel, as follows:
―A: Oppression of the poor (v. 3)
―B: The law (v. 4)
―C: Understanding or not understanding justice (v. 5)
―D: Poor can be better than rich (v. 6)
―B: The law (v. 7)
―A: Oppression of the poor (v. 8)
―B: The law (v. 9)
―C: The right path (v. 10)
―D: Poor can be smarter than rich (v. 11)‖ (NAC).
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The language of the first line of verse 3 is disputed. The New King James presents ―a poor man who oppresses
the poor.‖ Others contend that this should be translated ―A poor man and one who oppresses the poor.‖
Alternatively, the line could perhaps mean that a man is poor who oppresses the poor. This would fit the
imagery of the second line—a driving rain that leaves no crops. Consider a landlord or employer oppressing his
workers so much that they cease to produce for him—or big businesses or abusive governments extorting from
the common people to the point that the people can no longer buy enough goods or pay sufficient taxes to
support the economy or government. This corresponds to verse 8, which says that the person who abuses
others financially is gathering not ultimately for himself but for those who will treat the poor properly. That is,
those who treat the poor well are the ones who will end up with all the material blessings in the end. To some
extent, this is true during this lifetime, but in an ultimate sense it applies to the inheritance of the righteous at the
end of the age.
Verse 6 is one of the proverbs of Hezekiah‘s Solomonic collection that are very similar in meaning to verses in
the major Solomonic collection (see 19:1).
The next verse, 28:7, warning that a companion of gluttons shames his father, recalls 23:20-25 from the Words
of the Wise.
Proverbs 28:9 says that if people won‘t listen to God, then He won‘t listen to them. Indeed, their prayer is an
arrogant affront to Him. He considers it loathsome—just as He looks on their other displays of worship
(compare 15:8).
The warning against leading the upright astray in 28:10 resembles Jesus‘ warning against causing His disciples
to sin in Matthew 18:6. This is looked on in the proverb as an entrapment, with the perpetrator falling into his
own pit, similar to Proverbs 26:27.
For 28:11, the NIV has: ―A rich man may be wise in his own eyes, but a poor man who has discernment sees
through him.‖ As The New American Commentary notes: ―In this context the idea probably is that the wealthy
think that their money proves they are smarter and morally superior, but the poor see that they are just more
ruthless.‖
Hezekiah‘s Solomonic Collection Continued (Proverbs 28–29)
20. Various Proverbs (28:12–29:27)
The remainder of Hezekiah‘s collection of proverbs by Solomon concerns ―the general health of society. The
text emphasizes the need for moral leadership, decries all attempts at easy money, and stresses the need to
maintain the fundamental institutions of society….
―(1) Good Government and Bad Government I (28:12)…. TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). Here we see
the righteous rejoicing contrasted with the wicked arising. In context, the righteous rejoicing has to do with them
having a reason to rejoice—that being that righteousness is prevailing in society, as opposed to the contrast
where wickedness is prevailing. To reflect this idea, some versions use the word ―triumph‖ instead of rejoice—
this being the reason for the exultation. Contrariwise, when the wicked take charge of society, people make
themselves scarce to avoid suffering abuse and exploitation. This verse corresponds to similar language in
verse 28 and 29:2.
―(2) Turning From Sin (28:13-14)…. TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). Verse 13 shows the importance of admitting
guilt. Yet it also shows that it‘s not enough to merely confess our sins. We must also forsake them—that is, turn
our lives around in repentance. In verse 14, the word rendered ―reverent‖ in the NKJV actually means ―in
dread‖—probably in the sense of being fearful of consequences. Besides the religious meaning here, there may
also be a general societal application to these verses—those who are quick to confess mistakes or even crimes
remorsefully, making changes with appropriate fear of consequences, are more likely to obtain mercy from
others in various settings, whether social, employment or court.
―(3) Tyranny (28:15-16)…. TYPE: THEMATIC….
―(4) Guilt and Innocence (28:17-18)…. TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). Verse 17 concerns a murderer trying to
escape but not succeeding. The statement ―Let no one help him‖ does not mean that we should not help
murderers in any way. After all, we should try to help all sinners admit guilt and come to repentance. The point
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is that we should not help them in their flight—either supporting their attempt to run from justice or aiding them
in their mental flight from guilt by seeking to make them feel better about what they‘ve done.
―(5) Prosperity by Fair Means and Foul (28:19-27)…. TYPE: THEMATIC…. While not condemning possessions
in themselves, Proverbs always rejects greed. It contrasts financial prudence, diligence, and generosity with the
desire for quick and easy money. Greed can be manifested in unrealistic business enterprises (v. 19), accepting
bribes (v. 21) [though there is some question on the point of this verse], ingratiating oneself with powerful
people (v. 23), taking from one‘s parents (v. 24), and general greediness (vv. 22, 25)‖ (NAC).
Verse 19 is one of the proverbs of the Hezekiah collection that are close in wording or meaning to verses in the
main Solomonic collection (compare 12:11).
Proverbs 28:20 warns against hastening to be rich. One major problem here, as verse 22 shows, is that a
person engaged in this pursuit has an ―evil eye‖—being self-absorbed when it comes to money. Recall 23:6,
where the NKJV has ―miser‖ when the literal meaning, as the margin shows, is ―one who has an evil eye‖
(compare 22:9, where words literally meaning ―good eye‖ are translated as ―generous eye‖). This self-focus
leads a person to disregard others, to not care if he is taking advantage of them. Pursuing quick and easy
money is also a sign of folly in that one is trying to circumvent the principles of hard work and patience laid out
in many proverbs. This sooner or later leads to poverty.
The point of verse 21 is disputed. Some see the verse as showing partiality resultant from a very small bribe.
Others maintain that the point is that judges not show partiality to the rich in a dispute with the poor as the poor
may be acting out of desperation. Still others argue that the point is for judges to not show partiality to the
poor—that despite their regrettable circumstances the law must be upheld.
In verse 24, the one who says there‘s nothing wrong with having robbed his parents perhaps maintains this on
the grounds that he will receive an inheritance eventually anyway—or perhaps he simply sees it as something
his parents would never seek to punish him over. Yet the verse goes on to label the offender as companion to a
destroyer (see the similar phrase in 18:9). This is essentially saying that the son is among those who tear down
society. Moreover, if one would treat his own parents this way, how will he treat the rest of society?
Verse 27 shows that those who give to others in need will not lack. On a merely human level, generous people
are better liked, which serves for advancement in life, and when generous people themselves suffer need,
others come to their aid. Furthermore, of course, God rewards the kindnesses we show others. As to those who
shut their eyes to the needs of the poor, they will also not suffer lack—of curses, that is! As with the positive
result, this negative one is partially because of people‘s natural reaction and partially because of God‘s
intervention.
―(6) Good Government and Bad Government II (28:28–29:2)…. TYPE: THEMATIC, INCLUSIO…. The verses
echo 28:12.‖ Between the framing verses contrasting wicked and righteous rule (28:28; 29:2), 29:1 assures that
those who persist in wickedness will ultimately fall. This is because they stubbornly refuse to change—
illustrating the importance of heeding rebukes when given.
Hezekiah‘s Solomonic Collection Continued (Proverbs 29)
―(7) Squandering Wealth and Squandering a Nation (29:3-4)…. TYPE: PARALLEL…. In both [of these
proverbs]…lust or greed destroys a heritage‖ (NAC).
―(8) Beware of the Traps (29:5-6).... TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). Flattery in verse 5 refers to praising another,
often falsely, when the real objective is to promote oneself. It is not clear from the wording of the second line if
the flatterer entraps the one he flatters or himself, as both ideas would seem to be true (see also 26:28). Verse
6 is usually translated to mean that an evil person is snared by his own sin. However, The New American
Commentary says it should be translated, ―There is a snare in an evil man‘s iniquity…‖ This could refer to a
wicked person‘s self-entrapment, but it could also be a warning to the righteous against joining the wicked in
their sin—with the second colon in either case showing the joyful outcome of the righteous escaping the snare
of evil.
―(9) Concern for Justice (29:7)…. TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB….
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―(10) Order in the Court and in Society (29:8-11)…. TYPE: PARALLEL, CATCHWORD….Verse 7, since it
concerns justice for the weak, may serve as a heading to this set of proverbs. The proverbs of this collection
parallel each other as follows:
―A Mockers create havoc; the wise restore order (v. 8).
―B The wise have decorum at court; fools do not (v. 9)
―A′ Violent men hate the good; the just seek justice for them (v. 10)
―B′ The wise have self-control; fools do not (v. 11).
―The unity of this text is indicated by the presence of catchwords arranged in a chiastic sequence‖ (NAC)—
compare ―wise‖ and ―foolish‖ (v. 9) to ―fool‖ and ―wise‖ (v. 11) as well as ―men [enoshi] of scorn‖ (v. 8, The
Interlinear Bible) to ―men [enoshi] of blood‖ (v. 10, The Interlinear Bible).
―(11) The Throne Secured by Righteousness (29:12-14)…. TYPE: THEMATIC, INCLUSIO…. Two proverbs on
integrity in royal government sandwich a proverb on the poor and their oppressors here. In turn there is a kind
of progression. A proverb that mentions wicked officials is followed by one that refers to the oppressors of the
poor, which in turn is followed by a third on the need of the king to protect the poor from oppression‖ (NAC).
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains verse 12 this way: ―Once a ruler begins to listen to lies, his court
will be corrupted. The point is…that courtiers adjust themselves to the prince…—when they see that deception
and court flattery win the day, they learn how the game is played‖ (note on verse 12). The contrast in verse 14
is the king who judges with truth.
Verse 13, which declares that God is the source of life and consciousness for both the poor and the oppressor,
is identical in meaning to 22:2 in the major Solomonic collection. Besides making the point that all are equal
before God, the words here are meant to comfort the downtrodden and alarm the oppressors. God naturally
cares about those He has made—yet those who abuse His gift of life are still dependent on Him for existence
and had better heed all that He has to say (or else!).
End of Hezekiah‘s Solomonic Collection (Proverbs 29)
―(12) Discipline at Home and in the Nation (29:15-18)…. TYPE: PARALLEL…. Discipline must be maintained at
home and in society at large. In this parallel text vv. 15, 17 concern the former, and vv. 16, 18 concern the
latter‖ (NAC).
The first line of verse 18 is perhaps best known by its King James Version rendering: ―Where there is no vision,
the people perish.‖ Read this way, the verse is often thought to mean that if people have no forward outlook or
personal goals, they are doomed. While true in principle (and the principle can even be inferred here), the King
James wording does not precisely convey the sense of the verse in the Hebrew. The New King James
rendering is better: ―Where there is no revelation, the people cast off restraint.‖ The word for ―vision‖ or
―revelation‖ is used elsewhere in Scripture for a direct prophetic revelation from God (e.g., 1 Samuel 3:1; Isaiah
1:1; Ezekiel 12:27; Daniel 1:17; 8:13; Nahum 1:1; Habakkuk 1:1).
This need not refer to prophets speaking for God at a particular time. It could refer to the people not being
aware of or not having access to God‘s prophetic messages in Scripture. And the word rendered ―cast off
restraint‖ is also translated this way in Exodus 32:25, where the Israelites sank into sinful rebellion during
Moses‘ absence. The New Century Version translates the first line of the proverb as, ―Where there is no word
from God, people are uncontrolled.‖ The New Living Translation says, ―When people do not accept divine
guidance, they run wild.‖ Note how being uncontrolled apart from God‘s messages contrasts with the second
line of the verse: ―But happy is he who keeps the law.‖ Want to avoid miserable chaos? Then obey God‘s
instructions—the path to true happiness.
―(13) Controlling the Servant and Controlling the Self (29:19-22)…. TYPE: PARALLEL [arranged in A-B-A-B
form]…. Verses 19, 21, on controlling one‘s servant, seem to have nothing to do with vv. 20, 22, on self-control.
The link is the issue of control and discipline with the implication being that one must give as much attention to
governing one‘s own passions as to governing one‘s servants‖ (NAC). The second colon of verse 21 is difficult
because the meaning of the Hebrew word manon, rendered ―son‖ in the King James and New King James, is
uncertain, being found nowhere else in Scripture. The result of pampering a servant, especially in light of verse
19 (―A servant will not be corrected by mere words…‖), is likely a negative one. Some translate manon to mean
insolent—others as causing grief. The idea behind the translation ―son‖ is that a possible Hebrew root of the
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term connotes continuance—a successor. Some accept this meaning in a negative sense—that the pampered
servant ends up parading about as an inheritor of the master‘s estate. Verse 22 shares one line in common
with a verse in the major Solomonic collection (15:18).
(14) The Prideful Humbled and the Humble Exalted (29:23). ―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). Compare
Christ‘s words in Matthew 23:12 (and 19:30).
(15) Complicity in Crime (29:24). ―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). Leviticus 5:1 says that if someone
fails to give testimony when there is a legal call for it, then the silent witness will bear guilt—bringing a curse on
himself. ―This proverb, using the same word for oath or curse, describes someone who has befriended a thief
[probably representative of any criminal], becomes aware of his wrongdoing, but remains silent when he hears
a call to come forward and give evidence. He has brought a curse down on his own head‖ (New American
Commentary, note on Proverbs 29:24).
(16) For Deliverance Look to God (29:25-26). ―TYPE: THEMATIC‖ (NAC). Verse 25 says that it‘s dangerous to
be overly concerned about what others might think about us or do to us in the context of this book about living a
righteous life. God will look out for us if we serve Him in faith (compare Psalm 118:6). Jesus also said not to
fear what man can do to us (see Matthew 10:28). The next verse, Proverbs 29:26, does not mean that we
should not try to get help from human authorities. The point is that we must always be looking ultimately to God
to take care of us—even in matters we bring to other people.
Consider Nehemiah seeking help for Jerusalem from the Persian emperor—yet praying to God all the while,
knowing that God is in control of human affairs. ―These two verses, coming near the end of so many proverbs
on corruption and injustice in society, call the reader back to the reality that the Bible after all is not a book
about social reform but calls for committed faith in Yahweh‖ (NAC, note on verse 26).
―(17) The Sum of It All (29:27)…. TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). The Jewish Soncino commentary
says in its note on this last verse of the Hezekiah collection of Solomon‘s proverbs: ―We may read into the
statement the conflict of right and wrong which, throughout history, has been conspicuous in human
experience. The virtuous refuse to compromise with the wicked and look upon evil with detestation. Wrongdoers regard the upright as their natural enemies because they condemn their practices…. {This mutual hostility
[showing that the two ways of life are totally incompatible] is the central theme of the Book, and the moral that
runs through it is that the fight must continue to a finish, with victory for the righteous in the end.} With this
verse, proclaiming the antagonism of vicious men towards the virtuous and the abhorrence of the evildoer by
the righteous, the Book of Proverbs closes [at least as far as the collections of short, two-line sayings go]. But
three addenda are appended: chapter [30], The words of Agur; [31].1-9, The words of king Lemuel [from his
mother]; and [31].10-31 Praise of a woman of valor [i.e., of noble character]‖ (though the last section may be
part of the second).
The Concluding Sections of the Book (Proverbs 30–31)
It is possible that the last two chapters of the book of Proverbs (30–31) were an addendum to Solomon‘s
original book and that Hezekiah‘s men or later editors inserted the Hezekiah collection before them in
arrangement. Yet it could also be that the last part of the book was added after Solomon‘s time—though the
items here might have been part of larger collection of wisdom compiled by him. The Zondervan NIV Study
Bible comments: ―At the end of the book the editor(s) has (have) attached three additional pieces, diverse in
form and content; the ‗sayings of Agur,‘ the ‗sayings of King Lemuel‘ and a description of a ‗wife of noble
character.‘ The first of these (ch. 30) is dominated by numerical proverbs (30:15, 18, 21, 24, 29…). The second
(31:1-9) is devoted exclusively to instruction for kings. The third (31:10-31), effectively an epilogue to the whole,
is an impressive acrostic poem honoring the wife of noble character‖ (introduction to Proverbs).
Some break these chapters down differently though. On one hand there are those who believe that Proverbs
30–31 should be considered as two sections (rather than as three), as indicated by the subheading of each
chapter—that is, they maintain that the acrostic poem at the end of chapter 31 should be looked on as part of
the sayings from Lemuel‘s mother. Of course, even if that is the case, the poem is nonetheless obviously
distinct from the earlier part of chapter 31 and could still serve as an epilogue to the whole book of Proverbs.
On the other hand, some take the last two chapters of Proverbs to be four sections—seeing the confession of
Agur (verses 1-14) as distinct from the numerical sayings (verses 15-33).
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Yet a distinction between these two sections of the chapter does not mean that Agur is responsible for only the
first section. He could well have written all of chapter 30, and the absence of a new subheading at verse 15
would seem to bear that out (note also the ―me‖ and ―I‖ in verse 18). Indeed, there is a numerical element in the
first part of the chapter (verse 7). Furthermore, several verses in the latter section, including the chapter‘s
ending verses, 32-33, are not numerical proverbs and seem to tie back to the earlier section—thus unifying the
chapter. In fact, there are a number of places in both sections where a catchword is used to advance to the next
segment.
Perhaps the last two chapters are best comprehended as two sections, each with two subsections—the last of
which serves as an epilogue to the whole book of Proverbs. Moreover, there are several ties between the two
chapters. The NIV Application Commentary states: ―Certain similarities of theme and vocabulary suggest that
the two chapters are meant to be read alongside each other.
―(1) Each chapter begins with discourse marked as an ‗oracle‘ [NIV, the Hebrew term being massa—see more
on this below] (30:1-14; 31:1-9) and ends with an artful reflection on human experience, taking the form of
numerical sayings (30:15-33) and an acrostic poem (31:10-31). The ‗oracles‘ are also introduced as ‗sayings‘
[NIV] (lit., ‗words‘) of a foreign figure [so it is supposed], either spoken by or to a ‗son‘ (30:1; 31:1). The content
of each first section urges temperance (30:6-10; 31:3-4), presenting prohibitions (marked by ‘al, ‗do not‘)
followed by a negative outcome (marked by pen, ‗lest‘). The links at the beginning and end of this two-chapter
unit put the emphasis on human response to God (30:1-9; 31:30).
―(2) The end of chapter 30 and beginning of chapter 31 are connected. The word ‗king‘ is used four times at the
end of chapter 30 (30:22, 27, 28, 31) and four times at the beginning of chapter 31 (31:1, 3, 4). A charge to
keep silent (‗clap your hand over your mouth,‘ 30:32) is followed by a charge to ‗speak up‘ (lit. ‗open your
mouth,‘ 31:8-9). The outcome of ignoring the first charge is evil and strife (30:32-33) and the outcome of
heeding the second is fair judgment (31:8-9).
―(3) We also notice similarities of image and theme, such as the adulteress who eats (with its overtones of ruin
and devouring, 30:20) and women who consume strength and ruin kings (31:2-3). The contrast develops as the
negative images of women in chapter 30 are answered by the positive images of chapter 31. While Agur
laments that he has not learned wisdom (30:3), the woman of 31:26 opens her mouth to teach wisdom.
―Therefore, it appears that chapters 30 and 31 are to be read together as a four-part conclusion to the book of
Proverbs, just as chapters 1–9 served as its introduction. In fact, many of the figures of those chapters appear
again in chapter 30: the bloodthirsty men (30:11-14; cf. 1:10-19; 2:12-15), the adulteress (30:20; cf. 2:16-19;
7:1-27), and the numerical sayings of chapter 6‖ (comments on Proverbs 30).
The Words of Agur the Son of Jakeh (Proverbs 30:1-14)
1. Confession of Agur (30:1-14)
(1) Subheading (30:1a). Just who was Agur the son of Jakeh? We really have no way of knowing. Jewish
tradition and various interpreters contend that Agur is a pseudonym for Solomon, but this seems unlikely, as we
will see.
Favorable to this belief is that Agur is usually translated to mean ―Gatherer,‖ ―Collector‖ or ―Assembler‖—
thought to represent a teacher or perhaps the compiler of proverbs. However, the name could also denote
―Gathered.‖ Jewish tradition (in the Midrash Mishle—a post-Talmudic commentary on Proverbs) is weak in this
regard, as the name is identified with Hebrew ogar—referring to Solomon supposedly having ―girt his loins‖
(gathered up his skirt in a stance of preparedness) with wisdom (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse
1). This seems a stretch. The later interpretation ―Gatherer‖ fits the argument better.
Jakeh is typically understood to mean ―Fearing‖ in the sense of ―Reverent‖ or ―Pious,‖ though a few other
definitions have been put forward. Thus, Collector son Piety is thought to be Solomon the Pious—the Jewish
source cited above even labeling him free from sin (at the time Proverbs was written). However, some suggest
that son of Jakeh (―Pious‖) refers to Solomon being the son of righteous David. We might wonder in this case
why Solomon would find it necessary to use figurative names, as other sections of Proverbs bear his name. Yet
he does refer to himself figuratively in Ecclesiastes as the Preacher.
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Evidence arguing against Agur being Solomon, besides the lack of explicit mention of his name as in the other
sections of the book, is the prayer of Proverbs 30:7-9. Here Agur asks that God give him neither poverty nor
riches because of the bad result each would lead to. This request makes little sense if it were coming from
Solomon. He was the wealthiest king on earth—and God promised riches to him at the very outset of his reign.
Indeed, by the time he was a wisdom teacher, Solomon was exceedingly rich. If not Solomon, then, who was
Agur Bin-Jakeh? Was this his real name? It certainly could have been. Yet it is also possible that it was a
figurative pseudonym for another wisdom teacher besides Solomon.
Another word we should note in verse 1 is the one mentioned above translated ―his utterance‖ in the NKJV and
―an oracle‖ in the NIV. The Hebrew here is ha-massa, literally meaning ―the burden.‖ This word was often used
by God‘s prophets in the Old Testament to designate a message from God that they bore—some think a
weighty or heavy saying. Midrash Mishle proposes, probably in error, that the term is used here because
Solomon bore the yoke of God (in generally serving and obeying Him). It is possible that Agur realized that he
bore a message from God—or that later editors realized it and added the word.
It is even possible that Agur was a prophet. However, the word massa is also used in reference to the message
of King Lemuel from his mother in Proverbs 31:1. Yet there it occurs without the definite article (the), and some
see in the term not a message but the name of the country of which Lemuel was king—especially as one of
Ishmael‘s sons was named Massa (Genesis 25:13-16; 1 Chronicles 1:29-31) and Assyrian records refer to an
Arabian tribe by this name. Some maintain that Agur was also from this land of Massa, as the word occurs in
Proverbs 30:1. The lack of the definite article in 31:1, however, does not necessitate massa being a national
name there. It could still simply mean ―burden,‖ or message, as we will see when we come to it. Moreover, the
fact that the definite article does occur with the word in 30:1 seems to argue against this being the name of a
country.
● Subheading Continued or Opening Statement? (30:1b). What about the latter part of verse 1? The New King
James Version, following the Masoretic Text, renders it: ―This man declared to Ithiel—to Ithiel and Ucal.‖ These
are often regarded as Agur‘s pupils, about whom nothing else is known—just as with Agur himself. Ithiel is a
name that occurs elsewhere in the Old Testament (see Nehemiah 11:7). It means ―God Is With Me.‖ Ucal is not
attested to elsewhere, but it would mean ―I Am Strong‖ or ―I Will Prevail.‖ Some, it should be noted see these as
figurative names for Jesus Christ—related to the mention of God‘s Son in verse 4—and that the l‘- here before
Ithiel should be translated ―of‖ rather than ―to.‖ But this seems to be reading too much into these words.
The Greek Septuagint translation gives a variant reading of this sentence in which no names appear at all. If
correct, it would mean that the vowel pointing of the Masoretic Text needs slight emending here. A number of
scholars favor the variant rendering because the back-to-back repetition of Ithiel as a name would be unusual
and because the variant fits the context of the verses that follow. This alternate reading is given in the margin of
the NIV: ―[This man] declared, ‗I am weary, O God; / I am weary, O God, and faint‖— reading la‘ithi ‘El instead
of l‘Ithi‘el and reading va‘ekel instead of v‘Ukal (and reading ‘ekel as coming from the root kalah, meaning ―to be
finished,‖ ―exhausted,‖ ―dying,‖ ―consumed‖).
(2) Prologue: ―The Limits of Human Understanding (30:1b-6)…. TYPE: WISDOM TEXT PROLOGUE‖ (NAC).
The author‘s declaration of ignorance in verses 2-3 is literary hyperbole. It should not be taken too literally or
else this work should not have been included in the book of Proverbs.
Furthermore, Agur shows in verses 5-6 and other verses to follow that he does have knowledge of God and His
words. His statement, then, must mean that he is at a loss. He is stumped. ―With the suggested reading for v.
1b above [about being weary], the meaning is that he has struggled to come to an understanding of the truth,
and he must confess that he has reached his limit…. It is…both an acknowledgment of the limits of human
understanding and a humble confession that only God is truly wise‖ (New American Commentary, note on
verses 2-3).
In verse 4, Agur presents a series of rhetorical questions. Some see these as a poetic way of referring to God
and His greatness—this being what has left Agur at a loss. Yet it should not be so hard to come up with God‘s
name, as it is revealed throughout Scripture (the name YHWH, meaning the Eternal or Self-Existent One, is
even used by Agur in verse 9). The Son‘s name is, of course, a different matter, and this has been explained in
various ways. The Jewish Misrashic interpretation was that it referred to Israel.
Christian interpreters have often argued that it refers explicitly to Jesus Christ. Some have said that it refers to
any disciple of God‘s wisdom.
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Yet there may be another way to look at these verses. Some contend that the passage is meant not merely to
show God‘s greatness as an explanation for what has stumped Agur, but to point out that Agur‘s difficulty is not
unique since no human being has the full wisdom and understanding to comprehend God, as no one but Him
has experienced the breadth of the universe or harnessed the full power of nature. In this interpretation, the
rhetorical challenge to the reader is to come up with some person who has: ―What is his name…if you know?‖
Clearly, only God fits the bill here—yet the idea might be, ―Who, besides God, fits this description?‖ But, in that
case, what is the point of saying, ―…and what is his son‘s name…?‖ Some see the whole question this way in
context: ―All right, let‘s hear it.
Come up with some all-wise, all-powerful wisdom teacher. Who is he? Prove there is such a person by naming
his son (his student who is a product of his teachings).‖ Seen this way, the idea appears to be that no such
person or son exists.
However, there could well be more implied. After all, if the ―who‖ here is a hypothetical person being measured
against God, then would not the comparison include the matter of having a son? God Himself does have
children who are His disciples. Agur himself was a student of God‘s wisdom—yet he lamented his own lack of
understanding. That brings us to the fact that God has a perfect Son, Jesus Christ, who also has the wisdom
and power described here. The terminology of ascending into heaven and descending was even used of Christ
in the Gospel of John (3:13, 31-33). Through God‘s inspiration, Agur could well have been referring to Christ
even if he did not understand the matter himself. Interestingly, Christ bears the name ―Word of God,‖ and God‘s
Word (His revelation to man) is the subject of the next verse in Proverbs 30.
Verse 5 shows that God‘s Word, rather than limited human wisdom, is perfect and reliable as a source of truth
and help. And verse 6 warns against adding to God‘s words (compare Deuteronomy 12:32; Revelation 22:18).
As verse 6 of Proverbs 30 is Agur‘s first imperative (words spoken in the form of a command), some see a new
segment here, albeit one connected to verse 5 through the catchword ―words.‖ In any case, verse 6 can imply
more than just making up prophetic messages or false Scripture. The warning includes the danger of dogmatic
pronouncements about what God says when these are based on stretched interpretations of revelation from
Him—for instance, claiming Scripture means specific things that go far beyond what is written. We are not to
put words in God‘s mouth, as it were; these may turn out to be false, making us liars.
(3) A Prayer for Truth and Sufficient Blessing (30:7-9)…. ―TYPE: NUMERICAL SAYING, PRAYER‖ (NAC). Agur
now turns in prayer to God—―lies‖ in this unit (see verse 7) being the catchword in advancing from the previous
unit (see verse 6). The NIV Application Commentary says: ―God‘s words are true, but human words can prove
false. So the speaker offers the first prayer recorded in the book, making two requests of God: to keep
falsehood and lies [whether from others or oneself] at bay and to provide daily bread (Prov. 30:8; cf. Ex. 16:136). If there is too much, one can forget God in pride (cf. Deut. 8:10-18); if there is too little, one may forget
God‘s commands and steal (cf. Prov. 6:30-31)‖ (note on 30:6-10).
Verse 9 shows concern for God‘s reputation, instead of merely personal need, as the main reason for the
requests here.
(4) Don‘t Impugn a Servant to His Master (30:10). ―TYPE: INDIVIDUAL PROVERB‖ (NAC). The meaning of this
proverb rests mostly on the definition of the word translated ―malign‖ in the New King James Version. It may
follow thematically (like an advancing catchword) from ―profane‖ in verse 9, where the idea is to use God‘s
name unwarrantably. The word used in verse 10 means to speak bad about—to accuse. But an accusation can
be true or false. Many take it here to specifically mean saying something false—slander. The Jewish Soncino
commentary says, ―Whereas slandering any person is a reprehensible act, it is especially vile when the victim is
a slave, who is helpless and will not be believed when he denies the accusation‖ (note on verse 10). In this
interpretation, the rest of the verse is understood to mean that one is then subject to a deserved curse called
forth of God by the victimized person—or somehow the lie is exposed and the liar is found guilty (or will be in
the end).
However, others take the verse as a warning against telling a master anything negative about his servant even
if it‘s true. The thought here is that the servant, who has his master‘s ear, can verbally retaliate against the
accuser and lead to the accuser being found guilty in some way. In biblical times, a servant would have worked
in a master‘s home or in his fields. So the caution, it is thought in this case, is against meddling in someone
else‘s domestic situation—though it could perhaps apply today in not interfering in an employer-employee work
relationship (compare Proverbs 26:17). If this is intended, it would be, as with other proverbs, a general
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principle rather than a hard and fast rule. For there could well be circumstances where the overriding law of love
for neighbor might require you to inform an employer about some problem with an employee.
Yet there could be another interpretation of the words here in context. Consider the parallel construction of
verse 6. In parallel, the ―he‖ who might curse in verse 10 would be the master—just as God would rebuke in
verse 6. Also note that in Agur‘s prayer (verses 7-9), he is concerned to not ―profane the name of my God.‖
Agur is here bearing a ―burden‖ (verse 1), a weighty message—as the servant of God, it would seem. It may be
that Agur is in verse 10 using a general proverb in a more specific sense of warning people against maligning
him, God‘s servant, lest God curse them. Note that he follows in succeeding verses with issues of societal guilt.
The point of verse 10 in context could be that people had better not accuse him before God over what he is
about to pronounce, since he is bearing
God‘s message.
(5) Four Evils in Society (30:11-14). ―TYPE: THEMATIC, CATCHWORD‖ (NAC). The word ―curses‖ in verse 11
shows a link with verse 10. There is some debate over the meaning of the repeated word ―generation‖ in verses
11-14—whether it refers to everyone living at a given time, to a particular age group or to a class of people.
Four dangerous social ills are listed here: dishonoring of parents (verse 11); self-righteous hypocrisy (verse 12);
arrogant pride (verse 13); and plundering of the poor and needy (verse 14). Perhaps this is simply a group of
sayings about how evil society is. The words may have been leveled at the people of Agur‘s own day, yet some
have labeled the message a prophecy of the last days in line with 2 Timothy 3:1-7. Of course, these conditions
have existed throughout human history—but they will sink to their lowest point in the last generation before
Christ‘s return. It is interesting to note that there are four items here, since the next section in Proverbs 30, the
numerical sayings, contains five lists of four. It may be that this list of societal ills is meant to introduce the
numerical sayings—to point out the need of the society to hear the wisdom teaching that follows. Indeed, some
of the things addressed in the next section are closely related to problems listed here—such as dishonoring of
parents in verse 17 and pride in verse 32 (we will also note verses 15 and 20 in this regard in comments
below).
―There Are Three Things…Yes, Four‖ (30:15-33)
Most of the numerical proverbs here list four items with the formula ―three…yes, four.‖ As noted in the Bible
Reading Program comments on an earlier numerical proverb, 6:16-19, this kind of numerical progression
enhances the poetry of a given saying, serves as a memory aid, builds to a climax and implies that there are
numerous examples of the subject that could be given—the ones listed being only a representative few
(compare also Amos 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6).
(6) The Bloodsucker‘s Two Daughters and Four Insatiable Things (30:15-16). ―TYPE: NUMERICAL SAYING,
RIDDLE…. Verse 15a, although actually a separate numerical saying [using the number two] from vv. 15b-16
[listing four items with the formula ―three…four‖], is linked to it by the common theme of insatiability. Also the
numerical pattern of the two sayings together is 2-3-4, and this also serves to hold the whole unit together‖
(NAC).
A leech (―horseleach‖ in the KJV) is literally a bloodsucking worm—though some, based on linguistics and
Middle Eastern traditions, have thought that the word ‗alukah here could refer to a demonic ghoul or vampire.
There are, of course, no real vampires as portrayed in folklore and horror stories. Yet there have been, and still
are, demonically influenced people who act like vampires. On the other hand, the idea here could be one of
using a popular myth to make a moral point (implying nothing about the reality of the mentioned creature).
For those who understand the word in question to mean the parasitic worm, the two ―daughters‖—either each
named ―Give‖ or each crying ―Give!‖ (always wanting more)—are typically thought to be the leech‘s two suckers,
one at each end. While ―daughters‖ perhaps seems an odd figurative label for the mouths of a creature, we
might consider this a reversed form of the modern metaphor of referring to children as mouths to feed.
Accepting this interpretation, some see the verse as a simple observation about something in nature that is not
satisfied—parallel to other items that follow.
Yet the word ―leech‖ could probably refer figuratively to a type of person—just as it does today. Even if
something like ―vampire‖ is intended, the usage would still almost certainly be figurative in the same way the
word leech could be—the reference in either case being to a ―bloodsucking person,‖ one who greedily abuses
others in taking from them, or even a ―bloodthirsty‖ person who would kill others.
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Indeed, note again the description in the previous verse of people ―whose teeth are like swords, and whose
fangs are like knives, to devour the poor from off the earth, and the needy from among men.‖ These could be
the vampires or leeches in mind in verse 15 (and this would be a thematic advancement from verse 14, similar
to catchword advancements elsewhere in the chapter). In line with this interpretation, ―daughters‖ could refer to
the circumstances leechlike or bloodsucking people give birth to—others giving and giving still more (as the
demand is never satisfied).
The New American Commentary says that ―verses 15b-16 comprise a riddle. Although it is fairly easy to
establish in what sense each of the four things is insatiable, the real question is what might be the reason this
list is here at all…. The most reasonable solution [this commentary concludes] is that all serve as metaphors for
the insatiably greedy or parasitic people‖ (note on verses 15-16). Some have noted in this regard that the
images of the grave (similar to Proverbs 27:20) and devouring fire portray the parasitic people as menacing,
while the barren womb and parched ground make them look desperate. On the other hand, the list of four
things that are never satisfied here—death, barrenness, lack and fiery destruction—could conceivably be
presented as ironic judgments on the never-satisfied, greedy people. Either way, note the A-B-B-A chiastic
arrangement of these four items.
―(7) The Fate of the Parent-Hater (30:17)…. TYPE: INDIVIDUAL SAYING…. This verse conspicuously looks
back to v. 11 (as perhaps vv. 15-16 look back to v. 14)‖ (NAC). In this graphic warning, those who are
disobedient to parents end up as carrion for birds. This could imply a violent death away from home, falling in
the open, so that their bodies are not buried quickly or cared for. Or it might imply some sort of public
punishment such as hanging or impalement, with the body left exposed in the open as an example and warning
to others. Those who shun parental discipline, getting into all sorts of trouble, are more likely to meet with such
consequences. Recall that obedience to parents is a prescription for long life (Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy
5:16). Interestingly, the Bible elsewhere warned in similar terms of ancient and future destruction on rebellious
generations defying God, their supreme Parent (see Jeremiah 7:33; 15:3; 16:4; 19:7; 34:20; Ezekiel 29:5; 32:4;
39:4, 17; Revelation 19:17, 21).
The mention of eagles in Proverbs 30:17 serves as a catchword link to the next segment (verses 18-20), which
mentions an eagle.
(8) Four Awesome Ways and an Awful Way (30:18-20)…. TYPE: NUMERICAL SAYING, [CATCHWORD,]
RIDDLE‖ (NAC). The word in verse 18 translated ―wonderful‖ in the NKJV is used in the sense of invoking
wonder—―amazing‖ (NIV). The four aspects of nature to follow are very mysterious—beyond the author‘s
comprehension. This perhaps ties back to Agur‘s opening prologue expressing the limits of his own human
understanding when faced with God‘s greatness (verses 1-6).
As to what the four ―ways‖ (courses of action) here have in common, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes:
―Suggestions for a common theme include the following: all four things are hidden from continued observation,
for they are there in majestic form and then are gone, not leaving a trace [that is, none leaves a track that can
be readily followed]; they all have a mysterious means of propulsion or motivation; they all describe the
movement of one thing within the sphere or domain of another; or the first three serve as illustrations of the
fourth and greatest wonder—it concerns human relations and is slightly different than the first three‖ (note on
verses 18-19).
The NIV Application Commentary observes that the first three name the elements of creation (heavens, earth
and sea) and points out that each named traveler makes its way through its part of the created order—the
implication being that the last course listed is within the bounds of proper domain as well. There are those who
see the male-female relationship here as an illicit one (a one-night stand leaving no trace) parallel to that in the
verse that follows (verse 20), but it seems much more likely that the relationship at the end of verse 19 is meant
in a positive sense—the course of true love (which is difficult to trace)—and that the one in verse 20 contrasts
with it.
More specifically regarding the relations at the end of verse 19, which does seem to be the main focus in the
list, ―the term ‗almah (‗maiden‘ [NIV]) does not in and of itself mean ‗virgin‘ [as in the NKJV] but rather describes
a young woman who is sexually ready for marriage. What is in view here is the wonder of human sexuality, for
the [Hebrew] preposition be suggests that the ‗way of a man‘ is either ‗with‘ or ‗in‘ the ‗almah. This mystery
might begin with the manner of obtaining the love of the woman but focuses on the most intimate part of human
relationships. So the most intimate moments of love are at the heart of what the sage considers to be
wonderful‖ (same note).
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The Zondervan NIV Study Bible saysthat the reference is probably to ―the mystery of courting and how it leads
to consummation‖ (note on verse 19). This theme is well illustrated in the Song of Solomon.
Verse 20 is related to the verses before, as it likewise uses the catchword ―way‖ and concerns sexual
relations—in this case out of step with the created order. As Expositor‘s comments: ―Equally amazing is the
insensitivity of the adulteress to sin. That this verse was placed here lends support to the idea that the previous
verse is focusing on sexual intimacy in marriage; for just as that is incomprehensible (filling one with wonder),
so is the way that human nature has distorted and ruined it…. The portrayal is one of an amoral woman more
than an immoral one…. The act of adultery is as unremarkable to her as a meal….[It could be pertinent that] the
imagery of eating and wiping her mouth is euphemistic for sexual activity (see 9:17). It is incredible that human
beings can engage in sin and then so easily dismiss any sense of guilt or responsibility, perhaps by rationalizing
the deeds or perhaps through a calloused indifference to what the will of the Lord is for sexuality‖ (note on verse
20). This attitude may well refer back to verse 12 concerning the generation pure in its own eyes while not
washed from its filth.
―(9) Four Unbearable People (30:21-23)…. TYPE: NUMERICAL SAYING [WITH CATCHWORD]‖ (NAC). In this
third of the ―three-four‖ sayings, the Hebrew word tahat, meaning ―under,‖ is repeated four times. The NKJV
translates this word as ―for‖ in verses 21-22 and gives no word for it where it occurs at the beginning of verse
23. It is stated in these verses that the earth is perturbed and cannot bear up under what is listed here. ―Just as
the ‗way of an adulteress‘ (30:20) is out of step with the created order of wisdom, so the four items listed
threaten to overturn that order. In ancient Near Eastern thinking, the earth shakes when the natural order is
disturbed‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verses 21-23).
Observe the parallelism in that the first two items concern men and the last two concern women. The first,
second and fourth upheavals here in the proper order of things are fairly clear: ―The servant, the fool, and the
maidservant are all in unexpected positions of power‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 21-23). The first
case is problematic because ―a servant who gains authority over others has neither the training nor disposition
to rule well‖ (New American Commentary, note on verses 21-23).
He doesn‘t know what he‘s doing and may rush into abusing his authority. We saw this as a problem earlier in
19:10. That same verse also cautioned against luxury for a fool (compare also Ecclesiastes 10:5-7)—similar to
the second listed item in Proverbs 30:22. A fool who is well-fed has too much time on his hands—allowing him
to be all the more insufferable to others. Compare also the danger even for a wise person of too much food and
luxury in verses 8-9. The problem in a female servant succeeding her mistress (i.e., the woman she previously
served) is thought to either mean her inability to properly handle her elevation in stature (as in the first example)
or her displacing, in favor and position, one who is already the master‘s wife. Some point here to the gloating of
Hagar when she became pregnant by Abraham, thereby upsetting Sarah and causing a household rift (see
Genesis 16).
The third listed item is disputed. Note the word ―hateful‖ in the New King James Version—following the King
James Version ―odious‖ (arousing or deserving of hatred). While some other versions translate the word
similarly, various others translate the word as ―hated‖ or, in paraphrase, ―unloved.‖ In the second interpretation
(hated or unloved), the reference is thought to be to a married woman who is unloved to start with (such as
Jacob‘s wife Leah) or one who is no longer loved—the upheaval being her constant mourning, bitterness or
even rage, the latter perhaps evoking to us the modern proverb, ―Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned‖
(adapted from a line in a 17th-century play by William Congreve).
Some who support this interpretation see the following chiastic arrangement in the four items here:
―A: Male servant becomes king.
―B: Male fool is sated with food.
―B′: Female is deprived of love.
―A′: Female servant becomes mistress‖ (NAC).
However, this is probably incorrect. Note that the two center items here are thematic opposites of one another.
And recall the statement above that the first, second and fourth items all speak of people being raised to
unexpected positions. If the word in the third item is translated ―hateful‖ (as in the NKJV) or ―loathsome‖ (as in
the Jewish Publication Society Tanakh), then the four items would be arranged in straight four-line parallelism—
since this woman getting married would be another surprising elevation:
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1. Male servant becomes king.
2. Male fool is sated with food.
3. Female repugnant person becomes married.
4. Female servant becomes mistress.
Note that there may be some chiasm here in that the outer two lines concern the elevation of a servant while
the inner two concern the elevation of a fool or repugnant person (which may be equated). The upheaval in the
case of a hateful woman marrying should be obvious, especially given other verses we‘ve seen about the
contentious wife (19:13; 21:9, 19; 27:15). If a horrible woman manages to get married, husband and household
look out (as well as extended family, neighbors and friends besides)—it‘s going to be a rough ride for all.
Perhaps she is related in theme to the adulterous woman of the previous segment (verse 20) and the women
who sap strength from kings and ruin them in the next chapter (31:3)—and serves as a contrast to the noble
wife given later in the next chapter (31:10-31).
(10) Four Small but Wise Creatures (30:24-28). TYPE: NUMERICAL SAYING. This particular listing lacks the
formula of ―three-four‖—only mentioning ―four.‖ The unit ―is connected with the preceding by the catchwords
‗four‘ and ‗earth‘ in their title lines (vv. 21, 24), by ‗food‘ in their second verses (vv. 22, 25), and by ‗king‘ in vv.
22 [NIV], 27 and v. 28‖ (New International Commentary on the Old Testament, note on verses 24-28).
The little animals here provide important lessons for human beings about surviving wisely despite severe
limitations. The repetition in verses 25-26 of ―people‖ or ―folk‖—each a translation of the same Hebrew word
‗am—and ―king‖ in verses 27-28 ―signals that these small creatures teach great lessons about being a people,
asking ancient readers: ‗What kind of people do you want to be—strong, led by a king? (cf. 30:29-31). You don‘t
need that as much as you need wisdom‖ (NIV Application Commentary, note on verses 24-28). Perhaps this is
addressing the wayward generation or generations Agur refers to in verses 11-14—or is meant as a contrast.
As to the specific lessons, the ants, disciplined and industrious, prudently prepare in good times for the hard
times (compare 6:6-8). The rock badgers (hyraxes or conies) choose wise shelter, providing for personal
security. The locusts, with no king, succeed through unity, organization and cooperation. The last creature is
disputed. Some say a spider is meant—others a lizard. The KJV and NKJV are probably incorrect in saying that
this creature grasps with its hands as the implied means of its success (allowing it to walk on walls and
ceilings), as that does not follow the pattern of the other listed items wherein the initial colon concerns a
weakness.
Other translations (such as the NIV) say that the creature can be caught (or crushed) with the hands—of human
beings, that is—this being the disadvantage it overcomes in nevertheless managing to evade even royal
defenses and live in palaces. In reality, such a dwelling holds no meaning for a spider or lizard. The lesson is
meant for us. The New International Commentary notes: ―This conclusion points to wisdom‘s reward of living in
a luxurious royal palace. If the son [or student of wisdom], whom wicked men and women want to capture,
exercises caution, though as vulnerable as a lizard [or spider], he too will live in the chief residence of the realm
(cf. Psalm 45).
Paradoxically, the people of God who are foolish by the world‘s standards live in heavenly places (Eph. 2:6;
Col. 3:1)‖ (note on Proverbs 30:28).
(11) Four That Proceed Majestically (30:29-31). NUMERICAL SAYING. This saying is the last of the ―three-four‖
proverbs. The catchword ―king‖ is used to advance from the previous unit to this one. Thematically, this unit
appears to be a counterpoint to the previous one. The previous unit used small creatures to show that despite
powerlessness and lack of kingship, success could come through wisdom. Here, on the other hand, through the
illustration of more powerful creatures, we see that there is certain value in power and authority—a grandeur
that should be respected. As the animals are used to analogize human reality, the king‘s royal power is the
focus of the text. The word rendered ―greyhound‖ in the KJV and NKJV is of uncertain translation. Other
alternatives offered include rooster, war horse and starling. The point of the passage remains the same.
(12) Cease From Pride and Troublemaking (30:32-33). TYPE: ADMONITION, CATCHWORD. In the face of the
obvious grandeur and power of royalty in verses 29-31, in this concluding unit the author (apparently still Agur)
tells those who are guilty of exalting themselves and troublemaking to put their hand on their mouth, meaning
stop it right then and there—before things get worse. As noted before, this may hark back to the generation
lifted up with pride in verse 13, along with the other problems listed in verses 11-14. Verse 33 warns of the
consequences of pride and evildoing. Though this closing admonition is not a numerical saying, it is given in a
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threefold formula. Each of the three lines says ―churning…produces‖—as the same Hebrew word is translated
―churning,‖ ―wringing‖ and ―forcing‖ in the KJV and NKJV. We should also note a play on the words rendered
―nose‖ and ―wrath,‖ which come from the same root. The first two lines are figurative illustrations of the
producing of strife in the last line.
Consider that the churning of milk, initially a yielding liquid, causes a thickening that becomes harder and
harder to push through—perhaps illustrating people ending up at loggerheads. And the wringing of the nose
producing blood may imply that the strife of the last verse can involve bloody noses or, worse, bloodshed
generally.
While this concludes chapter 30, we should recall from our opening comments on this chapter that it was likely
intended to be read in conjunction with chapter 31.
The Words of King Lemuel From His Mother (Proverbs 31)
It was noted in previous comments that chapters 30 and 31 are two distinct but related sections, each
apparently with two subsections—four parts in all. As stated before, some ties between the two chapters may
indicate that they should be read together. We will note some of these again as we proceed.
1. Subheading (31:1).
As with Agur, some have thought that King Lemuel—this name meaning ―Devoted to God‖ or ―Belonging to
God‖ (repeated in verse 4)—is a pseudonym for Solomon. Yet, as was pointed out in regard to Agur, it seems
odd that Solomon would go by another name here considering the clear mentions of his name elsewhere in the
book of Proverbs. It is true that he goes by the title of ―Preacher‖ in Ecclesiastes, but his name Solomon is not
used elsewhere in that book. Some argue that Proverbs 30 and 31 being separate compositions only later
appended to the book of Proverbs could explain this. However, we might then wonder why the later compilers
did not clarify Solomon as the author of these sections—in line with his name being used elsewhere in Proverbs
(unless, of course, they did not know). Clearly, the matter is strictly a guess either way—but an author other
than Solomon seems perhaps more likely.
Lemuel, like Agur, could well be a pseudonym—but not necessarily for Solomon. Perhaps it was a nickname for
this king used particularly by his mother.
Some maintain that Lemuel was a foreigner. As in Proverbs 30:1, the word in 31:1 translated ―utterance‖ in the
NKJV (or ―oracle‖ in the NIV) is massa—the Hebrew word meaning ―burden‖ (used frequently by Israel‘s
prophets to denote a message from God, either because it was ―carried‖ by them or was heavy or weighty). It
was pointed out previously that the word occurs in 31:1 without the definite article (the), a fact some use to
support this being the name of a country over which Lemuel was king—especially as there was a Massa son of
Ishmael (Genesis 25:13-16; 1 Chronicles 1:29-31), whose descendants were probably the Arabian tribe of that
name recorded in Assyrian documents.
This opinion is buttressed by the arrangement of the words here in the original Hebrew: dabari lemuel melek
massa—―words Lemuel king massa‖ (it being unusual to say ―Lemuel King,‖ rather than ―the-King Lemuel‖ or
―Lemuel the-king,‖ unless the word to follow was the name of a land or people). However, recall the use of the
definite article with massa (i.e., ha-massa) in Proverbs 30:1—which makes more sense as ―the burden‖ (i.e.,
the borne or weighty message) than as the name of a country. And it is likely that massa is meant in the same
sense in 31:1. Why, then, is there no definite article in the latter case? In the Hebrew, the adjective asher
(meaning ―that‖) comes immediately after the word massa here, which can serve to make the sense definite
rather than indefinite. The subheading should probably be read this way: ―Words of Lemuel, king, a weighty
message that his mother taught him.‖
Of course, this gets us no closer to knowing who Lemuel was. We know only that he was a king—whether of
Israel or a related people is not clear. Those who contend he was Solomon maintain that Solomon‘s mother
Bathsheba was the source of the instruction here. Yet again, that is indeterminate and seems unlikely.
Whatever the case it was the king‘s mother who taught him what is written here. Some label her the queen
mother, but she could have been a lesser royal wife who died before her son ascended the throne. And
Lemuel‘s mother may not have actually written what we read here. Lemuel himself, or another commissioned
by him, may have summarized her lifelong instructions in literary form.
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How much of the chapter should be attributed to Lemuel‘s mother or to one who summarized her teaching?
Some regard only verses 2-9, meant specifically as instructions for a king, as constituting her counsel. They
view the poem of the virtuous wife in verses 10-31 as the product of someone else entirely—an independent,
concluding unit to the book of Proverbs. Yet given the absence of a new subheading at verse 10, it seems more
natural to view the latter part of the chapter, even though it is unquestionably a distinct unit in itself, as the
concluding part of Lemuel‘s mother‘s instructions—though, again, someone else could have turned her advice
into the remarkable poem here. Of course, being part of Lemuel‘s mother‘s counsel does not preclude this
poem from also being used as an epilogue or conclusion to the book of Proverbs, which it seems to be.
2. Three Requirements for Righteous Rule (31:2-9)
TYPE: ADMONITION. Chapter 30 closed with an admonition, and chapter 31 opens with one. The lessons here
concern kingship. As pointed out earlier, forms of the word ―king‖ are used four times at the end of chapter 30
(30:22, 27, 28, 31) and four times at the beginning of chapter 31 (31:1, 3, 4). ―With remarkable conciseness the
mother of Lemuel describes the moral requirements of good government.
These lessons are, simply put: do not use your authority as a means to debauchery (v. 3), keep your head clear
from the stupefying effects of alcohol (vv. 4-7), and use your power to help the powerless (vv. 8-9)‖ (New
American Commentary, note on verses 2-9).
The previous admonition in chapter 30 concluded with a threefold repetition of two words, ―churning…produces‖
(verse 33). This one opens with a threefold repetition of two words, ―what…son‖ (31:1). The point in each
statement seems to be, ―What, then, am I to tell you, my son?‖ This is not because she is unsure. It is simply a
device to call to attention—to let Lemuel know she is about to tell him something important. The phrase ―son of
my womb‖ is a term of endearment and closeness intensifying the previous phrase ―my son‖—and showing that
she has raised him from birth. Next, ―son of my vows‖ perhaps implies that she had made promises to God in
praying for a son when she was yet without child—possibly even that she had particularly vowed Lemuel (which
could explain his name, again meaning ―Devoted to God‖).
Proverbs 30 mentioned problem women—the adulteress and odious woman (verses 20, 23)—while Lemuel‘s
mother here warns her son against giving his strength to women, by which kings are destroyed (31:3). This
likely pointed to kings amassing large harems as well as sleeping around outside of marriage, both of which
could ruin rulers—through disease, through the squandering of national wealth and distraction from state duties,
through subjecting themselves to scandal, blackmail, vengeful plotting or palace intrigue between wives trying
to exalt themselves and their sons, and through moral degradation leading to other vices.
Verses 4-5 do not mean rulers should never drink alcoholic beverages. The warning is against excess, as
shown by the reason given—to prevent interference with proper and just rulership. In strict moderation, alcohol
does not impair judgment. Drunkenness, however, is another matter.
There is some debate over the point of verses 6-7. Some think Lemuel‘s mother was saying that a king should
not hoard up drink for his own use (whereby he would become drunk) but should offer it as a comfort to the
suffering and needy—as God intended alcoholic beverages to cheer people up (see Psalm 104:15). The
contrast with the ruler in this case would not imply that commoners are entitled to drink to excess, as other
passages in the Bible show the great dangers involved in that vice (compare Proverbs 23:29-35). Also, the idea
here would not be a government welfare program of free beer and wine. The statement would instead be
rhetorical—to show that a king should put the needs of his subjects above his own desires for pleasure.
Other commentators, however, take a completely different view here, seeing verses 6-7 of Proverbs 31 as
Lemuel‘s mother telling him to leave to the lowly and downtrodden the drinking away of problems (as they are
already inclined to this)—the point having already been made that this is simply not fit for a king, given his
responsibilities. It should be noted in this regard that the word at the beginning of verse 6 often translated ―give‖
could be rendered ―leave.‖ Along these lines, The New American Commentary says, ―The comparison to the
suffering poor and to their use of alcohol is meant to awaken Lemuel to the duties that go with his class and
status rather than to describe some kind of permissible drunkenness‖ (note on verses 4-7).
The admonition from Lemuel‘s mother concludes with the charge in the next two verses. Whereas Agur‘s
admonition to the proud and troublemakers in 30:32 is to ―put your hand on your mouth,‖ the mother of Lemuel
twice tells him, a king who is to judge righteously, ―Open your mouth‖ (31:8-9)—meaning ―Speak out.‖ This
terminology may have been chosen to contrast with drunkenness (verses 4-5), which also requires the opening
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of one‘s mouth. Rather than open his mouth to drink and get drunk and thereby hurt the needy, a king should
open his mouth to speak out to help the needy. For a king is supposed to serve his people.
Given the writing down and passing on of his mother‘s instructions, it is obvious that King Lemuel took her
words to heart. It is hoped that he came to exemplify the ideals she expressed. Yet even Solomon, the principal
author of the book of Proverbs, while a wonderfully successful ruler for a time, eventually succumbed to selfindulgence and debauchery and failed in his duty to God and others.
Certainly such a high degree of principled concern to rule for the good of the governed was rare among ancient
Middle Eastern monarchs—and it has remained so among political leaders throughout history up to our own
day. But one day a King is coming whose reign over the whole world will be characterized by perfect, altruistic
care for the welfare of all subjects, including an overarching concern to provide for the defense of the
helpless—and those who serve in positions of responsibility under Him will exercise authority with the same
motivation.
Epilogue to Proverbs: The Wife of Noble Character (Proverbs 31)
―TYPE: WISDOM POEM, ACROSTIC CHIASMUS‖ (NAC). We come now to the end of the book of Proverbs
with a carefully crafted poem describing aspects of an ideal wife. The Hebrew word that the King James and
New King James Versions translate as ―virtuous‖ in verse 10 is hayil. This word has the sense of ―strength‖—as
it is translated in verse 3 of this same chapter. It is also rendered ―well‖ in verse 29. It is elsewhere used in the
sense of military valor or bravery (which we will consider further in later comments here). Yet Boaz called Ruth
a woman of hayil in Ruth 3:11—the point being that she was a woman of good, strong character. The sense of
the word seems to be powerful and elevated. Indeed, note the description of the Proverbs 31 wife as being
clothed with ―strength and honor‖ (verse 25)—with high dignity. The word rendered ―woman‖ (KJV) or ―wife‖
(NKJV) can mean either of these.
The context here shows that she is a wife. Thus, ―wife of noble character‖ (NIV) seems a good way to render
the phrase referring to her in verse 10. We should recall earlier the same expression being used in Proverbs
12:4: ―A wife of noble character is her husband‘s crown‖ (NIV). This concluding poem of Proverbs 31 extols that
point in greater detail and literary richness.
As the latter part of chapter 30 was characterized by the repeated use of a literary device (the numerical
sayings), so the latter part of chapter 31 is a brilliantly structured literary composition.
Who is the author of this section? Does it continue the instruction from Lemuel‘s mother, just as the latter
section of Proverbs 30 appears to continue the words of Agur? In chapter 30, there are thematic ties between
the sections. Proverbs 31 also contains such ties. The negative image of having one‘s strength (hayil) sapped
through sensual indulgence with women in verse 3 is answered by the positive image of the poem‘s woman of
strong character (hayil). As the righteous king opens his mouth in the cause of social justice (verses 8-9), so
this honorable woman opens her mouth with wisdom and kindness (verse 26). And her focus is likewise on
serving others.
In its introduction to the poem of chapter 31, The New American Commentary says: ―While this poem
apparently does not describe the wife of a king and is not addressed to Lemuel, we cannot say that it is not part
of the Lemuel text. Ancient wisdom texts could combine material in a way that seems incongruous to the
modern reader, and the poem could come from Lemuel or his mother. If it is not part of the Lemuel text, it is an
anonymous poem perhaps added as an epilogue to the canonical text. If that is the case, it is probably fairly late
since epilogues are a late phenomenon. [Of course, many have suggested that this concluding poem was
written by Solomon—attribution being deemed unnecessary since he is named as the principle author of the
book at the outset (1:1).] Either way, however, the interpretation of the text is not affected, and the significance
that the canonical Book of Proverbs ends in this manner remains.‖
There are multiple layers of organization in the poem, demonstrating great skill on the part of the writer. First of
all, the work is acrostic, meaning that each of the 22 verses begins with a successive letter of the Hebrew
alphabet. Thematically, the poem can be seen to ―fold along the middle,‖ as it were—with a point just before the
center (between verses 19-20) serving as a ―seam.‖ Note the following structure, adapted from The New
International Commentary on the Old Testament:
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Introduction (vv. 10-12) Wife‘s value (generally and to husband)
Body: Her activities (vv. 13-27)
Her cottage industry (vv. 13-19)
---------------Seam--------------------Her social achievements (vv. 20-27)
Conclusion (vv. 28-31) Her praise (from family and all)
What she is and does
----------------------------What results
The seam at verses 19-20 is itself arranged in chiastic (concentric) fashion, considering the different Hebrew
words used for ―hand‖ and ―palm‖:
A Her hands she extends to the spinning rod
B Her palms grasp the spindle (v. 19)
---------------------Seam--------------------------B′ Her palm spreads out to the poor
A′ Her hands she extends to the needy (v. 20)
This unit, an important hinge point in the poem, serves two purposes. Verse 19 concludes the first part of the
poem, showing her worth and efforts, while verse 20 opens the next section, showing the results of her
character. Moreover the two verses specifically illustrate the point that her activities (work with the hands, v. 19)
are in fact done to benefit others (to open her hands to those in need, v. 20).
On top of all this, however, is another chiastic structure spanning the whole of the poem—which places the
focal point on another verse. The integration of these various structural elements is astounding. The New
American Commentary gives the overlaying chiasmus and comments on it:
―A: High value of a good wife (v. 10)
―B: Husband benefited by wife (vv. 11-12)
―C: Wife works hard (vv. 13-19)
―D: Wife [opens hand] to the poor (v. 20)
―E: No fear of snow (v. 21a)
―F: Children clothed in scarlet (v. 21b)
―G: Coverings for bed, wife wears linen (v. 22)
―H: Public respect for husband (v. 23)
―G′: Sells garments and sashes (v. 24)
―F′: Wife clothed in dignity (v. 25a)
―E′: No fear of future (v. 25b)
―D′: Wife [opens mouth with] wisdom [and kindness] (v. 26)
―C′: Wife works hard (v. 27)
―B′: Husband and children praise wife (vv. 28-29)
―A′: High value of a good wife (vv. 30-31).
―The center point of this chiasmus is v. 23, the declaration that the husband is highly regarded at the gate. The
verse has been read as almost an intrusion into the poem; all the other verses praise the wife, but this verse
alone focuses on the esteem the husband commands. Far from being an intrusion, however, v. 23 actually
establishes the central message of the poem: this woman is the kind of wife a man needs in order to be
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successful in life. [Indeed, the concentric arrangement of the noble wife‘s characteristics around this verse may
be an allusion to her serving as the husband‘s encircling crown in 12:4.]
―In short, the original intended audience was not young women (‗this is what kind of wife you should be‘) but
young men (‗this is what kind of wife you should get‘). This does not mean that the poem cannot be used to
instruct women, but the interpreter must recognize its primary objective. Although it may seem strange that a
wisdom poem on the virtues of a good wife should be directed at young men, it is in keeping with the whole
thrust of Proverbs. The book everywhere addresses the young man (‗my son‘) and not the young woman. It
expounds in great detail on evils of the prostitute and how she is a snare for a young man; it says nothing about
lusty boys and the threats they pose for young women. It is a false reading, however, to suppose that biblical
wisdom despises women or views them as fundamentally corrupt (this poem alone contradicts that notion).
There is no double standard; the gender slant in Proverbs is a matter of audience orientation rather than
ideological bias [just as Ruth, Esther and Song of Solomon may be wisdom texts oriented to young women].
Proverbs directs the reader away from the prostitute toward the good wife because its implied reader is a young
man. For the same reason, Wisdom is personified as a woman and not as a man‖ (note on Proverbs 31:10-31).
As to this latter point, the Zondervan NIV Study Bible says that the poem, besides offering counsel on the kind
of wife a young man ought to seek, may be intended ―in a subtle way to advise the young man (again) to marry
Lady Wisdom, thus returning to the theme of chs. 1–9 (as [begun in 1:20-33 and] climaxed in ch. 9; compare
the description of Lady Wisdom in 9:1-2 with the virtues of the wife in 31:10- 31). In any event, the concluding
epitomizing of wisdom in the wife of noble character forms a literary frame with the opening discourses [of the
book], where wisdom is personified as a woman‖ (introduction to Proverbs). Thus, the poem is not only a
brilliant literary creation on its own, but its message and position also makes the whole of Proverbs a greater,
more unified literary work.
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says more about the woman here epitomizing wisdom: ―The theme of the
poem, the wife of noble character, captures the ideals of wisdom that have filled the book….It may well be that
this is more the point of the composition than merely a portrayal of the ideal wife‖ (note on 31:10-31).
Expositor‘s probably veers too far from the practical, literal sense in its assessment of the passage—since the
words of the poem do not reveal it to be an obvious personification of wisdom as in Proverbs 1, 8 and 9. But the
commentary gives some good reasons for at least seeing important symbolism here and not treating the poem
of Proverbs 31 as some kind of numbered checklist of female righteousness.
Continuing in Expositor‘s with some inserted comments: ―The woman here presented is a wealthy aristocrat
who runs a household estate with servants and conducts business affairs—real estate, vineyards, and
merchandise—domestic affairs, and charity. It would be quite a task for any woman [of average means] to
emulate this pattern [though the general pattern of behavior and motives can and should be followed by any
godly woman].... Others have also recognized that more is going on here than a description of the ideal wife or
instructions for the bride to be…. [One scholar] allows that ‗this lady‘s standard is not implied to be in reach of
all [in every respect]‘… but rather reveals the flowering of wisdom in domestic life…. [Another commentator]
likewise affirms that ‗as a whole it cannot be read as a kind of blueprint of the ideal Israelite housewife, either
for men to measure their wives against or for their wives to try [in all respects] to live up to‘…. Moreover, the
work says nothing about the woman‘s personal relationship with her husband, her intellectual or emotional
strengths, or her religious activities [though it does show that her life is based on the proper fear of God—verse
30]. In general it appears that the woman of Proverbs 31 is a symbol of wisdom [though this should not detract
from some practical principles on being, choosing or appreciating a godly wife]…. Indeed, many commentators
rightly invite a contrast to the earlier portrayals of Dame Folly lurking dangerously in the streets—she was to be
avoided—and Lady Wisdom, who is to be embraced. The Lady Wisdom in this chapter stands in the strongest
contrast to the adulterous woman in the earlier chapters‖ (note on 31:10-31).
The same commentary notes more about this with regard to structure and composition: ―The passage has
striking similarities with hymns…. Usually a hymn is written to God, but here apparently it was written to the wife
of noble character. A comparison with Psalm 111, a hymn to God, illustrates some of the similarities. The psalm
begins with halelu yah (‗Hallelu Yah‘…or ‗Praise the LORD‘); this is reflected in Proverbs 31:31, which says,
‗Her works bring her praise [wihaleluha].‘ Psalm 111:2 speaks of God‘s works; Proverbs 31:13 speaks of her
works. Psalm 111:2 says that the works of the Lord are searched or ‗pondered‘ (derushim); Proverbs 31:13
says that she ‗selects‘ (dareshah) wool and flax. Psalm 111:3 says that the Lord‘s work is honorable (hadar;
NIV, ‗majestic‘); Proverbs 31:25 ascribes strength and ‗dignity‘ (hadar) to the woman. Psalm 111:4 says that the
Lord is gracious and full of compassion; Proverbs 31:26 ascribes the law of compassion to the woman. Psalm
111:5 says that the Lord gives ‗food‘ (terep); Proverbs 31:15 says that the woman provides ‗food‘ (terep) for her
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house. Psalm 111:10 says that the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom—the motto of Proverbs;
Proverbs 31:30 describes the woman as fearing the Lord. Psalm 111:10 says that the Lord‘s praise will endure;
Proverbs 31:31 says that the woman will be praised for her works. It is clear [or at least reasonable to think] that
Proverbs 31 is patterned after the hymn to extol the works of wisdom‖ (same note).
Expositor‘s and other commentaries also point out that the passage bears similarities with heroic literature—
seeming like an ode to a military champion. ―For example, ‗woman of valor‘ (‘esheth-hayil in v. 10…) is the
same expression one would find in Judges for the ‗mighty man of valor‘ (gibbor hehayil, Judg 6:12…)—the
warrior aristocrat; ‗strength‘ (‗oz in vv. 17…, 25) is elsewhere used for powerful deeds and heroics (e.g., Exod
15:2, 13; 1 Sam 2:10); ‗[gain]‘ (v. 11) in ‗[no lack of gain]‘ is actually the word for ‗plunder‘…; ‗food‘ (v. 15) is
actually ‗prey‘ (terep); ‗she holds‘ (shillehah in v. 19) is an expression also used in military settings (cf. Judg
5:26…); ‗surpass them all‘ (v. 29) is an expression that signifies victory‖ (same note). Commentator Tremper
Longman says: ―Perhaps life‘s struggles here are envisioned as a war and the woman as an active and
successful participant in taming life‘s chaos‖ (How to Read Proverbs, p. 140).
Longman also points out: ―Another of the dominant themes throughout the poem is the woman‘s boundless
energy. It is hard to believe that any single person could ever accomplish as much as this ideal woman, and
perhaps the description is meant as a composite sketch. In any case, this woman is described not only as a
warrior but also as a merchant ship that brings produce to port, namely her home. She also is active in
commercial endeavors, not to speak of philanthropy toward the needy. Not only are her actions praised, but
also her qualities of mind and attitude. She is fearless about the future, wise and kind. This woman has nothing
at all to do with laziness. The emphasis at the end of the poem, as one might expect, is not on beauty or charm,
but on the woman‘s fear of the Lord. Indeed, this woman is the epitome of wisdom. She is the human
embodiment of God‘s wisdom; a flesh-and-blood personification of Woman Wisdom‖ (p. 141).
With this in mind, Expositor‘s is right to point out: ―The poem certainly presents a pattern for women who want
to develop a life of wisdom; but since it is essentially about wisdom, its lessons are for both men and women to
develop. The passage teaches that the fear of the Lord will inspire people to be faithful stewards of the time and
talents that God has given; that wisdom is productive and beneficial for others, requiring great industry in life‘s
endeavors; that wisdom is best taught and lived in the home—indeed, the success of the home demands
wisdom—and that wisdom is balanced living, giving attention to domestic responsibilities as well as business
enterprises and charitable service‖ (note on Proverbs 31:10-31).
A Woman Who Fears the Lord—the Wise Choice (Proverbs 31)
Let‘s now note a few more issues in the text of the passage.
Verse 10 points out the rarity of such a find as the virtuous woman and her supreme value, which should be
treasured (again, applying to both a good wife and wisdom more generally).
Verse 11, the second in the poem, is a good illustration of a poetic device corresponding to the acrostic of the
passage. ―The Hebrew of the bet line… (Prov. 31:11) has a concentration of the letter bet. Betah bah leb ba‘lah
wesalal lo‘ yehsar‖ (Longman, p. 45). This was perhaps done to get Hebrew readers to take note of the acrostic
pattern up front.
Verses 13 and 19, mentioning the woman‘s textile work, serve to frame an inclusio (within the chiastic structure
outline above). This should not be taken to imply that women today must take on such work or start a garment
business. The point is that she makes good, productive use of her talents for the welfare of her household. The
case given is only an example, wherein the wife uses her skills to produce items she can then trade or sell in
order to acquire other goods and services for her home.
And what of her buying a field in verse 16? This likewise does not mean that wives today should go about
making real estate purchases without consulting their husbands. It may well be that, in the example given, the
woman‘s household is well enough off that such investments (the purpose here being for gardening) are within
her discretionary spending. Yet if this involved a major expenditure of family resources we can rest assured that
the noble wife would speak to her husband, for one of the principles of wisdom expressed throughout Proverbs
is to seek counsel in making important decisions. The point of the example is twofold: 1) the husband trusts his
valued wife enough to allow her to spend the household income in various ways; and 2) she takes initiative in
such matters and is thoughtfully prudent and active in doing so.
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Verse 15 does not mean that the woman portrayed here, a wealthy lady of the house, gets up early to
personally make breakfast for the servants. ―Instead, she supervises preparation of the morning meal and sees
to it that all have a fair share. This implies first that she cares even for the servant girls and second that she is
diligent about overseeing them‖ (New American Commentary, note on verse 15).
Verse 17 shows the responsible woman keeping herself fit so as to continue doing her work and serving her
family. Having succeeded so well in providing for her family, the virtuous wife is able to give to others besides—
and does so (verse 20). Indeed, this is part of the point of her work, as noted earlier.
Verse 21 shows the woman not fearing for those of her household when it‘s cold as she has enabled them to be
clothed with ―scarlet.‖ The Hebrew here is shanim. Some, following the ancient Greek Septuagint translation,
change the vowels in the Hebrew to read shenayim, meaning ―double‖—the idea being that they are wearing
layers. However, ―scarlet,‖ denoting costly garments, might imply comfort even in inclement weather. Note the
wife‘s clothing of purple in verse 22. The word rendered ―tapestry‖ in this verse means ―coverings,‖ which might
refer to bedding or other clothing.
In verse 25, where the KJV and NKJV have ―she shall rejoice in time to come,‖ the meaning is more likely ―she
can laugh at the days to come‖ (NIV). That is, being armed with strength and honor (same verse), she can face
whatever the future might bring with confidence (able even to dismiss the idea that she and her family might
come to destruction). In the overall chiastic structure, this parallels her being unafraid of the cold in verse 21.
―Verse 27 is a brief, summarizing counterpart to the lengthy description of the wife‘s diligence in vv. 13-19. Here
the text explicitly states that she avoids laziness‖ (NAC, note on verse 27).
Verses 28-29 show that such a woman is praised by her grateful family. And the next two verses provide us
with the summary conclusion. Verse 30 states that charm and beauty are fleeting, while real and enduring
praise is for the woman who fears the Lord—returning to the book‘s opening counsel (1:7). This woman should
be rewarded with love and gratitude (30:31).
The New American Commentary summarizes the matter well: ―The good wife described here has every virtue
wisdom can offer. She is diligent, has a keen sense for business matters, is compassionate, is prepared for the
future, is a good teacher, is dedicated to her family, and above all else possesses the primary characteristic of
biblical wisdom, the fear of the Lord (looking back to Prov 1:7, the theme of the book). She is no less than
Woman Wisdom made real. The riches Woman Wisdom offers (8:18) are brought home by the hard work of the
good wife (31:11). Proverbs has, in effect, come full circle. It began by saying that the young man must
embrace the imaginary ideal of Woman Wisdom in order to have a fulfilling life [1:20-33; 8:1-36; 9:1-6], and it
ends by saying that one needs a good wife to achieve this goal.
―The young man has no choice but to follow one woman or the other. He will either pursue Woman Wisdom or
Woman Folly, and with them he will take their counterparts, the good wife or the prostitute/quarrelsome wife. He
cannot attain wisdom without the good wife because she creates the environment in which he can flourish. If he
chooses an evil woman, he has little hope of transcending the context she will make for him. Wisdom is not
simply a matter of learning rules and precepts but is a matter of socialization, and a man is socialized first by his
parents and then by his wife…. In Proverbs wisdom is not merely or even primarily intellectual; it is first of all
relational. The young person finds wisdom through three specific relationships‖ (note on 31:30-31)—with God,
parents and spouse.
Indeed, the arrangement of the book of Proverbs is ingenious in this respect. It commences with telling a young
man that knowledge and wisdom begin with the fear of God, laying out the choice between wisdom and folly,
both calling for him. It follows with a great deal of parental advice in the form of short sayings. Then it ends with
a ―graduation,‖ so to speak, to adult life—with marriage to a godly woman who also wisely lives by the fear of
God. Yet for success in life, a young man must not only choose a wise woman. He must choose wisdom itself.
This, then, is the culmination of the book. The paramount choice presented lies before us all—men and women,
young and old alike. Choose wisely.
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SONG OF SOLOMON
Introduction to the Song of Solomon
Having completed our reading of the songs of the book of Psalms, we turn now to another song within the
Writings division of the Old Testament—a rather obscure yet beautiful love song known as the Song of Songs
or the Song of Solomon. In the arrangement of the Hebrew Bible, this is the fourth book of the Writings,
following Psalms, Proverbs and Job. It is the first of the series of five books known as the Megilloth (―Scrolls‖)—
denoting the festival scrolls (the others being Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes and Esther). As such, the Song
of Songs was read during the Passover season, eventually fixed in Jewish liturgy to the Last Day of
Unleavened Bread. This association may have arisen from the springtime setting of the Song and perhaps
something deeper, as Jewish interpreters read it as a historical allegory beginning with the Exodus and ending
with the coming of the Messiah, as we will later examine.
Almost immediately, the Song of Solomon turns conventional expectation of scripture reading as staid, religious
musing right on its ear, opening after the title in verse 1 with the words ―Let him kiss me with the kisses of his
mouth‖ (verse 2). Is this the Bible or a romance novel? The Song is certainly different from other biblical books.
And the surprises keep coming. The early Catholic theologians ―Origin and Jerome tell us that the Jews forbade
it to be read by any until he was thirty years old‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, introduction to
the Song of Solomon). For maturity was deemed necessary to appropriately handle its apparent focus on
sexual intimacy. A hint at perceived early misuse comes from a rebuke by Rabbi Akiva (or Aqiba) around A.D.
100, as recorded in the Tosefta, a supplement to the Jewish Mishnah or Oral Tradition: ―Whoever sings the
Song of Songs with tremulous voice in a banquet hall and (so) treats it as a sort of ditty has no share in the
world to come‖ (Sanhedrin 12:10).
Akiva held the Song in the highest regard. On the notion of a question about its place in the Bible, he retorted:
―God forbid! No man in Israel ever disputed about the Song of Songs, [saying] that it does not render the hands
unclean [i.e., that it is not canonical—referring either to the need for ritual cleansing before approaching
Scripture scrolls or, as some suggest, to the Scripture scrolls themselves being declared defiling to keep
scribes from eating while copying, as crumbs would bring rodent damage]. For all the ages are not worth the
day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel; for all the Writings are holy, but the Song of Songs is the
Holy of Holies‖ (Mishnah, Yadayim 3:5, quoted by Roland Murphy, The Song of Songs, 1990, Hermeneia
Commentaries, p. 6). Why such a lofty view of love poetry, especially as there is no indisputable reference to
God in the book?
This raises the question of the book‘s purpose. Why is it in the Bible? That our introduction to it is much longer
than that for other biblical books is not uncommon. As The New International Commentary on the Old
Testament points out: ―It is interesting to note the tendency toward length of Song of Songs commentaries
when compared with other books of the Bible. This highlights the importance of the decisions about genre [i.e.,
what kind of literature the Song is] in the interpretation of individual passages as well as the convoluted history
of the interpretation of the book‖ (Tremper Longman III, Song of Songs,2001, p. 21 footnote).
In many ways the book is an enigma, and interpreters have been all over the map in trying to unravel it. The
10th-century Jewish sage Saadia wrote: ―Know, my brother, that you will find great differences in interpretation
of the Song of Songs. In truth they differ because the Song of Songs resembles locks to which the keys have
been lost‖ (quoted by Marvin Pope, Song of Songs, 1977, The Anchor Bible, p. 89).
We must be careful to not quickly jump to conclusions as we read the Song—and hold lightly those opinions
about which we cannot be dogmatic.
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Title and authorship—Solomon or someone else?
The names Song of Songs and Song of Solomon are both taken from the first verse of the book, which is
evidently a superscription, such as that appearing before many psalms. In Hebrew it reads: ShirhaShirim asher
l‘Shelomoh (meaning literally ―Song [of] the songs, which [is] of Solomon‖). In Hebrew Bibles the heading of the
book is written simply as Shir HaShirim, typically rendered in English as ―The Song of Songs.‖ The Latin form of
this name is Canticum Canticorum, from which derives another popular name for the book, Canticles (―Songs‖).
Some see in the name Song of Songs a general superlative—the best song. Others take it with the rest of verse
1 to mean the best of Solomon‘s songs, as he wrote many others—or Solomon‘s favorite song. Or this could
just mean ―A song of the songs of Solomon.‖ Still others see the phrase Song of Songs as signifying a song
made up of shorter songs.
The title used in the King James Version and a number of English versions since, probably the most familiar
English title, is the Song of Solomon—also derived from the first verse, as stated above. Though the book is
traditionally ascribed to Solomon on the basis of this verse, there is dispute over the phrase l‘Shelomoh or ―of
Solomon.‖ This can mean ―by Solomon,‖ in the sense of authorship, but it could also signify ―about Solomon.‖
Countering the latter idea is the fact that the Song does not seem to really be about him—at least primarily.
Though he is named in the book seven times symmetrically—twice in the opening section (1:1, 5), three in the
middle (3:7, 9, 11) and twice at the end (8:11-12)—and may be the male lover in the story (though there is
dispute about that, too), the book really revolves around the female lead, referred to in 6:13 as the Shulamite
(sometimes written as Shulamith).
As commentator Tom Gledhill points out: ―The first voice that we hear in the Song is that of the girl. There is a
surprising preponderance of her speech in the Song. Athalya Brenner [in The Israelite Woman:Social Role and
Literary Type in Biblical Narrative, 1985, pp. 46-50] has worked out that the female voices constitute 53% of the
text, male voices 34%, the chorus 6%, and headings and dubious cases 7%.
Certainly the girl bares her emotions much more than the boy. She voices her yearnings, her anxieties, her
fears and her delights in a much more colourfully expressive way, and more frequently than her lover does. She
is the one who invites him to intimacy, she is the one who so often takes the initiative. As a result, a number of
commentators speculate on the possibility of the writer…being a woman‖ (The Message of the Song of Songs,
1994, The Bible Speaks Today, p. 93). This is possible, though a thoughtful man intent on portraying the
woman‘s perspective throughout the story of the Song could have written it, especially as inspired of God—as
every book of Scripture is (2 Timothy 3:16).
It is conceivable that the phrase ―of Solomon‖ means the Song was of Solomon‘s court, written by someone
else for the king. Alternatively, it could mean that the Song was among compositions of others that Solomon
compiled as a collector and patron of wisdom poetry—the poet in such case being necessarily a contemporary
of the king, given the mention of Solomon in the Song.
Of course, Solomon himself, blessed as he was with wisdom and insight from God, is certainly a viable
candidate for having written the book. We are elsewhere told that he wrote 1,005 songs and had extensive
knowledge of the natural world (1 Kings 4:32-33), which the author of the Song demonstrates, referring to 21
species of plants, some from far-flung lands, and 15 species of animals. Furthermore, the poet displays a
familiarity with royal luxuries, such as exotic spices, gilded work, alabaster, ivory and jewels, and employs
literary styles and motifs from surrounding cultures—particularly Egypt, with which Solomon had close ties—
along with a wide and cosmopolitan vocabulary. The structure of the Song, as we will see, is complex and
ingenious, pointing to a brilliant and remarkably skilled wordsmith.
th

Among those who accept the biblical testimony of Solomon as a real historical monarch of the 10 century B.C.,
rejection of Solomonic authorship typically rests on the grounds of either a supposed late date for the language
of the book or the perceived difficulty of a man who amassed a harem of 1,000 women in defiance of God‘s will
(1 Kings 11:1-3) waxing eloquent about the joys of monogamous love. We will consider both these matters in
turn.
Date—early or late?
Regarding a supposed late date for the book, The New American Commentary notes in its introductory
comments on the Song: ―Some have dated the book very late on the basis of Persian and Greek loan words,
Aramaic influence, and certain Hebrew forms alleged to be late. An example is the word for ‗palanquin‘ [or
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‗carriage,‘ appiryon] (3:9), said to be based on a Greek original. The word may in fact not be Greek but a
derivative from ancient [Indian] Sanskrit. The Hebrew word for ‗orchard‘ [or ‗park,‘ pardes] (4:13) is said to be
based on a Persian if not a Greek original [the Persian pairi-daeza or the Greek paradeisos, from which derives
our word ‗paradise‘]. Again, however, this approach is misleading since Sanskrit and Assyrian analogies [i.e.,
linguistic parallels] have been found‖ (Dr. Duane Garrett, 1993). The NIV Archaeological Study Bible adds,
―Solomon‘s commercial projects (see 1Ki 5; 9:26-28; 10:22) involved numerous international contacts, a
possible explanation for the international vocabulary‖ (2005, ―The Authorship of Ecclesiastes and Song of
Songs,‖ p. 1021).
The New American Commentary continues: ―Alternative interpretations of alleged Grecisms [i.e., words of
Greek origin] are also possible. The vocabulary of frequently sung folk music often changes in the course of
time, and the Song of Songs may also have experienced such revision. If so, its present vocabulary would
provide no reliable information regarding the original date of composition. In addition, some words once thought
to have been borrowed from Greek now appear to have been borrowed by the Greeks‖ (pp. 348-349).
Regarding editorial revision, the Mishnah says that ―Hezekiah and his colleagues [ca. 700 B.C.] wrote Isaiah,
Proverbs, the Song of Songs and Ecclesiastes‖ (Baba Bathra 15a). With the exception of Isaiah (the prophet
being a colleague of Hezekiah), ―wrote‖ here probably refers to scribal and editorial work in scriptural
compilation and transmission (compare Proverbs 25:1). And editorial updating of the Song‘s text could have
been done as late as Ezra during the Persian rule of Judea.
Furthermore, commentator Dr. Lloyd Carr remarks: ―The so-called ‗Aramaisms‘ in the language do not
necessarily indicate a late date. Aramaic became the common language of the Jews after their return from
Babylon in the sixth century, but the Aramaic language itself was in use at least as early as the ninth century
BC, and probably goes back to the nineteenth century‖ (The Song of Solomon, 1984, Tyndale Old Testament
Commentaries, p. 19). Moreover, Scripture attests that Aram, or ancient Syria, was absorbed into David‘s
empire, which Solomon‘s inherited.
In short, ―linguistic evidence is not conclusive. Attempts to date the book from vocabulary and grammar are
inherently weak because of our limited knowledge of the history of the Hebrew language….Assertions about the
history and dialects of Hebrew are tentative, to say the least. In addition, the possibility that the present text of
Song of Songs has been revised complicates further the possibility of dating the text on linguistic grounds‖
(NAC, pp. 349-350).
Yet there is much to support composition in the time of Solomon. As the NIV Archaeological Study Bible notes:
―It is improbable that both Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs were written during the postexilic period, when
Jerusalem was a poor, backwater town among the nations of the world, by no means awash in exotic spices
and precious stones. The mention of [the city of] Tirzah in parallel with Jerusalem in Song of Songs 6:4 reflects
a period before Tirzah‘s selection as the early capital of the northern kingdom (c. 930 B.C.) [and before it was
eclipsed by Samaria as the northern capital in the early ninth century]. In the tenth century B.C. Tirzah was
beautiful and could easily have stood alongside Jerusalem as one of Israel‘s two grand cities. In the post-exilic
period, when many claim the Song was written, Tirzah no longer existed. Also, mention of localities in both the
north and south (e.g., Jerusalem, En Gedi, Heshbon, Carmel, Hermon and Lebanon) suggest that the Song
preceded the divided kingdom‖ (p. 1021).
Another ―issue in discussions of the date of Song of Songs is the similarity between the biblical book and
Egyptian love poetry of ca. 1300-1100 B.C. A number of these poems have been recovered…. These poems
are remarkably like Song of Songs. Common formal elements and common literary motifs…strongly indicate
that the biblical work was written by someone who was familiar with Egyptian poetry and who lived when the
motifs common to both collections were current and appreciated. Indeed, the Song of Songs is most reasonably
interpreted as being in the same genre as the Egyptian poetry. This again agrees with the supposition of
Solomonic authorship since he would have had sufficient knowledge of Egyptian literature to compose a love
song in this style. Members of his court, however, may also have possessed such knowledge. On the other
hand, it is difficult to see how an obscure Jewish songwriter in the Levant, working almost a millennium after
this kind of love poetry was produced in Egypt, could have written a work of this type‖ (NAC, p. 350).
The problem of Solomon‘s polygamy
Regarding the undeniable problem of Solomon‘s abysmal record in his own love life, this in itself, though
presenting an incongruity, does not preclude him from having written the Song—just as his flauting of wisdom
culminating in his plunge into idolatry does not mean he did not write Proverbs and Ecclesiastes. Some tackle
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the problem by attributing the Song to his early years as king—before he was corrupted through polygamous
excess. ―The Midrash Rabbah [in its commentary on the Song, dating from before the mid–ninth century A.D.],
for instance, talks of the three main contributions of Solomon—Song of Songs, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes—as
belonging to three phases of his life, with the explanation that ‗when a man is young he composes songs; when
he grows older he makes sententious remarks; and when he becomes an old man he speaks of the vanity of
things.‘ Thus, the Song is thought to be composed by Solomon in his youth, not only when his sexual energy
was high, but also before his apostasy, which was motivated in large part by illegitimate lust [see 1 Kings 11:110]‖ (Longman, New International Commentary on the Old Testament, p. 3).
A verse that may speak against such a conclusion is Song 6:8: ―There are sixty queens and eighty concubines.‖
These are said to praise the woman of the Song (verse 9). Many take this to be a reference to Solomon‘s
harem—before it reached its later extent of 700 wives and 300 concubines. If Solomon already had 140 women
when he wrote the Song, then it was well after his descent into debauchery had begun.
The problem is compounded in trying to see a polygamous Solomon as the male lover in the story. Some,
however, contend that the 60 queens and 80 concubines represent women of the courts of surrounding nations
in non-specific terms (60 and 80 being three score and four score respectively, as in the King James Version)—
their praise of the woman of the Song being imagined or occurring during a visit to Jerusalem. If the women
here are not Solomon‘s harem, then a composition early in his reign is certainly possible.
Yet even if the 140 women do represent Solomon‘s harem, it could still be that he wrote the Song—not likely in
the midst of his years of depravity (though some think this) but perhaps, as may be the case with Ecclesiastes,
late in life after realizing the worthlessness of life apart from God and His ways. His hard-knocks schooling in
the vanity of polygamy could have helped him to appreciate the value of committed monogamy—and might
even have impelled him to write the Song to mitigate the damage of his horrible example. Consider the
instruction in Ecclesiastes 9:9: Live joyfully with the wife whom you love all the days of your vain life which He
has given you under the sun, all your days of vanity; for that is your portion in life, and in the labor which you
perform under the sun.‖ Still, it is hard to imagine that the Song, as full as it is of youthful vigor and zest for life,
was written by Solomon late in his ruined life.
In any case, while interpreting the 140 women to be Solomon‘s harem would not rule him out as the book‘s
author, it would seem to rule him out from being the ideal lover described in it. Nevertheless, a common
conception is that Solomon, jaded with his harem—most of his marriages being political—at last for a brief
period found true love with country maiden he married and wrote the Song in celebration in the same period.
There are, however, manifold difficulties with this idea. For starters, it ignores the many concubines having
nothing to do with political alliances, these collected women being meant instead for physical gratification and
as a show of power and prestige. Moreover, it would not have been considered godly or acceptable to cast
away or neglect former legitimate wives to shower love and marital privileges on a new wife. Why would this be
a scriptural example of God-approved love and marriage, which the Song appears to portray? On top of that, a
polygamous setting is contrary to the exclusivity implied in Song 2:16 and 6:3, the latter stating, ―I am my
beloved‘s and my beloved is mine.‖ And furthermore, this scenario presents the sad spectacle of a naïve bride
thinking she is something special, the ―only one‖ (6:9) and a seal on her husband‘s heart bound to him in the
jealous commitment of love (8:6), while she pines away among a vast harem of unhappy wives that grows
larger every year. Surely that is not what God intended to convey in placing this book in the Bible.
A difficult book to comprehend
This brings us to the issue of how we are to understand the Song of Songs. Let it be said up front that this is not
a simple matter. Indeed, though short, this may well be the most inscrutable book in the entire Bible. It is hard to
know who the characters are, who is speaking (the notes to that regard in modern Bible versions are not in the
original), what is being said (translations are sometimes uncertain), what the plot is (if there is a plot), how to
interpret the book (whether as precise historical narrative or drama, evocative semi-fictional love poetry,
allegorical or typologically prophetic illustration of the relationship between God and Israel or Christ and the
Church, or a combination of such perspectives), and just what the underlying message of the book is. Let‘s
consider these issues further.
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states in its introductory comments on the book: ―Several problems confront
the modern reader in the study of the text of the Song of Songs that make certainty in understanding and
interpretation difficult to achieve. One of these is the matter of language. Ancient Hebrew is a primitive tongue.
The syntax is quite different from ours. Verb tenses are different so that time sequences are more difficult to
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establish. Word order can raise problems. There is an economy of language that can be tantalizing. And then it
is poetry. There is a succinctness of style that makes it almost telegraphic. The result is that the text is often
more suggestive than delineative, more impressionistic than really pictorial. Much is left to the imagination of
the reader rather than spelled out for the curious modern, who wants to know the specific meaning of every
detail. Added to the preceding problems is that of vocabulary‖ (Dr. Dennis Kinlaw, 1990).
Regarding the last item here, Dr. Lloyd Carr (Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries) explains: ―Although the
Song is a relatively short book of only 117 verses, it has an unusually large number of uncommon words. Of the
approximately 470 different Hebrew words it contains—a very high number for such a small book—47 occur
only in the Song (some only once) and nowhere else in the Old Testament. Of the words which do appear in
other parts of the Old Testament, 51 occur five times or less, 45 occur between six and ten times, and an
additional 27 between eleven and twenty times, leaving about 300 common words in the Song. There is wide
distribution of these [170] less common words. All but eighteen verses scattered through the Song have at least
one of these unusual words; several have six or seven such words. Fifty verses contain at least one word not
used outside the Song, and an additional twelve verses contain words which occur not more than three times in
the whole Old Testament. In other words, more than one third of the words in the Song occur so infrequently [in
the Old Testament] that there is little context from which accurate meanings can be deduced, and two thirds of
the [Song‘s] verses have uncommon words. Hence, many of the proposals made in the various translations and
commentaries are, at best, educated guesses; particularly in the case of those words which are unique to the
Song, they may well be incorrect‖ (p. 41).
A further difficulty lies in the Song being full of similes and metaphors. As Expositor‘s goes on to explain:
―Another problem is that the imagery used was a normal part of a culture that is very different from our modern
world. The scene is pastoral and Middle Eastern. So the references to nature, birds, animals, spices, perfumes,
jewelry, and places are not the normal vocabulary of the modern love story. The associations that an ancient
culture gives to its vocabulary are difficult, if not impossible, for us to recapture. The list of plants and animals is
illustrative: figs, apples, lilies, pomegranates, raisins, wheat, brambles, nuts, cedar, palms, vines, doves,
ravens, ewes, sheep, fawns, gazelles, goats, lions, and leopards. So is that of spices and perfumes: oils,
saffron, myrrh, nard, cinnamon, henna, frankincense, and aloes. The place names carried connotations some of
which are undoubtedly lost to us: Jerusalem, Damascus, Tirzah, En Gedi, Carmel, Sharon, Gilead, Senir, and
Heshbon. We understand the overtones of ‗bedroom,‘ but when the lover refers to ‗the clefts of the rock, in the
hiding places on the mountainside‘ (2:14), to gardens, parks, fields, orchards, vineyards, or valleys, we are
aware that the places of rendezvous were different for lovers in that world than in ours.
―The terms of endearment cause us problems. The metaphors used are often alien. When the lover likens his
beloved to a mare in the chariot of Pharaoh (1:9), we are surprised. ‗Darling among the maidens‘ (2:2) or even
‗dove‘ (2:14; 5:2; 6:9) is understandable, or ‗a rose of Sharon‘ (2:1). ‗A garden locked up‘ (4:12), ‗a sealed
fountain‘ (4:12), ‗a wall‘ (8:9-10), ‗a door‘ (8:9), ‗beautiful...as Tirzah‘ (6:4), and ‗lovely as Jerusalem‘ (6:4) are
not our normal metaphors of love. Nor are our heroine‘s references to her lover as ‗an apple tree‘ (2:3), ‗a
gazelle‘ (2:9, 17), ‗a young stag‘ (2:9, 17), or ‗a cluster of henna‘ (1:14).‖
As to who is saying what, Expositor‘s continues: ―To further complicate matters, it is not always certain who is
speaking. One of the most difficult tasks is to determine who the speaker is in each verse. It is not even
completely clear as to how many speakers there are. Our best clues are grammatical.
Fortunately, pronominal references in Hebrew commonly reflect gender and number. In some cases, however,
the masculine and the feminine forms are the same.‖ Of course, English translations do not show all these
grammatical distinctions. The King James Version does not note changes in speakers, which makes it difficult
to follow. The New King James Version and many other modern versions do include notations as to who is
supposedly speaking, though they may be in error in some cases.
Regarding the characters themselves, there are major questions as to whether there are two lovers (the man
and the woman), whether these are Solomon and his bride or another couple, or if there are three principle
characters involved in a love triangle, as some maintain (the woman, the man, often seen as a shepherd, and
Solomon as the antagonist trying to woo the woman away from the shepherd). Some even think completely
different couples are represented in different parts of the Song, the idea being that these segments were
originally disconnected poems—an unlikely proposition, as we will see. There is evidently a female chorus
singing as the ―daughters of Jerusalem‖—some deeming them Solomon‘s harem and others viewing them more
generally. And there may be a male chorus as well. We will later examine the possible characters and consider
the pros and cons of the various views.
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Expositor‘s further notes: ―Nor are we fully comfortable with the literary genre of the whole or the parts. Is Song
of Songs a single composition from a common source, or is it a collection of songs that originally circulated
independently? Is there a progression of a story line in the material? Is it a drama?
All these questions affect interpretation. Some of the text seems to be ‗stream of consciousness‘ material where
the dialogue takes place as it might in dreamlike material. Or is it all to be taken as actually occurring in normal
consciousness? We do not know enough about Hebrew literature in the second millennium to answer all these
questions dogmatically. For this writer the Song does contain an inherent unity that causes him to see it as a
body of material from a single source. There is a bit of a story line. In chapter 4 the lover begins to speak of his
beloved as his bride. In ten verses (4:8–5:1) he calls her his bride six different times. This is climaxed in 5:1,
which seems clearly to be a euphemistic account of the physical culmination of the relationship. It seems,
furthermore, that much of the material represents the world of wonder in the imagination of the maiden rather
than actual happenings. Thus a time line on the progress of the relationship is very difficult. But it all fits
together to make a whole. The passages starting at 3:1 and 5:2 may represent dream sequences. No theory
answers all the questions.‖
Unity and poetic framework of the Song
As to the question—due to apparent lack of direction and clear storyline—of the Song being a collection of
originally independent songs, this seems most unlikely. Commentators Michael V. Fox (The Song of Songs and
the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs, 1985) and Roland Murphy (Hermeneia Commentaries) ―demonstrate the
weakness of arguments that the Song is an anthology and make compelling cases for the unity of the Song.
Fox, for example, points to the high number of repetitious and associative sequences, as well as to the
consistent character portrayal, as evidence for the unity of the whole. Murphy, similarly, notes the existence of
common refrains, common themes, and common words and phrases‖ (NAC, p. 375).
To quote commentator Jack Deere in The Bible Knowledge Commentary (with two additions): ―Several
arguments speak for the book‘s unity: (1) The same characters are seen throughout the book (the beloved
maiden, the lover, and the daughters of Jerusalem). (2) Similar expressions and figures of speech are used
throughout the book. Examples are: love more delightful than wine (1:2; 4:10), fragrant perfumes (1:3, 12; 3:6;
4:10), the beloved‘s cheeks (1:10; 5:13), her eyes like doves (1:15; 4:1), her teeth like sheep (4:2; 6:6), [she
being fairest among women (1:8; 5:9; 6:1),] her charge to the daughters of Jerusalem (2:7; 3:5; 8:4), the lover
like a gazelle (2:9, 17; 8:14), [him grazing among the lilies (2:16; 4:5; 6:2-3),] Lebanon (3:9; 4:8, 11, 15; 7:4),
and numerous references to nature. (3) Hebrew grammatical peculiarities found only in this book suggest a
single author. (4) The progression in the subject matter points to a single work, not an anthology. As [Deere
maintains]…the book moves logically from the courtship (1:2–3:5) to the wedding night (3:6–5:1) to maturation
in marriage (5:2–8:4)‖ (introduction to Song of Songs).
Another very strong indicator of the Song being a unified whole is the poetic symmetrical arrangement
pervading it—which surely could not have been overlaid onto independent poems without such poems being
completely rewritten (in which case the whole would still be a singular creation in its own right).
In discerning this poetic structure, it helps to first understand a key feature of Hebrew poetry: ―There is general
agreement that the basic nature of Hebrew, and ancient Near Eastern poetry generally, is what is termed
parallelism and that the main distinguishing feature of this poetry is some regular pattern of accented syllables
in any given pair of lines. Parallelism can be considered as ‗thought rhyme‘ rather than ‗word rhyme‘. This
thought rhyme may involve the repetition of an idea (e.g. Song 2:8b, ‗leaping upon the mountains,/bounding
over the hills‘); the reversal or antithesis of an idea in a consecutive line (e.g. Song 1:6c, ‗they made me keeper
of the vineyards;/but my own vineyard I have not kept!‘); or the addition of a derived idea in the second part
(e.g., Song 2:6, ‗O that his left hand were under my head,/and that his right hand embraced me!‘). There are
many variations on these basic patterns, but the essential elements are present throughout‖ (Carr, pp. 36-37).
We should consider particularly here the idea of reverse parallelism and realize that parallelism may be spread
more broadly than in just a pair of lines. As Dr. Craig Glickman states in Solomon‘s Song of Love: ―The Song of
Songs displays artistic balance and symmetry in the arrangement of its lyrics. The most common element of the
design is a pattern that introduces a series of topics and then reintroduces those topics in reverse order. The
literary term for this pattern is chiasm [named after the Greek letter chi, or X, representing crossed lines
showing correspondence between elements at opposite corners as well as a central pivot]. Sometimes this
pattern appears in short sentences, like…‗Let me see your form; let me hear your voice; for your voice is
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pleasing, and your form is lovely‘ (2.14). The lyric introduces first ‗form,‘ then ‗voice,‘ and then in reverse order,
‗voice, form.‘ It is an abb′a′ sequence.
―This pattern can also appear in a series of sentences that make up a paragraph, like Shulamith‘s account of
rising in the night to find [her lover, whom Glickman believes to be] Solomon (3.1-4). She is (a) separated from
him (3.1); (b) leaves home to find him (3.2); (c) is found by guards (3.3a); (d) asks for help (3.3b); (c′) finds
Solomon (3.4a); (b′) returns home with him (3.4b); and (a′) is reunited with him (3.4b). This is an abcdc′b′a′
sequence. It is also an example of the pattern with a central point of emphasis: The d is not repeated. When
you compare the corresponding sentences, you see the balance. She begins separated and ends united with
him (aa′). She leaves the house alone but returns with him (bb′). The guards find her but she finds Solomon
(cc′). And at the center of the account is an emotional peak: ‗Have you seen him whom my soul loves?‘ (d).
―The pattern can also govern several units or paragraphs…. Frequently, the first series of topics in the pattern is
about the same length as the corresponding series introduced in reverse order. But sometimes the lengths are
not the same. The subjects are treated more expansively in either the first introduction of them or in the second
treatment of them in reverse order. This balance of topics, but not of length, is common in ancient literature‖
(2004, pp. 231-232).
This device can also be seen in the specific lyrics of the Song. Commentator Dr. Robert Alden ―detects not a
chiastic structure in the poems of the Song but an arrangement of certain key words and phrases [spanning the
whole song] in a chiastic fashion. This pattern supports the unity of the Song. More importantly, the center of
the chiasmus in 4:16–5:1a, which poetically describes the moment of sexual union between the man and
woman, implies that the entire Song, as it were, revolves around this event‖ (NAC, p. 375).
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Indeed, it is surely no coincidence that these same two verses also form the center of the Song in a quantitative
sense. Carr points out: ―The third major division of the Song comes to a climax with these two verses. They
form the exact middle of the Hebrew text, with 111 lines (60 verses, plus the title, 1:1) from 1:2 to 4:15, and 111
lines (55 verses) from 5:2 to 8:14. These two verses contain five lines of text, but they also contain the climax of
the thought of the poem. Everything thus far has been moving towards this consummation. From this point on,
everything moves towards the consolidation and confirmation of what has been pledged here‖ (p. 127, note on
4:16–5:1).
Indeed, the poetic structure of the Song can aid us in sorting out a possible coherent plotline, even though we
can‘t be certain of it in various respects. We will later look at Glickman‘s suggested outline of the Song based
on his understanding of the chiastic pattern of themes and circumstances spanning the entire work. As he is
careful to note: ―The literary design of the Song should not prevent the reader from tracing words or themes
through all sections, not just those that correspond in the symmetry of the Song.
The parallels in the design simply draw attention to special correspondences and serve to place certain lyrics
and sections in a broader context‖ (p. 241)—the overall story, for instance. Of course, any storyline is also
necessarily interdependent with who the characters are and who is speaking—as well as the intended
interpretive approach to understanding the Song.
Natural interpretation—romance and marital sexuality in dramatic song
To discern any sort of storyline in the Song of Songs, it is necessary to begin with the natural reading of the
text—that is, with what it appears to say on the surface. This is also termed a literal reading, but that might be
misleading here because even a natural, straightforward approach recognizes that the Song is full of metaphors
and figurative allusions. For instance, a ―garden‖ is not always a garden. Yet a natural understanding does not
venture into the far-flung realms of allegory, where the whole of what is read would figuratively illustrate an
entirely different matter. It should be acknowledged that the allegorical approach was the primary interpretive
method for this book among Jews and Christians for most of the past two millennia. Yet even allegorical
interpretation requires first comprehending to some degree the surface story on which the allegory is
constructed.
Thus we begin with the natural interpretation. Within the scope of this approach, there are a number of ways to
understand the text, as we will see in following sections. Yet all have at their core the fact that we are dealing
with romantic and erotic love between a man and a woman. And as sexual love is promoted in the Song, we
must understand it in the context of marriage. However, because this is not explicitly spelled out throughout the
Song, a few interpreters argue that the Song speaks approvingly of sex outside of marriage. As was mentioned
earlier, though, the relationship in the Song is described as an exclusive one (2:16; 6:3; 7:10) and the woman in
the Song is six times referred to as spouse or bride in 4:8–5:1. The same interpreters, without foundation,
counter that spouse is merely a term of endearment or point to seemingly sexual encounters before this point in
the Song when the lovers might not yet have been married. Suffice it to say that marriage was an absolute
requirement for sexual love in Israelite society as laid out in the law God gave. We must not read the Song in
isolation from everything else we know about the Hebrew cultural setting and divine instruction. Indeed, the
Bible does not contradict itself.
God would not proscribe premarital sex elsewhere and then turn around and include a book that condones such
behavior. As Jesus said, ―The Scripture cannot be broken‖ (John 10:35). As to how this affects the reading of
the book, it is true that there are elements that could be viewed as erotic in every section of the Song—from
beginning to end. Some view nearly every chapter as ending in a sexual encounter. That may be, in which case
all these constitute different episodes in married life.
But what of the chiastic structure revolving around the central sexual encounter in 4:16–5:1? Why is this event
special? It seems to follow a wedding (see 3:6-11, NIV) and so could be the wedding night. Others, it should be
noted however, holding to what is called the shepherd hypothesis (which we will examine shortly), have a
completely different take on this passage, seeing this either as Solomon‘s wedding but not to the woman of the
Song or as Solomon‘s abduction of the woman of the Song.
In any case, there appears to be at least the rudiments of a story here. There is no underlying narration. Rather,
the story is told through the expressive statements of the characters, which sometimes contain narrative
elements, as they describe things that have happened or are happening. Thus the Song seems to bear
similarities to a drama. Some commentators in classifying the Song as a drama imagine a play or opera,
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although there are no stage directions—and there is no evidence for dramatic theatrical performances in
ancient Israel. Consider, moreover, that this would require an actor in some scenes of the Song to approach an
actress intimately or at least verbally direct the attention of an audience to private areas of her body—both
cases seeming rather inappropriate. Of course, the same criticism of the latter circumstance could perhaps be
leveled at the mere vocal singing performance of a man and woman—but the difficulty seems diminished in
voices emerging from a choral ensemble.
A number of commentators today object to the dramatic interpretation because of a perceived lack of clear actscene progression. Carr maintains that the Song reveals no progressive storyline: ―There are various episodes
that set up a situation and then resolve it (e.g. 3:1-5), but the overall impression in the poem is one of the ebb
and flow of the relationship and a kind of cyclic repetition of themes and ideas‖ (p. 23). Yet even in this view
each poetic segment is a sort of mini-drama unto itself, though moving along in flashes of imagery within the
dialogue. Furthermore, cyclic repetition is to be expected in a work of poetry—especially one arranged as a
song—even if an overall story is being told.
On that note, we must keep in mind while reading the composition that it is a song. The natural assumption is
that the Song was to be sung—evidently antiphonally between the different parts in order for it to make any
sense. In The New American Commentary, Dr. Duane Garrett says of his treatment of the text: ―I have
designated the male part ‗tenor,‘ the female part ‗soprano,‘ and the chorus simply as ‗chorus.‘ The designations
‗tenor‘ and ‗soprano‘ are obviously arbitrary, but they serve a purpose. They convey the sense that these are
parts of a song and not characters in a play or story. One cannot understand the Song if one does not
recognize that it is lyric poetry and not drama‖ (note on 1:1).
Garrett‘s point about these being parts of a song is well taken. However, that does not preclude them from also
representing characters in a story, as they seem to in the Song. Garrett, though, objects to drama here because
of its constraints of chronological order and transitional story flow. Of lyric poetry, on the other hand, he
remarks, ―It does not strictly tell a story or follow chronological sequence but uses a series of images, some of
them almost surreal, in order to create verbal pictures and convey emotional responses‖ (footnote on verse 1).
Yet a ―looser‖ drama, as it were, could fit with such poetry—as appears to be the case in the Song of Songs.
There is dramatic sense in the unity and apparent progression of the Song in conveying a story. Yet the lyrical
poetry of the Song must be borne in mind throughout. For even if we accept a historical interpretation, this does
not mean that every element of the Song is strictly historical. For instance, the refrains in the work may not have
been actual statements made at particular intervals in the historical account. It is possible that they are here
only to convey something to the audience. Furthermore, the words of the characters, since they are set in
poetry, should not be taken as quotations of what was actually said. And even within a generally historical
framework, some segments may represent mental flights of fancy or dreaming rather than actual events (e.g.,
3:1-5; 5:2-8). Let us now proceed to the various natural interpretations.
Two-character progression—historical royal love story
We begin with the idea that Song 3:6–5:1 does represent the wedding of the lovers and their wedding night.
This version of the natural interpretation—understanding there to be two lovers throughout the Song (in addition
to a chorus)—is often referred to as the two-character drama. This is the easiest way to read the Song given
the lack of notations in the Hebrew text as to who is speaking. Besides the few appearances of the chorus, we
mainly go back and forth between a male and female singer based on gender indications in the grammar and
the words used to refer to each other. The woman calls the man dodi, ―my beloved‖ or ―my lover,‖ while the man
calls the woman ra‗yati, ―my friend‖ or ―my companion‖ (perhaps in the sense of girlfriend, written as ―my love‖ in
some versions and possibly meaning ―my dear‖ or ―my darling‖).
So for the moment let‘s assume two lovers throughout the book and that Song 3:6–5:1 refers to their wedding
and consummation. How is this to be understood in context? There are several possibilities. One way is to look
at the book as following a chronological sequence—wherein the lovers are unmarried prior to this center section
and married following it. On the other hand, the lovers might be married all the way through the Song, yet be
reflecting in the center on the commencement of their marriage. Expanding on this, there may be other
flashbacks to their courtship or engagement in 2:8-17 and perhaps 3:1-5. We will comment on various
possibilities as we proceed through the book.
Dr. Glickman follows a generally chronological approach—and, as mentioned earlier, sees Solomon as the
lover in the story. He has proposed a coherent outline of the Song based on chiastic analysis, though it is
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subject to dispute in a number of particulars. Those who accept the version of the two-character story in which
Solomon is the lover in the Song generally understand the Song to be a historical account of Solomon and one
of his brides—a royal love song. This is a common view among conservative interpreters today.
The New Open Bible, in its introduction to the Song of Solomon, lays out the story as it is typically understood
this way (with some alternatives added in brackets): ―The Beginning of Love (1:1–5:1): King Solomon has a
vineyard in the country of the Shulamite (6:13; 8:11). The Shulamite must work in the vineyard with her brothers
(1:6; 8:11, 12); and when Solomon visits the area, he wins her heart and eventually takes her to the palace in
Jerusalem as his bride. She is tanned from hours of work outside in the vineyard, but she is ‗fairest among
women‘ (1:6, 8)…. Chapters 1–3 give a series of recollections of the courtship: (1) the bride‘s longing for
affection at the palace before the wedding (1:2-8), (2) expressions of mutual love in the banquet hall (1:9–2:7),
(3) a springtime visit of the king to the bride‘s home in the country (2:8-17), (4) the Shulamite‘s dream of
separation from her beloved (3:1-5) [though some see this as an actual experience], and (5) the ornate wedding
procession from the bride‘s home to Jerusalem (3:6-11). In 4:1–5:1, Solomon praises his bride from head to
foot with a superb chain of similes and metaphors. Her virginity is compared to ‗a garden enclosed‘ (4:12), and
the garden is entered when the marriage is consummated (4:16–5:1). The union is commended, possibly by
God, in 5:1.
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―The Broadening of Love (5:2–8:14): Some time after the wedding, the Shulamite has a troubled dream (5:2) in
the palace while Solomon is away [though, again, some see this too as an actual experience]. In her dream [or
experience] Solomon comes to her door, but she answers too late—he is gone. She panics and searches for
him late at night in Jerusalem. Upon his return, Solomon assures her of his love and praises her beauty (6:4–
7:10). The Shulamite begins to think of her country home and tries to persuade her beloved to return there with
her (7:11–8:4). The journey takes place in 8:5-7 [though some see this as their return to Jerusalem from the
country after the implied visit] and their relationship continues to deepen. Their love will not be overthrown by
jealousy or circumstances. At her homecoming [or following it] (8:8-14) the Shulamite reflects on her brothers‘
care for her when she was young (8:8, 9) [though some see this as referring to care for another sister in the
present]. She remains virtuous (‗I am a wall,‘ 8:10) and is now in a position to look out for her brothers‘ welfare
(8:11, 12). The song concludes with a dual invitation of the lover and beloved (8:13, 14)‖ (1990).
Solomon, it should be observed, is not specifically and unambiguously identified as the lover in the Song, but he
does appear to be identified as a groom at his wedding (3:11). Nevertheless, it is perhaps simplest, from the
standpoint of a straightforward reading of the text, to take both Solomon and ―king‖ (1:4; 12; 7:5) as literal
references to the lover.
Of course, this raises the not insignificant problem of Solomon‘s polygamy. As was mentioned earlier, if Song
6:8-9 is a reference to Solomon‘s harem having already grown to 140 women, then the notion that he is the
model husband pictured in the Song seems far-fetched indeed. Yet if those verses denote the wives of visiting
foreign kings, then it is possible to imagine that the bride of the Song could be Solomon‘s first wife prior to his
later corruption. His earliest marriage that we know of was to the daughter of the Egyptian pharaoh to seal an
alliance (see 1 Kings 3:1; 11:1). Yet he could have had an earlier marriage.
Who could the mysterious Shulamite be if she were married to Solomon? She has sometimes been equated
with Pharaoh‘s daughter, given that the Egyptian princess is the only early wife of Solomon attested to
historically coupled with references to the Shulamite‘s dark skin and hair (see Song 1:5-6; 7:5).
However, it seems clear that the woman in the Song is dark from working in the sun (1:6)—not because of her
race. In fact, her neck is later compared to an ivory tower (7:4). Moreover, reference is made in the Song to the
woman‘s mother and brothers—under whose care and direction she has been. There is no mention of her
father‘s involvement, thus making it appear that he is dead and out of the picture—which was definitely not the
case with the Egyptian pharaoh.
Again on the basis of dark skin, some have also argued for the Queen of Sheba (see 1 Kings 10:1-13; 2
Chronicles 9:1-12)—Sheba being in the southwestern corner of the Arabian Peninsula and perhaps overlapping
into nearby Ethiopia. Yet, as stated above, the Shulamite‘s dark skin was evidently not a racial characteristic.
Also, it is evident that the Queen visited Solomon at the height of his reign (when he had a growing harem)—
and not in his early years. In point of fact, Scripture makes no mention of Solomon marrying the Queen of
Sheba—just that she returned home after her visit. Ethiopian tradition, however, insists that they married and
founded the Ethiopian royal dynasty. Even if this is true, the Queen of Sheba bears little resemblance to the
woman in the Song, whose upbringing was not one of royal privilege but of toil in vineyards (Song 1:6). The
Shulamite is referred to as a ―prince‘s daughter‖ (7:1), but this is probably a figurative term of endearment or
honor (i.e., ―princess‖).
Furthermore, themetaphors of Israelite geography used by the woman and by her lover to woo her would be out
of place if she were from a distant southern land. ―I am a rose of Sharon‖ (2:1, NIV) hardly sounds like the
words of a foreigner (see also 1:14; 4:1, 8, 11, 15; 5:15; 6:4-5; 7:4-5). Some, given the several references to
Lebanon at the northern end of Israel, believe the woman is from there (in East Manassite territory). Another
candidate put forward for the Shulamite, based on linguistic similarity and association with Solomon‘s early
years, is Abishag the Shunammite (especially as the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old Testament renders
Shulamite as Shunammite).
The term Shunammite denoted a person from the town of Shunem in the land of Issachar (see 2 Kings 4:8, 12;
Joshua 19:17-18). Abishag was the lovely young woman brought in to sleep next to David to keep him warm
when he was old and to serve as his nursemaid—apparently considered to be David‘s concubine though it is
explicitly stated that he did not have sexual relations with her. Solomon‘s brother Adonijah sought to marry her
after David‘s death in what Solomon perceived to be an attempt to steal the throne—as successor kings in the
ancient world typically laid claim to the harems of their predecessors—and Solomon had him executed (see 1
Kings 1:1-4, 15; 2:13-25). It is possible that Solomon himself married Abishag after this, though we are left

646

wondering why the biblical chroniclers would have left out this detail. Perhaps it was because she would
automatically have been considered one of Solomon‘s concubines upon his accession to sole rule. His
marriage to her would thus have merely constituted a change in her status from concubine to royal wife—and
this may have appeared a trivial detail to chroniclers.
Another question is why Abishag would still be dark from the sun, as the Song attests of the Shulamite, after
serving in the palace as David‘s nursemaid for some time—unless it be argued that the first chapter of the Song
concerns Abishag‘s initial arrival at the court, which would mean the supposed romance with Solomon began
prior to David‘s death. This would have posed obvious difficulties for their relationship, though some speculate
that this factor contributed to Solomon‘s violent reaction against Adonijah. The argument could perhaps be
made that ―king‖ in Song 1:4 and verse 12 are references to David and not to the man the woman loved.
Solomon is plainly referred to as king in 3:9 and verse 11, though these verses are within the context of the
apparent wedding procession, which, if Abishag was the bride, would have been after David‘s death, when
Solomon was sole ruler. Of course, the references in 1:4 and verse 12 could be to Solomon even prior to
David‘s death since Solomon was crowned king while David was still alive. (The same goes for 3:9 and verse
11, though if David were alive the bride could not be Abishag.)
In any event, we should certainly consider the possible relationship between the words Shunammite and
Shulamite. Some take the Hebrew word Shulamit to be a proper name, typically rendered Shulamith, but it is
clearly preceded by the definite article in Hebrew, i.e., ha-Shulamit or ―the Shulamite‖ (Song 6:13b). The word
Shunammite refers to being from Shunem, a town of the Jezreel Valley in the north of Israel (see Joshua
19:18). In Hebrew there is only one letter difference between ―the Shunammite‖ (ha-Shunamit) and ―the
Shulamite‖ (ha-Shulamit). ―It is altogether possible that the forms Shunem and Shulem are equivalent variants,
since interchanges of l, n, and r take place in various Semitic dialects, early and late, as in other languages.
There is, however, no evidence that the change took place in the name of this particular town prior to the
composition of the Canticle‖ (Pope, Anchor Bible, pp. 597-598).
The fourth-century church historian Eusebius identified a village on the northeast edge of the Jezreel Valley
named Shulem as the biblical Shunem. However, if this truly is Shunem, as it seems to be, there is no way to
know when the consonantal shift in the name occurred—or if such a shift was acceptable when the Song was
composed.
Others take Shulamite to be a play on the name Solomon. In Hebrew his name is Shelomoh, sometimes
spelled Shlomo in English transliteration (meaning ―Peaceable One,‖ from Hebrew shalom, ―peace‖). The word
―Shulamit‖ could be a feminine form of his name, bearing the same meaning, just as Judith is the feminine form
of Judah. Some counter that the feminine form of the name Shelomoh appears in Leviticus 24:11 and 1
Chronicles 3:19 as Shelomit. (The Greek derivative is Salome.) Of course, there can be more than one feminine
form of the same name—just as in English the feminine form of Paul is Paula or Pauline or Paulina. Moreover,
in the Hebrew Scriptures we sometimes find variant spellings for the same name—for example, Joash and
Jehoash. Yet, as we‘ve seen, Shulamit is not used in the Song as a name but as a title. Perhaps the sense, as
many suggest, is ―the Solomoness‖—as designating a feminine counterpart to Solomon (a Mrs. Solomon, as it
were).
There could even be a combination of factors here. We should consider that biblical writers or editors
sometimes slightly altered the names of people to make a point. If Solomon married a woman known as ―the
Shunammite,‖ it is no stretch of the imagination to think that he would, for a pet name for her or for the poetry of
his song, have changed one letter so that the name became ―the Shulamite‖ (meaning the Solomoness).
However, we must realize that a connection to Shunem is not required, as the pet name could have derived
solely from Solomon‘s own name, and therefore the identification of Abishag as the Shulamite is tenuous.
(There are also other suggestions for the meaning of Shulamite, such as ―Complete One,‖ ―Perfect One‖ or
―Consummated One‖—based on the sense of shalom denoting not just peace but wholeness and contentment.)
It is possible that the Shulamite does not appear in Scripture outside the Song—in which case we have no idea
who she was. In any case, if she was a real person married to Solomon, she was evidently a country maiden
from within the land of Israel—who likely married Solomon early in his reign. It has even been suggested that
Solomon wed the Shulamite prior to David‘s death. Recall that Solomon was crowned king when David was still
alive.
A variant on the understanding of the Song as a historical account of Solomon‘s marriage is the idea that he
may have romanticized the account of a marriage that did not actually live up to the Song‘s portrayal—or even
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that he placed himself into a fictional account that expressed his wish or desire for, and not genuine experience
of, true love. As Glickman writes: ―It‘s an interesting question, whether Solomon ever experienced love or only
glimpsed the ideals he expressed in his Song. I would like to believe he found it. I hate to think of him like
Beethoven, who, deaf at the end of his life, wrote symphonies he would never hear‖ (p. 13).
On the other hand, it is in some ways sadder to think that Solomon did experience true marital happiness early
in his reign and then threw it all away—horrible not just for him, but for the poor, humiliated and crushed bride of
his youth. It is such a tragic picture to contemplate. However, it has been conjectured that the reason we hear
nothing about the Shulamite in the historical record of Solomon‘s life is that she may have died early and gave
him no heir to the throne—thus meaning that she would have been spared from witnessing the vile spectacle
into which his life eventually degenerated. It has even been further speculated that part of what drove Solomon
to his insatiable polygamy was pining over the loss of this his first and only real love—trying in wretched
desperation to recapture it with one woman after another after another after another, all in vain. There may be
something to this, but of course there‘s no way to really know. After all, we don‘t even know if the Shulamite‘s
lover in the Song was Solomon.
Three-character drama—the shepherd hypothesis
That leads us to the next version of the natural interpretation of the book—the historical three character drama,
which postulates two lovers in the Song with King Solomon as an intrusive third figure (again in addition to a
chorus). The driving force behind this proposal is a desire to reconcile the Song with the persistent problem of
Solomon‘s uncontrollable desire for more and more women—a reasonable motivation. As The New Bible
Commentary, which follows this interpretation, explains in its introduction to the Song: ―For it is felt, among
other things, that Solomon is hardly the best example of true, loyal, single-minded love in the light of his 700
wives and 300 concubines and all the dire consequences for the nation that followed in the train of his many
affairs (see 1 Ki. 11). Moreover, Solomon was no shepherd (see Ct. [Canticles or Song] 6:2)‖ (John Balchin,
1970).
The latter point here concerns apparent references in the Song to the lover being a shepherd (1:7-8; 2:16; 6:23)—thus the label ―shepherd hypothesis.‖ However, in the latter two passages here cited, the word ―flock‖ has
been assumed in the NKJV and some other translations, whereas the real idea seems to be of the lover himself
grazing metaphorically on the charms of the woman. The first passage does mention flocks and shepherds and,
though perhaps figurative as well, could refer to actual shepherding work. On this point it should be realized that
Solomon, as the probable author of Ecclesiastes, owned many flocks (2:7)—but whether he personally tended
to them is unknown (though he did have an interest in animals). Furthermore, kings are equated in other
scriptural passages as shepherds over flocks of people—and this was a common motif in the ancient world. So
shepherd imagery could apply to Solomon in this sense as well. Alternatively, some suggest that the shepherdand-shepherdess pairing in the first passage is romantic role-playing, which could apply to people of any
station, including royals.
Again, the primary argument for the shepherd hypothesis or love-triangle theory is Solomon‘s rampant
polygamy—especially since many see the problem as concurrent with the story of the Song because of the
reference in Song 6:8-9 to 60 queens and 80 concubines (though others maintain this is not Solomon‘s harem,
as explained earlier). In addition, this hypothesis accepts references to King Solomon in the Song as meaning
he must be considered a historical character in the drama. That is, he must play a role—and if not the male
lover in the relationship of the story, then the interloper. A good summary of the shepherd hypothesis, though
he himself rejects it, is given by Dr. Gledhill in The Message of the Song of Songs. His explanation and
evaluation follows in a lengthy quotation (along with alternatives or additional comments in brackets):
―The shepherd hypothesis presupposes three main characters: King Solomon, a country shepherd lad and a
young maiden identified as the Shulammite. [Again, some reckon her to be Abishag the Shunammite though
most do not.] The girl and the shepherd boy are very much in love, but Solomon by various means tries to woo
her affections, but ultimately fails. Thus we have a love triangle, rather than a simple romance between the two
young lovers. Since the girl constantly repels the advances of Solomon, so that he finally gives up any claim
over her, the message of the Song is seen as the triumph of faithful loyalty of true love, over against the
seduction of wealth and flattery. Power and privilege cannot erode the true romance of the simple country
lovers.
―There are many slightly different versions of this hypothesis. In all of them, the majority of the girl‘s words have
to be postulated as musings, dreams, soliloquies, reminiscences or flashbacks [as she is supposedly speaking
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of or to her absent lover while in the presence of Solomon or in the confines of his harem]. For one very
detailed outworking of the plot of the drama, see the annotations of the Amplified Bible (3 volume edition) where
the speakers, the addressees, the locales are all precisely identified. The New Bible Commentary also
suggests, albeit rather undogmatically, that the shepherd hypothesis is thebest framework for the interpretation
of the Song, but the details are not always worked out with great precision in the exposition itself.
[Another commentary that follows the shepherd hypothesis, and in a rather dogmatic fashion while focusing on
a higher spiritual meaning, is The Believer‘s Commentary by James Burton and Thelma Coffman (1993), also
known as Coffman‘s Commentary, which is available online. E.W. Bullinger, in the notes of his 1909
Companion Bible, adhered to this approach as well. And the annotations of the 1903 Ferrar Fenton translation
(The Bible in Modern English) also follow a variant of this theory, wherein the Shulamite is Abishag the
Shunammite.]
―In general [among proponents], the plot follows some such sequence as that outlined below. The initial scene
(1:1–2:7) occurs in the apartments of the royal palace [or in the royal caravan tents before returning to
Jerusalem], where there are scores of Solomon‘s beautiful concubines waiting around for the king to enter and
choose one of them for the night. The Shulammite girl is amongst them, having been forcibly abducted by the
king or his servants when he was on one of his inspection tours of the countryside. In 1:2, either one of the
harem is voicing her desire to be selected by the king or else the Shulammite is soliloquizing about her absent
shepherd lover in the countryside. 1:4 is sometimes represented as a chorus from the harem, or as a
continuation of the Shulammite‘s yearning for her lover. The girl is self-conscious about her dark, sun-tanned
complexion, in contrast to the painted ladies of the harem, and defends herself against their hostile stares. She
cries out (1:7) asking to know the whereabouts of her lover, and the harem beauties tell her rather brusquely to
go out and find him herself. She feels trapped like a bird in a golden cage.
―The king enters, spies the newcomer, and praises her beauty in 1:9-11. The girl meanwhile is dreaming of a
rendezvous with her lover in a forest glade, while the king has gone for his meal (1:12) [though some claim she
actually meets up with her lover at this point], and in 2:7 she tells the ladies of the harem not to try to arouse the
king‘s attentions by artificial means [or not to stir up her desires for her lover until he can come and rescue her].
In 2:8 the girl tells how her lover came to her with an invitation to go away with him and asks him (in 2:16-17) to
return again at the end of the day (that is, she did not immediately accede to his request [though some say she
did leave with him initially and that verses 16-17 are a request that he return after his workday]). When he did
not return she became anxious and restless and went out into the night to seek him (3:1-4).
―At some stage the girl manages to get away from the city completely and returns home. Perhaps Solomon has
sent her back. But he never gives up. In 3:6–4:7 [or 4:6 or 4:8] he appears in pomp and splendour, arriving at
the girl‘s home in the country, in his royal carriage, in an attempt to encapture the girl‘s affections. He describes
and praises the girl in conventional flattering tones; but no actual marriage takes place. [Others see the girl
being returned to Jerusalem and Solomon marrying another while making advances toward her.] In 4:8 [or 4:7]–
5:1 the girl hears the appeal of her shepherd lover urging her to escape from the seductive words of the king.
The situation is urgent and he doesn‘t waste time greeting her or praising her. [Some, however, see 4:8 as the
conclusion of Solomon‘s appeal.] She then dreams of his praises (4:9-15), and anticipates the consummation of
their love on their own future wedding day.
[Some, though, believe they are already married, given the use of the word spouse—her brothers having
wrongly annulled their marriage—and that they actually become intimate here.] In 5:2-8 the Shulammite relates
to the harem another troubling dream she had, and in reply to their mocking question [of what makes her lover
special, which seems odd if her lover were Solomon, whom they would well know], she gives an impassioned
description of him in 5:10-16. The king enters in 6:4 and praises her extravagantly, and tells her that even
queens and concubines [typically the other women of his harem in this view] have praised her, using the words
of 6:10. The girl interrupts this flow of praise and explains how she was abducted in the royal chariot [prior to
the beginning of the story] to be taken away to the harem in the palace (6:11-12). All the harem have missed
her at the palace, and they beg her to return so that they might admire her beauty. (This involves a change of
attitude to her on their part.) The king again praises her in 7:1-9, but the girl makes a further refusal.
―7:10 is a reaffirmation of her love for the young shepherd. Solomon realizes that his pursuit has been futile and
lets her go. She calls for her shepherd lover in 7:11 and waits for him, dreaming of her relationship with him [or
she actually joins up with him and speaks to him]. 8:5 then records her return to the village on the arm of her
beloved. The girl (in 8:8) recalls her former state as a young girl and her brothers‘ discussion about her future.
8:11-12 represent the girl‘s final repudiation of Solomon in the presence of her lover, family and friends. In 8:13,
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the shepherd lad says, ‗Your companions in the harem have been listening to your voice; now let me hear it.‘
The girl responds (8:14) with an urgent call to her lover to take her to their home on the mountain slopes.
―A number of points need to be made in regard to this hypothesis. Firstly, since this interpretation casts
Solomon in the role of villain, it can hardly take the title of 1:1 as a statement of Solomonic authorship [that is,
unless Solomon wrote the Song while repentant at the end of his life]. Secondly, it takes the role of Solomon, in
the supposed narrative plot, seriously. It makes sense of Solomon‘s rejection in 8:12 [if that is what this
disputed verse means]. It takes the rural/city contrast literally. However, a number of severe criticisms may be
levelled against the hypothesis. There are no examples elsewhere in the literature of the Ancient Near-East of
any kind of love triangles. Also the schema of the narrative plot requires an ingenious series of dream
sequences, musings and reveries, which effectively amounts to a reordering of the text. Some of the scenarios
seem so contrived as to be unbelievable: for example, the shepherd boy coming into the palace and whispering
to the Shulammite through the lattice window of the quarters of the harem [which would have been strictly
guarded]. A more serious objection is that the hypothesis requires the text to be interpreted against the natural
flow of the dialogue. For example, the verses 1:9-11 are interpreted as being the gross coarse compliments of a
carnal flatterer, whilst 1:13-14 [without reaction to the former] are the beautiful sincere words of the girl‘s
compliments directed toward her absent lover, even though Solomon is supposedly present. It is much more
natural to suppose that in these verses two lovers are praising each other in a direct verbal exchange, rather
than a dialogue at cross purposes. It takes a very great leap of mental ingenuity to describe as flattery and
sincere praise two sets of verses written in identical styles.
―However, it has to be admitted that once the hypothesis has become firmly embedded in the mind, it is very
difficult to eradicate its influence when trying to read the text from any other perspective. In my opinion, the
hypothesis, while taking seriously the carnality of King Solomon, is nothing more than an artificial edifice
ingeniously superimposed on an enigmatic text, and ultimately is unconvincing‖ (pp. 25-26). Yet Gledhill then
goes on to reject a unifying plot in the Song altogether, which itself seems to be a mistake, based on the overall
structure of the Song, as explained earlier.
There are further problems with the shepherd hypothesis as generally presented that should be taken into
consideration. One is the arbitrary nature in some cases of the shift in speaker or addressee to ―make it all fit.‖
We will illustrate some of these as we go through the book. Another related problem is the minimized role of
grammatical gender and the lovers‘ endearment terms for each other as indicative of who is speaking. That is,
male pronouns and adjectives in this case could refer to either Solomon or the lover, and in this view both the
lover and Solomon refer to the woman as ra‗yati, ―my love/companion‖ (e.g., see 1:15; 2:10; 4:1; 6:4)—which is
problematic besides making the story all the more confusing.
Another difficulty is the question of why Solomon‘s lustful flattery would be set as beautiful lyrical poetry in the
Song in the same manner as the wholesome, loving descriptions from the shepherd. We could perhaps imagine
some short statements about Solomon trying to win the woman illustrated with a few of his words. But why set
quite lengthy lustful and seductive discourses from him to poetry and song to be sung? Yet another problem
concerns the overarching poetic structure of the Song mentioned above. It is hard to see how the threecharacter drama fits with the Song‘s symmetry around the central pivot of Song 4:16–5:1. There have been
proposed arrangements that do not take these verses as the hinge point. Dr. Bullinger, for instance, in following
a variant of the shepherd hypothesis, presented the following symmetrical structure in his introduction to the
Song in The Companion Bible:
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The central shift in the poetic structure here occurs between Song 3:5 and 3:6. Again, however, 4:16–5:1 is
more clearly the actual central pivot, given, as we earlier saw, both the symmetrical pattern of specific words
and phrases throughout the Song and the equal number of poetic lines before and after this point. So while the
above outline bears a symmetrical appearance, it would seem to contradict the true symmetry of the Song.
Moreover, Bullinger‘s outline here is dependent on critical assumptions about the identities of the characters of
the Song rather than on the subject matter of the sections of the Song. Thus it is a far less reliable schema.
It is worth mentioning that The Broadman Bible Commentary follows the three-character drama but with a wildly
different spin—portraying the Shulamite‘s example as a bad one of illicit love. This seems rather unlikely, but it
is illustrative of just how pliable the three-person plotline can be—unrestricted as it is without the natural
constraints of the two-person progression.
The story follows this way: ―The maiden was reared in a village household with several brothers (2:9; 1:6; 6:9).
As she rapidly approached puberty she, as well as her brothers, protected her chastity (8:9). But when she
achieved womanly maturity, she fell in love with a shepherd and gave herself to him (8:10; 7:2-12). Despite her
brothers‘ anger and community disapproval, she continued the relationship (1:6; 8:1). Clandestine meetings
were effected (1:16, 17; 8:2-4; 5:2-7) despite efforts at separation. The exceeding beauty of the maiden came to
the attention of Solomon, who desired her for his harem…. An agreement was reached, one most profitable to
the family, and the maiden went into the harem of Solomon (1:4; 3:6-11). Discounting lavish court inducements
she scorned the position of harem favorite (8:11-12) and continued to have furtive meetings with her lover
(1:12; 8:13). She longed for her shepherd lover knowing that she possessed an impossible love, one which
could never be truly fulfilled (8:6-7). The maiden‘s pitiful laments rend the heart (1:7; 2:6, 7; 3:1, 5; 5:6a, 8; 8:1,
3-4). Her longing, despair, and destructive jealousy make this book a hauntingly tragic work‖ (John Bunn,
1971).
This, of course, has all the typical problems of the three-person drama—and then some. In this case, a few
scattered verses are taken a certain way to paint an overall picture, which everything else is then forced into.
We will address some of these points as we come to them in the book. Still, despite the significant problems we
have noted, it is possible that the shepherd hypothesis is correct. One way to make it a seemingly more
reasonable proposition would be to understand King Solomon as a silent character in the story—so that all the
lines attributed to him under the shepherd hypothesis, as it is commonly conceived, would instead be spoken by
the shepherd lover. That is, all male speech in the Song (except for the possible male chorus lines) would come
from the lover—but none from Solomon. Furthermore, no speech of the woman would be addressed to
Solomon until the very end in Song 8:12, when she refers to him by name (though even this could be soliloquy
rather than actual address). The story would then conform in its speech to the more natural two-character
progression though in its overall setting to the three-character drama—that is, the woman having been brought
to Solomon‘s harem against her will (explaining the references to the king). Solomon‘s wedding procession in
3:6-11 would be the distracting goings on at court while the lovers slipped away to be together (in 4:1–5:1). The
central focus of 4:16–5:1 could perhaps conceivably be explained by this marking not the initial consummation
of marriage but the joyous intimate reunion of an already-married couple (though not the end of their ordeal).
One point against this, however, would be if 1:7–2:7 and 2:8-17 represent earlier clandestine meetings between
the lovers—though the first passage might be a duet of longing soliloquies and the second a recollection of their
time together before her abduction. The statement about the king being held captive by the woman‘s tresses in
7:5 would be the lover‘s use of this fact as an element of praise—that is to say, ―Even the king has fallen for
your beauty.‖ Such an approach could fit within the symmetrical pattern of the Song—for this approach is
essentially a two-character one.
Yet problems remain. Chief among them is the fact that it is nowhere stated that the woman was abducted into
Solomon‘s harem, despite some reading Song 6:11-12 this way. Furthermore, the multiple mentions of the word
―spouse‖ or ―bride‖ in chapter 4 following a wedding procession at the end of chapter 3 gives the strong
appearance of the wedding being that of the lovers. In a natural reading of the Song, there seems nothing
preventing the male lover and the king from being one and the same. Again, it is the issue of Solomon‘s
polygamy that pushes for another explanation.
In any event, the shepherd hypothesis, whether in its usual form or pared down, is clearly debatable, and no
version of the idea should be embraced without proper consideration of its attendant difficulties.
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Alternative two-character love song—anonymous-character or fictional
The problems of the three-character drama give greater appeal to the two-character storyline wherein the lover
is Solomon. Yet again we are still left with the difficulties of his life. While it is possible that the Song concerns a
proposed initial marriage prior to his marrying the Egyptian princess, as was put forward previously, this is only
supposition—and would be wrong if the queens and concubines of Song 6:8-9 refer to his harem (though this is
by no means clear). In any event, there are other versions of the natural interpretation that render Solomon‘s
polygamy irrelevant to the Song. These involve understanding Solomon and the Shulamite (Solomon and the
Solomoness), or king and queen, as generic distinctions for a bride and groom—so that the lovers in the Song
are anonymous or representative persons, as characters in love songs usually are.
One variant of this is the concept of the wedding song. Commentator Roland Murphy (Hermeneia
Commentaries) notes that the literary theory relating the Song to ancient Hebrew marriage rites ―gained
surprising new affirmation during the final decades of the nineteenth century. Primary impetus for further
development of this view came from J.G. Wetzstein‘s study of modern Syrian wedding customs. Among the
village nuptial practices that Wetzstein [who was German consul to Syria] suggested had pertinent parallels in
the Song were a seven-day cycle of festivities [as in ancient biblical weddings], in which the espoused couple
was honored as royalty [king and queen]; extravagant praising of the physical charms of bride and groom (the
Arabic wasf); and even performance by the bride of a curiously war-like ‗sword dance‘‖ (p. 39).
The wasf is compared to praise discourses in the Song. As Harper‘s Bible Commentary explains: ―The wasf, a
specific kind of passage describing the human body, appears several times in the Song within different types of
lyrics. Although not found anywhere in the Bible outside the Song, the wasf is common in Arabic literature and
takes its name from an Arabic word meaning ‗description.‘ Wasfs, or fragments of wasfs, appear in the following
places in the Song: 4:1-7; 5:9-16; 6:4-7; and 6:13–7:5. Fairly rigid in form, the wasf is essentially a catalogue
that proceeds in sequence—from top to bottom or bottom to top—to depict parts of the male or female physique
in metaphors drawn from the realms of nature and artifice‖ (Marcia Falk, introduction to the Song of Songs). It is
noteworthy that such occurred in Syrian Arab wedding custom. And the wedding sword dance mentioned above
is thought to possibly parallel the ―dance of the two camps‖ in Song 6:13. Of course, village customs of the
1800s are not a reliable indicator of biblical-period traditions, yet it is at least plausible that Syrian Arab wedding
traditions are of ancient provenance—especially given their continuance of the biblical custom of a seven-day
wedding feast (see Genesis 29:27; Judges 14:12).
It has been proposed, on the above basis, that the Song of Songs is composed of seven different sections or
groupings of poems that were sung over the course of the seven days of a wedding celebration. Yet there is no
real proof of that. Indeed, the majority of the Song does not appear to concern the wedding of its couple,
especially given the separation episodes. And there are praise segments apparently unrelated to the wedding.
As Dr. Fox states in The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs: ―We should…observe that the
wasfs among the Egyptian love songs…are in no way set in the context of weddings…. The Arabic wasfs
themselves are sung on various occasions, not just at weddings, nor are the numerous wasfs in the Arabian
Nights set in weddings. There is therefore no reason to assume that the wasfs in Canticles must be wedding
songs‖ (p. 232). Yet Fox makes an unwarranted leap in concluding on this basis that the couple in the Song is
unmarried throughout—for we must consider the repeated mentions of ―spouse‖ and the biblical context of
proper sexuality. Moreover, a wedding procession does appear to be part of the Song (see 3:6-11). The New
American Commentary more fairly assesses: ―While the song does appear to focus on the wedding of the man
and woman, that does not mean that it was sung at weddings or describes in any detail the ancient Israelite
wedding ceremony‖ (p. 364).
Furthermore, even if the Song or parts of it did come to be sung at weddings, that does not mean it was
composed for this purpose. The same commentary embraces the view of the Song as a more general love
song—though, in parallel to the idea above, one in which the bride and groom are represented as king and
queen, as Solomon and the Solomoness. The commentary maintains: ―The song is love poetry and should not
be interpreted as a historical event. The ‗Solomon‘ of the poetry is likely a ‗poetic symbol.‘ It may seem strange
that Solomon, as author, would make himself a poetic symbol for the glory of the bridegroom. That difficulty is
acknowledged here, but one must recall that Solomon appears to have taken on the role of the quintessential
Eastern monarch, with all the glory and splendor that implies, as a deliberate and self-conscious act (1 Kgs 7:112; 9:10–11:3). Therefore Solomon could have set himself in the song as a ‗poetic symbol‘ for the splendor of
the bridegroom. At the same time, one cannot exclude the possibility that the song was written by a court poet
in Solomon‘s palace; in that case, the use of Solomon as a ‗poetic symbol‘ is not only possible but likely. Even if
it were penned by a court-poet, however, it would have been ‗published‘ with the knowledge and probably direct
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involvement of the king himself. The text is not a record of historical events in Solomon‘s life. In love every
groom is King Solomon, a shepherd, and even a gazelle; and every bride is a princess and country maiden.
This special status conferred on the man and woman is easier to understand by recognizing them as bride and
groom‖ (p. 365).
In essence, the idea here is that ―the two lovers are Everyman and Everywoman and have nothing to do with
Solomon‖ (Gledhill, p. 23). Consider the parallel of love songs that are sung today. The characters in these,
even the songs with stories, are not usually meant to be viewed as particular individuals—but are more
universally applicable for a wide audience. Often listeners can imagine themselves and those they love in the
lyrics of the songs. Such songs are essentially realistic fiction—not necessarily true, but true to life. Such a song
may even be based on real circumstances the songwriter has been through or is aware of—though the
characters often remain anonymous and he is free to alter or embellish the story to stress whatever aspects he
desires.
More cogent parallels can be drawn with ancient Egyptian love songs composed close in time to the reign of
Solomon, as mentioned earlier. The NIV Archaeological Study Bible comments:
―These poems astutely but sometimes comically portray the emotional turmoil of young love, with striking
similarities to Song of Songs. Papyrus Harris 500: A young man and woman sing of their passionate love for
each other. The dialogue-like parts for the male and female singers are similar to what we see in the Song. In
some of these texts the female sings a soliloquy about her love; this too has parallels in the Song. Cairo Love
Songs: Recorded on a vase, they include the songs of a young woman who declares her devotion to her lover,
and those of a young man, who yearns to be with her…. Chester Beatty Papyrus I Love Songs: again include
parts for male and female singers, in which they describe the intensity of their passion and their frustration at
being kept apart….
―The Egyptian poetry displays several parallels to the Song of Songs. Structurally they are similar in that both
have parts for male and female singers. They also share similar metaphors and imagery. A few examples of
common elements include:
• The beloved is called ‗brother‘ or ‗sister‘ as a term of endearment (SS 4:9).
• In the Egyptian texts the woman asserts that her man‘s love is better than beer (the favorite Egyptian
beverage). In the Song, his love is preferable to wine (1:2).
• In the Egyptian poems the woman calls for her lover to come like a horse dashing to a battlefield; in the Song
she summons him to hasten to her like a young stag (e.g., 8:14).
• In both cases the woman is said to be a flower (2:1). • In each instance either the man or the woman is likened
to a tree (2:3).
• The door image is important to both
(5:2-7). [We will note various parallels in going through the book.]
―At the same time, Egyptian poetry and the Song have significant differences:
• Egyptian lovers often invoke Hathor, the goddess of love, in their quest to win over their beloved. The Biblical
texts [rejecting idolatry and idolatrous parity between false gods and the true God] never suggest that God can
be persuaded by a love-struck youth to manipulate someone to fall in love with him or her.
• The Egyptian songs, but not the Song of Songs, often focus on youthful infatuation and thus include some
frivolous elements.
• The Egyptian poems are generally lighthearted, intended as humorous entertainment. Song of Songs takes a
much more serious look at the significance of sexual love.
―It is impossible and unnecessary to deny that the Egyptian texts influenced the poetry of Song of Songs. In
fact, this poetry gives us a strong reason to date Song of Songs to the age of Solomon, who not only lived near
the time the Egyptian songs were being written but also maintained good relations with Egypt. Even so, the
content, complexity and theological significance of Song of Songs require us to regard it not as an imitation but
as an original, canonical text‖ (―Ancient Love Poetry,‖ p. 1035).
In comparing the Egyptian love songs with the Song of Songs, Fox sees a parallel with the man and woman as
king and queen, but not because they are bride and groom as in the wedding interpretation. Rather, as he
explains, this is language of mutual exaltation in love generally. ―In a similar vein,‖ as he notes regarding songs
of the Papyrus Harris 500 group, ―the Egyptian girl in no. 13 calls her lover ‗my prince‘ and the girl in no. 17
calls hers ‗prince of my heart.‘ Similarly the girl in no. 8 [in perhaps the closest parallel] says, ‗I am the Mistress
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of the Two Lands {i.e., the queen of Egypt} when I am with you.‘ The lovers are called kings, princes, and
queens because of the way love makes them feel about each other and about themselves‖ (p. 98).
Of course, both factors, bride and groom epithets as well as mutual exaltation, could be at play in the
terminology of king and royal bride, or Solomon and Solomoness, in the Song of Songs—though with a higher
purpose in mind than the Egyptian songs. At first blush, we might dismiss even the possibility of fiction as out of
place in God‘s holy Word of truth. Yet the Bible contains some examples of fiction. Consider Jesus‘ parables.
The story of the Good Samaritan is one we may be familiar with. Despite its details, the story is not to be taken
as one that really happened. It appears to be fictional—but the story was crafted to illustrate a truthful point. The
same goes for a number of other stories Jesus told: the prodigal son, the lost sheep, the pearl of great price,
Lazarus and the rich man, the laborers in the vineyard, etc. These stories were not all true in a historical sense
but were true to life. This is not to imply that the Song of Songs is a lengthy, elaborate parable—though some
think it is—but rather to show that it could likewise be a fictional or fictionalized story, albeit one true to life,
designed to teach something important.
There may be evidence, however, of an underlying true story in the Song based on the fact that the girl is under
the care of her brothers and mother, her father apparently having died—a picture which is not ideal and
perhaps not typical. On the other hand, this may have been more common than might be supposed, as David‘s
reign was marked by wars and a number of fathers may have been missing in Israelite society of that day. So
this story element alone is not necessarily evidence of a truly historical plotline. And even if it is historical, the
characters would be unidentified if Solomon and the Shulamite are representative depictions. However, another
factor that argues for historicity rather than fiction is the woman telling the daughters of Jerusalem to not look
down on her because of her darkened skin from working outside. Such a confrontation would not seem
applicable to brides generally. Yet it is possible that Solomon and bride are intended literally, in the sense of
identity and certain story points, but that elements of their story are fictional to apply more broadly. In such
case, Solomon in the Song could be a more idealized version of the real person.
Interpretation of the Song of Songs as a fictional or anonymous-character love story immediately resolves the
problem of trying to accommodate Solomon‘s polygamy. Furthermore, it removes the problem, not often
considered, of the Song‘s readers or listeners intruding on the privacy of an actual married couple. Can you
imagine your private bedroom dialogue with your spouse becoming a song to perform for the nation or a book
of the Bible for the world to read? Are our actual private sexual experiences in marriage something we ought to
sing to our neighbors about? A fictional or anonymous love song at least seems a more appropriate public
teaching platform for appreciating and expressing marital love.
Of course, somewhat alleviating that problem even in the case of a strictly historical drama is that the speech of
the man and woman in the Song would still be in a sense fictionalized. That is because, as mentioned at the
outset of examining the natural interpretation of the Song, the lyrics of the Song are poetry. They should not,
even in a historical interpretation, be considered as literal quotations of the man and woman—for people do not
naturally speak to one another in poetry.
Other characters or parts in the Song
On a related point, we should understand the chorus—as represented at least by the ―daughters of
Jerusalem‖—in a poetic context as well. Those who take the Song as a historical account of Solomon and his
bride typically view the other women in the story in one of these ways: as other wives of Solomon‘s harem
(which introduces the problem of his polygamy); as the woman‘s bridesmaids, friends or court ladies in waiting;
or as women of Jerusalem generally (and in the refrains as representing all Israelite girls who would hear the
Song). The followers of the three-character drama typically see the women as other harem wives. Those who
accept a fictional or anonymous-character interpretation see the women in similar terms (minus the harem
view), depending on the context. In all these perspectives, including the historical ones, it is not necessary that
dialogue with the women at every turn be understood as a literal occurrence.
The New International Commentary on the Old Testament says: ―Throughout the Song we hear from a group of
women who are variously identified as ‗daughters of Jerusalem‘ (e.g., 1:5), ‗daughters of Zion‘ (e.g., 3:11), or
simply ‗young women‘ (e.g., 1:3). Indeed, in some contexts, they are assumed to be the audience for the
woman‘s addresses without being explicitly mentioned (1:5-6). It is intriguing to suggest that these references
apply to the same group of women. While we state this, however, we must be careful also to safeguard against
the idea that these are real women. Like the woman and the man of the Song, the women are a literary device,
and the question is not so much who are they as what is their function within the poems [of the Song]. However,
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it is possible to suggest that they have a distinct character, which is signaled in 1:5 by their association with
Jerusalem. In a word, they are city girls, young and naïve, inexperienced in matters of love. It is here that they
find their functions as a sounding board, a contrast, and students of the woman.
―(1) Sounding board: In some poems the women serve as a backdrop to the speeches of the woman, asking
her questions that stir longer speeches or reacting to her comments. A good example of this function is found in
5:9, where the young women ask the woman to describe her man, inspiring her moving description of him in
5:10-16. At times the women go beyond mere sounding board in their reaction to the woman and her actions. In
1:4, e.g., they confirm the woman‘s choice of the man, and in 5:1b they provide an outside witness to the joy of
the union between the two [though there is a question as to who is speaking in this case]. (2) Contrast: The
women are associated with Jerusalem, the leading city of Israel. As such, they stand in contrast with the
woman, who is identified with country settings—vineyard, orchard, nut grove. It seems that her defensive
response to the fact that she has been darkened by the sun in 1:5-6 may be in reaction to the softness of city
girls. (3) Sometimes, however, the woman, experienced in love, instructs the young women to be careful not to
easily enter into this potentially dangerous relationship [or to avoid intimate relations until the proper time]
(…2:7; 3:5; 8:4)‖ (Longman, pp. 16-17).
We should also remember that the Song is just that—a song—and that the women constitute a chorus, as
noted above. The New American Commentary contends: ―In the Song…only three singing parts are evident: a
male, a female, and a female chorus. While one could hypothesize that there are more than these three parts
(e.g., a male chorus), such a hypothesis is supported by little if any information in the text itself. Some theorize,
for example, that 8:8-9 is sung by a male chorus of ‗brothers,‘ but evidence is lacking. In the absence of any
compelling reason to suppose otherwise, it is best to assume that there are only three basic parts‖ (note on
1:1). It may well be, however, that 8:8-9 is sung by a male chorus, a point we will consider when we come to
these verses in our reading. Another place where a male chorus may be indicated is in Song 3:11. The same
commentary assigns verses 6-11, apparently concerning the wedding procession, to the female chorus. Yet
verse 11 instructs the daughters of Zion to go forth—which seems inconsistent with the designation of the
chorus itself elsewhere as the daughters of Jerusalem.
Symbolic interpretation
Many have viewed the story of the two lovers in the Song as emblematic of the relationship between God and
His people. The New Open Bible notes: ―In the Old Testament, Israel is regarded as the bride of Yahweh (see
Is. 54:5, 6; Jer. 2:2; Ezek. 16:8-14; Hos. 2:16-20). In the New Testament, the Church is seen as the bride of
Christ (see 2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:23-25; Rev. 19:7-9; 21:9). The Song of Solomon illustrates the former and
anticipates the latter‖ (introduction to the Song of Solomon). Among those of this opinion, there has been wide
variance in the degree of figurative interpretation promoted and the meaning derived from such interpretation.
Many historically have argued for strict allegory, wherein essentially all is considered symbolically. More popular
in recent times is typology, or type-antitype parallelism, wherein a story is taken literally but elements are seen
as a representative type of a bigger picture, the antitype. Let‘s consider these perspectives.
Allegory vs. allegorizing
As was earlier mentioned, the primary strategy for interpreting the Song of Solomon for most of the Christian
era was to approach it as an allegory. In allegory, the meaning of a text is not its plain sense. Rather, what is
written is symbolic throughout of a hidden meaning below the surface in an extended metaphor. Jewish
interpreters for most of the past 2,000 years have generally read the Song as an allegory of the relationship
between God and Israel (or of the mystical union of God and the individual soul) while theologians of
Christendom have seen it as portraying the relationship between Christ and the Church (or between Christ and
the individual Christian). In both cases, a natural interpretation of the Song as written is essentially disregarded
as irrelevant in favor of the deeper, mystical meaning. (Again, this is not the same as a typological
understanding, which accepts the literal story at face value yet sees representative elements in it as well.)
In considering the allegorical approach, we must distinguish between allegory and reading a text as allegory.
The New International Commentary on the Old Testament commences its discussion on the matter with this
important distinction: ―Before beginning our survey of Jewish and Christian allegories, we need to define our
terms. We need to make a distinction between an allegorical piece of literature and an allegorical interpretative
strategy. The former is an intentional piece of writing: an author intends the reader to take the surface meaning
of his text as symbolic of another level of meaning. In the words of The Princeton Encyclopedia of Poetry and
Poetics, ‗We have allegory when the events of a narrative obviously and continuously refer to another
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simultaneous structure of events or ideas, whether historical events, moral or philosophical ideas, or natural
phenomena.‘ A key aspect of this interpretation is the adverb ‗obviously.‘ A good example of an allegory is the
still popular work Pilgrim‘s Progress by John Bunyan. That this work is an allegory is blatantly obvious. The
main character is named Christian, and he is on a journey to the Celestial City. On his journey, he encounters
obstacles like the Slough of Despond. It would be impossible for even the average reader to avoid the belowthe-surface meaning, because it is not too far below the surface‖ (p. 23). Reading an obvious allegory as just
that is not so much an interpretive strategy as it is a quite natural reading.
There are examples of clear allegorical accounts in Scripture: ―The Bible does contain allegories. In Judges 9
Abimelech had his brothers murdered in order to clear his way to the throne. However, the youngest brother
Jotham escaped and then returned after Abimelech proclaimed himself king. Jotham told a story about how the
trees chose a king for themselves. The trees went to the most productive and most dignified of their fellow trees
first, trees like the olive, the fig, and the vine, but they all rejected the idea. They were too busy being
productive. Finally they went to the thornbush and asked that useless plant to rule over them, and it accepted.
Not only did it accept, but it began to display qualities and powers well beyond its nature. It would provide
shade for all the other trees, and it threatened even the mighty cedar with fire. Jotham‘s allegory is a clear and
consistent allegory that satirized Abimelech and the office of the king‖ (p. 23). Here too, reading this particular
story as allegory is a natural approach—following the clearly intended meaning.
Yet the Song of Solomon displays no obvious characteristics of allegory. Of itself, the Song ―has no signals that
it is to be read in any other way than as a love song. No one can dispute this fact‖ (p. 23). Indeed, if the Song
were found outside the context of the Bible (especially if the biblical king Solomon and biblical places were not
named within it), no one would ever dream of interpreting it as an allegory of the love between God and His
people. So this is not a matter of reading obvious allegory as allegory—rather it is one of assuming a meaning
other than the one clearly presented.
As Dr. Carr (Tyndale Commentaries) notes: ―Allegorizing as a method of interpreting Scripture [when the sense
of a passage is not obviously allegorical] is something radically different. Basic to allegorical method is the idea
that a given passage contains no factual or historically true record of any past event, but is merely a vehicle for
some deeper spiritual truth. The grammatical-historical [or literal] meaning of the text is ignored so that what the
original author said takes second place to what the interpreter wants to say‖ (p. 21)—that is, what the
interpreter chooses to believe divine inspiration must have intended by the passage per his presuppositions.
Proposed meanings are thus rather subjective and wildly varied, as we will later see in regard to the Song of
Songs. Sometimes this involves translating words to mean something other than their natural sense in context.
Allegorizing as an interpretive strategy for difficult texts is traced to ancient Greece. Carr explains: ―While the
allegorical method found a friendly home in Hebrew and Christian circles as early as [the Hellenized Jewish
philosopher] Philo (20 BC–AD 54) and [the Catholic theologian] Origen (AD 185–254), it is originally a pagan
Greek method of interpretation. Theogenes of Rhegium (c. 520 BC) was in the vanguard of the philosophical
schools which were attempting to re-interpret the ancient works of Homer and Hesiod to make them more
acceptable to the enlightened citizens of the Greek city-states.
Since the gods of Homer and Hesiod‘s writings were immoral, unjust, unpredictable, capricious, vindictive, and
generally rather unlovely characters who nevertheless were intimately bound up with the life and popular
feelings of the people, the philosophers felt it necessary to try to impose their own more advanced beliefs on
the structure of the older popular literature. This they accomplished by allegorizing.
They denied the [seemingly intended] historical reality and obvious teachings of the older writers, yet at the
same time used their widespread acceptance among the common people as a base. The stories of the gods
were not meant to be taken literally, they argued, but were only vehicles to convey the real hidden or secret
meanings which the commentators knew. During the centuries before Christ, this method was developed and
refined among the Greeks, eventually finding its way to the intellectual centres of Alexandria in Egypt, where
first the Jew Aristobulus (c. 160 BC) and then Philo and Origen introduced the method into the study of the
biblical materials.
―Applied to the biblical texts, the allegorical method proceeded in the same way. The literal or historical situation
described in the text is ignored, either because it never happened, or because the events described are, for
theological or aesthetic reasons, considered incapable of yielding any suitable sense or teaching. Those
commentators who allegorize the Song ignore the male/female relationship so vividly described in the poem,
and interpret the whole book in terms of God‘s dealing with Israel or Christ‘s relationship with his Church.
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Underlying most of this sort of handling of the text is an implicit acceptance of Platonic or Gnostic belief that
physical things, particularly those related to sexuality, are intrinsically evil, and are to be shunned by those who
are seeking the spiritual life‖ (pp. 22-23). There is evidently some truth to this being a motivating factor here—
especially in Catholic Christian treatment—though this is not the sole motivation for the allegorical interpretation
of the Song, as we will see.
And a clarification should be interjected here lest there be some confusion. We have already seen examples of
the natural interpretation that consider the Song a fictional yet representative portrayal of a loving couple‘s
relationship. This is not the same as the allegorical approach to the Song, which assumes that a relationship
between a literal man and woman is not in any sense the real subject matter of the Song—whether historically
or fictionally. With this background, let‘s take a look at Jewish and Christian allegorical interpretation.
Origins and basis of Jewish allegorical interpretation
It is hard to pin down the beginnings of the allegorical approach to the Song of Songs. Orthodox Jewish
interpreters themselves would debate this, believing that Solomon wrote it as allegory to begin with—so that, as
they see it, the interpretation has always properly been allegorical. However, the earliest clear evidence we
have of Jewish allegorical interpretation is the early medieval period. We‘ll briefly trace the development of this
view among Jews and Christians and then note some examples of allegorical reading.
In his Hermeneia commentary, Roland Murphy points out: ―The earliest stages in the interpretation of the Song
are far from certain. The relative poverty of our knowledge in this regard needs to be emphasized, if only to
counter the common assumption that the ‗history‘ of interpretation begins with a firm Jewish tradition of
allegorical or spiritualizing exposition, in which the Song was understood to celebrate the love between God
and Israel, and that this tradition was simply taken over with slight adaptation by the early church. The fact is,
however, that we know very little about early Jewish readings of the Song, apart from the quite literal renderings
of it preserved in the Greek and Syriac translations….While the Targum [an Aramaic explanatory paraphrase]
and the Midrash Rabbah to the Song amply attest Jewish symbolical exposition, these sources in their received
forms date only to the Middle Ages, even if some elements in them may plausibly be associated with secondcentury circumstances. In short, the
classical Jewish interpretation of the Song came to be ‗allegorical,‘ but we are unable to trace the roots of this
interpretation with any certainty or even to be sure that it began in pre-Christian times‖ (pp. 12-14).
The Targum to the Song, ―written between ca. A.D. 700 and 900…reads the Song as a redemptive history that
began with the Exodus and ends with a section on the description of the Messianic period (7:14–8:7), but with
two ‗flashbacks‘ (8:8-10 and 8:11-14) to the days before the consummation of history. [Commentator] R. Loewe
argues that the Targum plays down the Messiah and his reign as part of an anti-Christian polemic. By this time,
Christians have appropriated a distinctive type of allegorical interpretation of the Song, and Loewe notes
[possible] swipes at it as well as implicit criticisms of Jewish mystical interpretations of the Song‖ (NICOT, pp.
24-25). It is interesting to consider Jewish interpretation as a reaction to early Catholic allegorizing, rather than
Christians deriving the allegorical approach from Jewish tradition. This may be, but one might wonder why the
Jewish reaction would not simply be to deny an allegorical approach altogether and affirm a natural marriage
interpretation (as this would seem to be no hindrance to Jewish sensibilities)—unless a Jewish allegorical or
mystical interpretation was already extant.
Predating the Targum is a relevant statement in the Mishnah, which was written down around A.D. 200. After
quoting Song 3:11 about Solomon‘s marriage, the Mishnah says that the day of his marriage ―refers to the day
on which the Law was given [i.e., at Sinai], and ‗the day of the joy of his heart‘ was that when the building of the
Temple was completed‖ (Taanith 4:8)—thus equating ―Solomon‖ here to God in His relationship with Israel.
Earlier still was the statement the Mishnah records of Rabbi Akiva from around the year 100, quoted at the
outset of our introduction, that refers to the Song of Songs as the ―Holy of Holies‖ among the holy writings.
There is some disagreement as to whether the writings here are the Writings division of Scripture or the entire
Hebrew Bible. In favor of the latter as Akiva‘s intent is his accompanying statement that all the ages are not
worth the day the Song was given to Israel. Elevating it above the other Writings and probably the rest of
Scripture (an errant conclusion either way to be sure), Akiva almost certainly held to a figurative, spiritual
interpretation of the Song. This is the earliest evidence we have of a possible allegorical understanding of the
Song.
A figurative view of the Song among rabbinic interpreters, whether allegorical or perhaps initially typological,
probably developed out of a desire to explain the book‘s place in the Bible—given its lack of reference to God or
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anything religious, its highly erotic nature and the problem of Solomon as the celebrated husband, given his
1,000 women—as well as its connection to Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread. Akiva‘s statement
began with a rejection of the notion that there was some question about the canonicity of the book. Some
debate his remark, but we earlier cited a Mishnaic quote attributing the writing down of the Song, along with
Isaiah, Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, to Hezekiah and his colleagues around 700 B.C.—showing that its place in
Scripture was at least believed to extend that far back. Furthermore, there is good reason to believe that
compilation of the Old Testament was completed with Ezra around 400 B.C.
Wrapped up in this matter is the interesting question of whether Ezra arranged the Megilloth, the festival scrolls
within the Writings division, in the order we have them today in Hebrew Bibles. The Song of Songs is first
among these festival scrolls, and is understood to correspond, as noted above, to Passover and the Days of
Unleavened Bread. While this associative placement may have been due merely to the theme of spring and
love in bloom throughout the Song, an association was in any case drawn between the Song and the early
spring festival period. If this association dates back to Ezra or before, it would have fueled belief in an
underlying spiritual connection between the Song and the meaning of the Passover season (and verses
describing God‘s relationship with Israel as a marriage would have made this easier). Indeed, the Passover–
Unleavened Bread connection may well lend support to a typological view of the song, as Ezra himself may
have been aware of such a connection if the arrangement was his doing (with the guidance of the Holy Spirit).
Of course, a spiritual connection between Passover and the Song would not itself justify an interpretation of fullblown allegory. For, as noted before, there is nothing in the Song itself that would indicate that it should be read
as an allegory. Again, a problem with Solomon‘s role could have been a factor here. In the allegorical approach
his name is viewed not as his name at all, but as a designation for God: ―He to whom peace belongs.‖
Furthermore, the introduction of the pagan Greek allegorical method, as referred to above, could also have
been influential in driving a figurative reinterpretation of the Song.
While the Jews did not traditionally follow a pagan low view of the physical world, this was starting to catch on
among some in the late B.C. period. And even among those without a disdain for things of the flesh, such
matters as romance and marital love outside the sphere of religious regulation might still have seemed an odd
choice for the primary theme of a scriptural book.
Again, add to this the passages referring to a marriage relationship between God and Israel. And perhaps of
very significant influence was the allegorical and prophetic Song of the Vineyard in Isaiah 5:1-7, wherein Isaiah
sings ―a song of my Beloved regarding His vineyard‖ (verse 1)—the Beloved being God and the vineyard being
Israel. When Isaiah‘s book was read, this song would probably have evoked thoughts of the Song of Solomon,
in which the man is the beloved and the woman refers to herself as a vineyard.
After quoting Akiva regarding the Song of Songs being the ―holy of holies,‖ the Jewish ArtScroll Stone Edition
Tanach‘s introduction to the Song comments: ―What is it about this song that raises it to so lofty a plane? The
question is especially perplexing if Song of Songs is taken literally, for it appears to be a song of uncommon
passion; it seems out of place among Scripture‘s Books of prophecy and sacred spirit…. To both the Sages of
the Talmud and the classic commentators it was clear that Song of Songs is an allegory, a duet of longing
between God and Israel. That is why it is read publicly during Passover, the time when Israel became God‘s
people.‖
The same introduction stresses the Orthodox Jewish view that it is wrong to give any acceptance to the literal
view of the Song: ―Its verses are so saturated with meaning that every commentator finds new themes in its
beautiful and cryptic words. All agree, however, that the truth of the Song is to be found only in its allegory. That
is why, in the interest of accuracy, our translation of the Song is different from that of any other ArtScroll
translation of Scripture. Although we provide the literal meaning as part of the commentary, we translate the
Song [as the main biblical text] according to [the 11th-century Jewish commentator] Rashi‘s allegorical
translation‖ (emphasis added). It is utterly astonishing that a publisher of the Bible would contend that an
allegorical paraphrase is substituted for the actual biblical text for the sake of accuracy! We will note some of
this paraphrase shortly in looking at examples of the allegorical interpretation.
Tracing traditional Christian allegorical interpretation
As to Christian interpreters, it is not known exactly when they embraced an allegorical understanding of the
Song. It was eventually deemed to be supported by the New Testament metaphor of the Church as the Bride of
Christ (Ephesians 5:22-33; Revelation 18:23-24). This metaphor, incidentally, is not so different from the Old
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Testament picture of God married to Israel, as may be supposed. For Christ was the One known to Israel as
God in the Old Testament, and the Church is a spiritually renewed Israel.
Thus, the relationship between God and His people is certainly described in terms of a marriage in both the Old
and New Testaments, and there is continuity between them. Yet the Song of Solomon is not interpreted along
these lines in the New Testament. In fact, the Song does not appear to be referred to in the New Testament at
all (though some attempt to tie the man knocking on his wife‘s door in Song 5:2 to Christ knocking on the
Church‘s door in Revelation 3:20).
Psalm 45 played a role in linking the Song with the Christ-Church relationship—as the psalm is a love song
(literally, in the Hebrew superscription, shir yedidot, ―a song of loves‖) of the royal wedding of the Messiah and
His Bride that the New Testament does cite in reference to Christ. Yet even if the presence of the same
symbolism in the Song of Songs could be proved, that of itself would not validate an allegorical interpretation—
only a typological one.
The first evidence of Christian allegorizing of the Song comes from the commentary of the early Catholic
theologian Hippolytus of Rome (ca. A.D. 200), of which only parts have survived. Yet the one who did the most
to develop and promote this view was the aforementioned church father Origen, who, shortly after Hippolytus,
wrote a series of sermons and a 10-volume commentary on the book. Origen did touch on the literal meaning of
the Song, calling it ―an epithalamium, or ‗wedding song,‘ a song sung before reaching the marriage bed.
Yet…he quickly passes over the ‗literal‘ level of the Song because, as he puts it, ‗these things seem to me to
afford no profit to the reader as far as the story goes; nor do they maintain any continuous narrative such as we
find in other Scripture stories. It is necessary, therefore, rather to give them all a spiritual meaning‘‖ (NICOT, p.
29).
Paul Tanner writes in the Dallas Theological Seminary journal Bibliotheca Sacra: ―Origen was influenced by the
Jewish interpretation and by his elder contemporary Hippolytus, but he was also a product of several
philosophical forces at work in his day, namely, asceticism and Gnostic tendencies that viewed the material
world as evil. ‗Origen combined the Platonic and Gnostic attitudes toward sexuality to denature the Canticle and
transform it into a spiritual drama free from all carnality. The reader was admonished to mortify the flesh and to
take nothing predicated of the Song with reference to bodily functions, but rather to apply everything toward the
apprehension of the divine senses of the inner man‘ [Pope, Anchor Bible, p. 115]‖ (―The History of Interpretation
of the Song of Songs,‖ 1997, pp. 27-28). So extremist were his views against sexuality ―that it appears they
moved Origen to undergo castration, and what Origen did to his own body, he did, via allegorical interpretation,
to the Song of Songs—he ‗desexed‘ it‖ (NICOT, p. 29).
―Undoubtedly this diminished view of human sexuality, [which is grossly unbiblical yet was] so prevalent in that
day, fanned the flames of the allegorical interpretation of the Song. There were few dissenting voices over the
years [among Catholic writers]…. As Glickman points out [in his earlier book, A Song for Lovers], ‗No less a
theologian than Augustine fell into this error, genuinely espousing that the only purpose for intercourse is the
bearing of children and that before the fall of Adam it was not necessary even for that‘ [1976, p. 176]‖ (Tanner,
p. 28). The same notions led to restricting priests from marrying, a teaching the apostle Paul listed among
―doctrines of demons‖ (1 Timothy 4:1-3). ―Jerome (331-420), who produced the Latin Vulgate, praised Origen
and embraced most of his views. As a result, he was instrumental in introducing the allegorical interpretation
into the Western churches. Bernard of Clairvaux (1090-1153) [principal advocate of the Second Crusade]
preached eightysix sermons on the Song of Songs [around 170,000 Latin words! (NAC, p. 355)], covering only
the first two chapters. He was given to obsessive allegorical interpretation in an attempt to purge it of any
suggestion of ‗carnal lust‘‖ (Tanner, p. 28). Ironically and amazingly, the Song became a favorite book among
those most vehemently opposed to human sexual expression. ―The picture of monks and ascetics pouring over
a book of love poetry and claiming to find in it the most sublime philosophy is intriguing of itself‖ (NAC, p. 355).
The rigid anti-sexual morality of Rome dominated Western civilization until recent centuries—as did the
allegorical interpretation of the Song—persisting, with the exception of priests or elders marrying, through the
Protestant Reformation and even the Enlightenment. The leading Protestant Reformer Martin Luther held to
allegory as the way to view the book—though in a different form, as we will note in the next section. And the
other major Reformer, John Calvin, ―also abandoned his normal grammatical historical mode of interpretation in
the face of the Song of Songs. In this he was followed by the Puritans‖ (NAC, p. 354).
While it is rather common to see interpreters freely refer to the erotic language of the book today, it should be
realized that up until the last century this would have been scandalous. Sexuality was just not something that
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was openly discussed. And to suggest that Scripture celebrated it was deemed sacrilege. Over the past two
centuries, the allegorical approach to the Song has lost support in the face of the increased acceptance of the
natural and typological interpretations—to the point where ―allegorization is now widely acknowledged to be a
false reading of the text‖ (p. 357). Yet there are still many Christians who adhere to this interpretation.
Allegorical examples
We turn now to some of the particulars within the allegorical approach, starting with Jewish interpretation and
progressing to traditional Christian interpretation. As mentioned earlier, Jewish allegory is first obvious in the
Aramaic Targum to the Song. ―The Targum…interprets the book in five movements as an allegory of Israelite
history. These are (1 [1:1–3:6]) the exodus, Sinai, and conquest; (2 [3:7–5:1]) the Solomonic temple; (3 [5:2–
6:1]) Israel‘s sin and exile; (4 [6:2–7:11) the return and rebuilding of the temple; and (5 [7:12–8:14]) the
dispersion in the Roman Empire and expectation of the Messiah‖ (NAC, p. 353).
The New International Commentary tells us: ―The Targum is too detailed and complex to give any kind of
running description of its contents [though an English translation may be read online at
http://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/ %7Ejtreat/song/targum/]. We will satisfy our intentions by paraphrasing the Targum‘s
interpretation of the opening section (1:2-9). The woman, Israel, begins by begging the man, God, to kiss her.
Israel desires relationship with God. She praises his reputation and asks him to take her into his private room.
The bedroom is Palestine, the promised land. This opening unit then refers to the Exodus from Egypt. The
kissing itself is the giving of the Law and therefore refers to the revelation of God at Sinai.
―However, in the wilderness they also sinned by worshipping the golden calf. The girl‘s confession of blackness
is an acknowledgement of this sin of idolatry. Verses 7-8 describes Moses‘ concern about Israel‘s future fidelity
to the Lord and his warning to them. Verse 9, the reference to the woman as similar to Pharaoh‘s mare, brings
to mind the crossing of the Red Sea. In this manner the Targum…continues through the redemptive history of
the Old Testament‖ (p. 25). This outline was followed by the medieval Jewish commentators, including the
previously mentioned Rashi. There is really no better way to see the allegorical method at work than to read
specific examples. Here is chapter 1 of the Song, with the medieval commentator Rashi‘s ―translation‖ from the
ArtScroll Bible (in parallel to the NIV text, with a few bracketed inserts added to speaker notations for clarity or
to point out disputed ones):
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As appealing as such an interpretive method may seem given the various difficulties of the Song‘s text, this
approach actually magnifies the difficulties—vastly. Foremost here is the issue of there being no rules
governing interpretation, except perhaps to not directly contradict other parts of Scripture. In any case,
allegorizing quickly becomes an exercise of the imagination, as is well illustrated above. Consider verse 12.
How does ―my perfume spread its fragrance‖ become ―my malodorous deed gave forth its scent as my Golden
Calf defiled the covenant‖? Or verse 13. How does a pouch of myrrh between the woman‘s breasts become
God‘s presence dwelling at the point of atonement between the poles of the Ark of the Covenant? Such are the
vagaries of allegory. And to think that this is promoted in the ArtScroll introduction as more ―accurate‖ than the
biblical text itself!
It should be further noted that there have been variant allegorical approaches among Jewish commentators.
The 12th-century Jewish sage Maimonides ―was the first to argue that the Song is a poem about the love
between God and the individual human soul, not corporate Israel…. Maimonides‘ ideas are at the root of the
philosophical/mystical approach to the Song‖ (NICOT, p. 26 footnote). ―One (among many) alternative Jewish
allegorizations of the song was that of D.I. Abravanel (sixteenth century), who regarded it as Solomon‘s song of
th
his love for wisdom. Thus only the bride was allegorized. [The 12 century rabbi] Ibn Ezra interpreted 7:2 in a
somewhat analogous fashion: ‗Your navel‘ was taken as a reference to the Great Sanhedrin, ‗blended wine‘
was the law, and ‗Your waist is a mound of wheat‘ was taken to allude to the Little Sanhedrin‖ (NAC., p. 353).
Again, there are no constraints on this manner of interpretation.
The same goes for Christian allegorizing. Besides the predominant general approach of seeing the characters
of the song as representing Christ and the Church (whether collectively or individually), there are other general
approaches. Within Catholic circles, for instance, many have seen the bride of the song as Mary, the mother of
Jesus. ―For instance, ‗you are altogether beautiful, my darling, and there is no blemish in you‘ (4:7), is used to
support the doctrine of the immaculate conception of Mary‖ (Tanner, pp. 28-29). Likewise, Song 6:4 is
interpreted as ―Mary as beautiful in her holiness, like Jerusalem in that peace between God and man came
through her, and awesome in that she was surrounded by a troop of angels. Recent Roman Catholic
interpreters, however, have turned away from this mode of allegorization‖ (NAC, p. 354). Another Catholic
interpretation is that ―the Song teaches the ‗mystical marriage‘ of the union of the soul with God when the loving
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awareness of God becomes most transcendent and permanent…. A variation…is that the Song refers to the
mystical union that [supposedly] takes place between the soul and Christ during Holy Communion‖ (pp. 29-30).
The Protestant Reformer Martin Luther, ―while rejecting the normal allegorical interpretation [of bride and groom
as Christ and the Church] was still not able to embrace the literal erotic sense of the book. So he ‗propounded
the theory that the bride of the Song is the happy and peaceful [political] State under Solomon‘s rule and that
the Song is a hymn in which Solomon thanks God for the divine gift of obedience‘ [Pope, p. 126]‖ (Tanner, p.
29).
Most, however, continued to follow a Christ-Church interpretation. Some even saw the Song as a rather
detailed prophetic narrative of church history: ―Some commentaries, somewhat like the Targum, see the Song
of Songs as an allegorical history of redemption. [The 17th-century Puritan expositor Thomas] Brightman
divided the song into two parts: 1:1–4:6, the true church from David to the death of Christ, and 4:7–8:14, from
A.D. 34 to the second advent. [Writing on the Song later the same century, the German Reformed theologian]
Johannes Cocceius saw it as a history of the church that particularly emphasized the Protestant Reformation‖
(NAC, p. 354). In Brightman‘s commentary, ―the beginnings of Protestantism appear in [Song] 5:8 which was
applied to the multitudes who flocked to Peter Waldo to seek the Beloved in 1160. In 5:9-10 Christ appears at
the battle of the Albigenses against the anti-Christian bands of [Pope] Innocent the Third‖ (Pope, Anchor Bible,
p. 128). And so it goes.
Within traditional Christianity, interpretations of the Song‘s details through the ages have been rather varied, yet
the following examples give a general sense. ―Typical allegorizations are that the kisses (1:2) are the word of
God, the dark skin of the girl (1:5) is sin, her breasts (7:7) are the church‘s nurturing doctrine, her two lips (4:11)
are law and gospel, and the ‗army with banners‘ (6:4) is the church as the enemy of Satan‖ (NAC, p. 353).
Furthermore: ―The one who is brought into the king‘s chambers (1:4) is said to be those whom Christ has
wedded and brought into His church. The breasts in 4:5 are taken to be the Old and New Covenants, and the
‗hill of frankincense‘ in 4:6 [likely an erotic symbol] is said to speak of the eminence to which those who crucify
fleshly desires are exalted‖ (Tanner, p. 27)—that is, in the latter case, almost the exact opposite of the intent
derived from a natural reading!
Such interpretation can thus be downright bizarre—ranging quite far from what is actually written. Consider the
mentioning of the woman‘s beautiful teeth as shorn and washed sheep bearing twins in Song 4:2 and 6:6. ―The
Targumists made these to be the Priests and Levites who ate the sacrifices‖ (Coffman‘s Commentaries, note on
4:2). Furthermore, ―several early Christian interpreters, following [early Catholic theologian] Gregory of Nyssa,
took the teeth to mean the Doctors of the Church who grind down the hard sayings and dogmas of the Faith to
make them suitable for reception by the body of Christians who are shorn and free of encumbrance….
Augustine saw the teeth as the teachers cutting away the converts from their former superstitions, the washing
as Holy Baptism, and the twins as the love of God and of one‘s neighbor. Aponius related the upper and lower
rows of teeth to the books of the Old and New Testament‖ (Pope, pp. 462-463, note on 4:2). These conclusions
are surely utter nonsense.
Evaluation of the allegorical approach
Tanner comments: ―Despite the popularity of the allegorical method, it suffers most from the novelty of
suggestion and lack of consensus of meaning. The fanciful interpretations lack objectivity as well as any means
of validation…. The eighty concubines referred to in Song of Songs 6:8 have been interpreted as eighty
heresies destined to plague the church, but there is no validation of this suggestion anywhere outside the Song.
The bride‘s two breasts in 4:5 and 7:8 have been variously interpreted as ‗the church from which we feed; the
two testaments, Old and New; the twin precepts of love of God and neighbor; and the Blood and the Water.
Gregory of Nyssa found in them the outer and the inner man, united in one sentient being‖ (p. 30). Once again,
there are simply no constraints for this method of interpretation beyond the imaginations of the individual
interpreters. As Murphy remarks, ―Despite the pretense of exegetical precision, exaggeration and uncontrolled
fantasy seem to be flaws endemic to allegorical
exposition‖ (p. 93).
The lack of consensus Tanner mentions is also worthy of note. As commentator Othmar Keel has astutely
observed, ―If two allegorizers ever agree on the interpretation of a verse it is only because one has copied from
the other‖ (The Song of Songs, 1994, Continental Commentaries, p. 8). The point is that one does not naturally
arrive at a particular allegorical interpretation among the endless possible varieties the mind can concoct.
Conclusions are extremely subjective, as we see abundantly in virtually every attempt at allegorizing this book.
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Tanner continues: ―Proponents of the allegorical method claim that Scripture elsewhere uses an allegorical
method (e.g., Ps 45 and Isa 51:1–17 are said to have allegorical overtones). Also they say Scripture elsewhere
uses the marriage relationship to depict a greater spiritual truth, as in the prophets where the marriage
relationship bears an analogy to Yahweh‘s position toward Israel (Isa 54:6; 61:10).
[Hassel] Bullock [in his Introduction to the Old Testament Poetic Books, 1988] points out that because the book
is profuse with symbolism and figures of speech, it lends itself readily to a nonliteral interpretation. This can be
illustrated from the perceptive analysis of [Song commentator Robert] Gordis on 2:4–5: ‗When, for example, the
maiden, in 2:4f., announces that she is faint with love and asks to be sustained with raisins and apples, she is
calling for concrete food, to be sure, but at the same time, by her choice of fruits that are symbolic of love, she
is indicating that only the satisfaction of her desires will bring her healing‘ [The Song of Songs and
Lamentations, 1974]. Bullock concludes, ‗Such extravagant symbolism tends to push the interpreter in the
direction of allegory or typology, because the richness of the symbols seems difficult to exhaust by means of a
literal interpretation.‘
―However, the Song of Songs makes no suggestion that it should be interpreted allegorically. The presence of
figures of speech does not permit interpreters to veer into unrestrained allegorical treatment of the text…. As for
symbolic use of the husband-bride picture elsewhere in Scripture, one should observe the uniqueness of such
instances. [Roland Harrison‘s Introduction to the Old Testament (1969) notes:] ‗A fundamental objection to
allegorical method, based upon other Old Testament Scriptures…is that when the male-female relationship is
employed allegorically it is clearly indicated as such, whereas in Canticles there is no hint of an allegorical
approach‘‖ (p. 30).
The New American Commentary says that allegorical interpretation where no clear allegory is present ―is not
intrinsic to biblical thinking but is an alien method to interpret the text out of regard for philosophic assumptions
that are themselves unbiblical…. It is best suited to a Gnostic, not an orthodox, Christianity‖ (pp. 356-357). Note
also: ―The text most commonly alleged to validate allegorical hermeneutics [i.e., interpretive methods] is
Gal[atians] 4:21-23, where Paul used the births of Ishmael and Isaac and their respective mothers as
allegoroumena (allegorized figures, v. 24). Despite Paul‘s use of the term…however, he did not engage in the
kind of allegorism advocated by the Alexandrian school and their followers‖ (p. 356, footnote). Indeed, Paul
symbolically interpreted only a few features of the story of the people here—not the entire account of them in
Genesis and certainly not to the point of rendering the literal reading of Genesis irrelevant. His exposition is
closer to typology. As Leonhard Goppelt explains in Typos: The Typological Interpretation of the Old Testament
in the New: ―Only certain aspects of [Paul‘s] exposition come close to being allegorical as we conceive of it. His
exposition is entirely confined to a typological comparison of historical facts‖ (1982, pp. 139-140, quoted in
NAC, pp. 356-357, footnote).
The New American Commentary stresses another important point: ―The strongest refutation of the allegorical
interpretation of the Song of Songs, however, is in the obviously sexual nature of the language. Fairly
unambiguous allusions to love play appear in the text (e.g., 5:1). Such language is simply inappropriate as a
description of the love between God and his people, other biblical metaphors notwithstanding. The very
beginning of the song, ‗Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,‘ implies that this is not divine-human love.
We can hardly imagine Christ describing his love for the church in the terms of 7:7-8 [where the man speaks of
shinnying up the woman as a palm tree to take hold of her breasts]. While the Bible does speak of the people of
God as his bride, it never indulges in explicitly sexual imagery to describe the relationship. However good one‘s
intentions may be, sexual language should not be brought into the vocabulary of worship and devotion via
allegorism or any other means.
The linking of religious adoration to erotic impulses is a mark of paganism [with its amorous deities and temple
prostitution] and can only be regarded as a dangerous intrusion into the Christian understanding of life and
worship. The two spheres of sexuality and devotion to God should not be confounded or intermingled lest both
suffer distortion‖ (p. 357).
Despite the problems with the allegorical approach and its widespread rejection today, it still has, as noted
before, many adherents. The force of history with regard to the Song‘s interpretation has had quite an impact—
even on the Church of God in modern times. There has been a tendency among some within the Church to
accept the Song as the allegory of the relationship between Christ and the Church that traditional Christianity
has purported it to be. Making the problem here more difficult to see is that the allegories drawn within the
Church of God tradition usually relate true details—because they are based on sound interpretations of other

663

clearer passages of Scripture. But these details, as true as they may be, may have nothing to do with the
message of the Song of Solomon. It is most likely that Solomon himself, or whoever the author on the human
level was, did not intend them. And it is certainly questionable whether God intended, by inspiration, to convey
these details through this particular book—even if He did intend to convey them elsewhere. (There may be
some typological parallels to the Christ-Church relationship in the Song, as we will later discuss. But this is quite
different from allegorizing the book.)
It would be instructive to reflect here on the words of commentator Adam Clarke. Writing in the early 1800s,
Clarke boldly departed in his ―Introduction to the Canticles, or Song of Solomon‖ from the allegorical
interpretation that prevailed at the time. He said (in his unabridged version): ―I had for a long time hesitated
whether I should say any thing on this book; not because I did not think I understood its chief design and
general meaning, for of this I really have no doubt, but because I did not understand it as a spiritual allegory,
representing the loves of Christ and his Church. I must own I see no indubitable ground for this opinion. And is
it of no moment whether the doctrines drawn from it, by those who allegorize and spiritualize it, be indubitably
founded on it or not? The doctrines may be true in themselves, (which is indeed more than can be said of those
of most of its interpreters,) but is it not a very solemn, and indeed awful thing to say, This [particular verse] is
the voice of Christ to his Church, This [other verse] is the voice of the Church to Christ, &c., &c., when there is
no proof from God, nor from any other portion of his word, that these things are so?‖ (Clarke‘s Commentary:
Vol. 2: Job to Malachi, 1977, p. 843).
Just prior to this he remarked regarding the Song: ―After all that has been said, I am fully of [the] opinion it is not
once referred to in the New Testament. But this is no proof of its not being canonical, as there are other books,
on which there is no doubt, that are in the same predicament. But still, if it refer so distinctly to Christ and his
Church, as some suppose, it certainly would not have been passed over by both evangelists and apostles [in
the New Testament] without pointed and especial notice; and particularly if it points out the love of Christ to his
Church, and the whole economy of God‘s working in reference to the salvation of the souls of men‖ (p. 843).
Dismissing an allegorizing approach to the Song, he continued (writing at a time when public discussion of
sexual matters was unthinkable): ―It is much better, therefore, if explained or illustrated at all, to take it in its
literal meaning, and explain it in its general sense. I say general sense, because there are many passages in it
which should not be explained, if taken literally, the references being too delicate; and [Middle] Eastern
phraseology on such subjects is too vivid for European imaginations. Let any sensible and pious medical man
read over this book, and, if at all acquainted with Asiatic phraseology, say whether it would be proper, even in
medical language, to explain all the descriptions and allusions in this poem‖ (p. 843).
Essentially castigating fellow interpreters, Clarke later poignantly assessed: ―It is curious to see the manner in
which many preachers and commentators attempt to expound this book. They first assume that the book refers
to Christ and his Church; his union with human nature; his adoption of the Gentiles; and his everlasting love to
elect souls, gathered out of both people; then take the words bride, bridegroom, spouse, love, watchmen,
shepherds, tents, door, lock, &c., &c., and, finding some words either similar or parallel, in other parts of the
sacred writings, which have there an allegorical meaning, contend that those here are to be similarly
understood; and what is spoken of those apply to these; and thus, in fact, are explaining other passages of
Scripture in their own way, while professing to explain the Canticles! What eminent talents, precious time, great
pains, and industry, have been wasted in this way!‖ (p. 849).
Indeed, Clarke in his earlier introductory comments issued a stern warning, which is still valid today:
―The principal part of the commentators on this book, especially those who have made it their separate study,
have in general taken it for granted that their mode of interpretation is incontrovertible; and have proceeded to
spiritualize every figure and every verse as if they had a Divine warrant for all they have said. Their conduct is
dangerous; and the result of their well-intentioned labours has been of very little service to the cause of
Christianity in general, or to the interests of true morality in particular‖ (pp. 843-844). Addressing the idea of
starting from an allegorical premise, he asks: ―Why then assume the thing that should be proved; and then build
doctrines on it, and draw inferences from it, as if the assumption had been demonstrated? Were this mode of
interpretation to be applied to the Scriptures in general, (and why not, if legitimate here?) in what a state would
religion soon be! Who could see any thing certain, determinate, and fixed in the meaning of the Divine oracles,
when fancy and imagination must be the standard interpreters? God has not left his word to man‘s will in this
way. Every attempt, however wellintentioned, to revive this thriftless, not to say dangerous, Origenian method of
seducing the Scriptures to particular creeds and purposes, should be regarded with jealousy; and nothing
received as the doctrine of the Lord but what may be derived from those plain words of the Most High which lie
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most on a level with the capacities of mankind. Allegory, metaphor, and figures in general, where the design is
clearly indicated, which is the case with all those employed by the sacred writers, may come in to illustrate and
more forcibly to apply Divine truth; but to extort celestial meanings from a whole book, where no such indication
is given, is most certainly not the way to arrive at the knowledge of the true God, and of Jesus Christ whom he
has sent‖ (p. 845). This is impeccably sensible.
In summary, Clarke gave this bold assessment of the Song of Solomon (most of the words here forming the
conclusion to his abridged introduction in the one-volume version of his commentary): ―The conviction on my
mind and the conclusion to which I have conscientiously arrived, are the result of frequent examination, careful
reading, and close thinking, at intervals, for nearly fifty years; and however I may be blamed by some, and
pitied by others, I must say, and I say it as fearlessly as I do conscientiously, that in this inimitably fine elegant
Hebrew ode I see nothing of Christ and his Church, and nothing that appears to have been intended to be thus
understood; and nothing, if applied in this way, that, per se, can promote the interests of vital godliness, or
cause the simple and sincere not to ‗know Christ after the flesh.‘ Here I conscientiously stand. May God help
me!‖ (p. 844).
Yet Clarke, in his zeal to counter the excesses of allegorizing, may have overstepped here in the opposite
direction. For many who reject the allegorical approach still maintain that there is something of Christ and the
Church in the Song—and this is not at all unreasonable. We refer, of course, to the typological approach.
Clarke himself allowed for the possibility of spiritual parallels with Christ‘s love for mankind and the relationship
between God and Israel—but he thought it unfruitful to inordinately expound on such, this being very subjective
(pp. 848-849). And indeed, extreme caution must be exercised here, as we will see.
The typological approach to the Song
In the typological (or typical) view, a lesser type or prototype character or situation is understood to correspond
to a greater antitype, often in a prophetic sense. ―Our English word type, in the sense that it is used here,
comes from the Greek word typos, meaning either a pattern, or the thing produced from the pattern…The
related word antitypos ‗antitype‘ means ‗corresponding to something that has gone before‘‖ (Carr, p. 24). Often
we see the former in the Old Testament and the latter revealed in the New.
―Thus the New Testament fulfillment, or ‗antitype,‘ corresponds to the material presented in the Old Testament
original, the ‗type‘‖ (p. 24). Both these terms occur in the New Testament. Paul described Adam, head of the
human race, as a ―type‖ of Jesus Christ, head of a redeemed humanity (Romans 5:14-15)—Christ thus being
the antitype. And Peter described baptism as an ―antitype‖ of the deliverance of Noah‘s family through the Great
Flood (1 Peter 3:20-21), that past deliverance being the type.
Given the many concrete examples of this manner of interpretation in the New Testament, many Christian
interpreters believe that type-antitype parallelism can be found even if not explicitly spelled out in the New
Testament. Jewish interpreters in embracing typology have looked for antitypes not in the New Testament of
course, but elsewhere in the prophecies of the Hebrew Scriptures and in the historical circumstances of the
Jewish people.
Dr. Carr points out regarding the typological approach: ―Many writers and interpreters make no distinction
between this method and allegory, but there is a clear difference which needs to be recognized. Whereas
allegory denies or ignores the historicity or factualness of the Old Testament account and imposes a deeper,
hidden or spiritual meaning on the text, typology recognizes the validity of the Old Testament account in its own
right, but then finds in that account a clear, parallel link with some event or teaching in [other passages, this
predominantly for Christians meaning in] the New Testament which the Old Testament account foreshadows….
The typical interpretation does not provide a ‗different‘ meaning that replaces the one the text appears to
present, but gives an added dimension to the sense already present in the text. This is similar to the so-called
‗dual fulfillment‘ of the Messianic prophecies of the Old Testament‖ (p. 24).
There are some similarities between the allegorical and typological approaches. Chief among these is a general
figurative interpretation. Indeed, the general overview interpretations of the Song of Songs in the allegorical
approaches would be considered typological if they were not accompanied by extensive figurative interpretation
of everything in the Song in disregard of its surface meaning. Thus, the main similarity here highlights a key
difference—the degree of correspondence between the story in question and its ultimate fulfillment.

665

Commentator Franz Delitzsch, who held to a literal, dramatic understanding of the Song in combination with a
typological view, had this to say in his introduction: ―The book is not an allegory, and Solomon is by no means
an [allegorical depiction] of God. But the congregation is truly a bride (Jer. 2:2; Isa. 62:5), and Solomon a type
of the Prince of peace (Isa. 9:5; Luke 11:31), and marriage a mystery, viz., as a pattern of the loving relation of
God and His Christ to the church (Eph. 5:32). The Song has consequently not only a historical-ethical, but also
a typico-mystical meaning. But one must be on his guard against introducing again the allegorical
interpretation…under the misleading title of the typical interpretation. The typical interpretation proceeds on the
idea that the type and the antitype do not exactly coincide; the mystical [component here is] that the heavenly
stamps itself in the earthly, but is yet at the same time immeasurably different from it. Besides, the historicoethical interpretation [i.e., the plain sense of the text] is to be regarded as the proper business of the interpreter.
But because Solomon is a type…of the spiritual David in his glory [i.e., the Messiah on David‘s throne], and
earthly love a shadow of the heavenly, and the Song a part of sacred history and canonical Scripture, we will
not omit here and there to indicate that the love subsisting between Christ and His church shadows itself forth in
it‖ (Keil & Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament, introduction to the Song of Songs).
Of course, variant ideas about Solomon‘s role in the literal story impact the overall typological interpretation of
the Song. Those who view him as the lover in the Song would typologically see him as representing Christ, as
Delitzsch does. Yet typology advocates who embrace the shepherd hypothesis see Solomon cast in quite a
different role. This perspective views the Church and Christ as symbolized by the Shulamite and her oftenunseen shepherd husband—Jesus being the Bridegroom and the Good Shepherd of His flock in this age.
Solomon, on the contrary, is seen to represent the world or even the powerful ruler of the world, Satan the devil,
attempting to seduce the woman (the Church) with worldly wealth and station—yet she remains faithful to her
shepherd husband.
We should note the more restrained nature of typological interpretation, as concerning a more overall approach.
Of course, some of the specifics of the storyline may be types as well—and that is a reasonable avenue of
study. It is when interpreters become too specific in such analysis where typology is not even hinted at that the
unrestrained interpretation characteristic of allegory springs up in this methodology as well.
Delitzsch‘s caution about not allowing typological reading to turn into allegorizing is an important one. Indeed,
some commentators refer to typology as a back-door reintroduction of allegorization. This occurs when
interpreters who embrace the literal meaning of a text as well as a general symbolic meaning overreach in
interpreting far too many details in symbolic terms. Gledhill gives the same caution: ―Those who interpret the
Song following the typological analogies used by the Old Testament prophets and the New Testament apostles,
need to take care that their exposition does not blossom into the uncontrolled extravaganza of extreme
allegorism (i.e. the sort of thing that makes the voice of the turtle dove (2:12) the preaching of the apostles; the
little foxes (2:15) the sins that spoil the church; the mountain of myrrh (4:12) the hill of Calvary and so on)‖ (p.
34). All the points against such a tendency in regard to allegory, including Adam Clarke‘s stern warnings, can
be brought to bear here as well. In both cases, such unconstrained interpretation is an exercise of the
imagination—even if the conclusions are true in themselves, being taken from other passages. Likewise, the
previously mentioned danger of eroticizing the Christ-Church relationship through becoming too exhaustive in
drawing parallels must be avoided.
Frankly, we must even be cautious in holding a typological view of a passage (or book) altogether when the
New Testament gives no clear indication that it should be taken that way. Jesus did say that the Old Testament
Scriptures testify of Him (John 5:39; Luke 24:27, 44). But does that mean every line? In this regard, Carr lists
the following valid principles: ―1. When the New Testament writers, under the guidance of the Holy Spirit,
selected certain Old Testament texts and applied them to Jesus, etc., their application and interpretation are
correct. 2. It is not legitimate, however, to say therefore that all the Old Testament or even other specific texts
must also be interpreted the same way. Where the New Testament does not make these connections we are
not required to either. 3. This does not mean that the rest of the Old Testament may not speak of Christ; it
means only that it does not necessarily speak of Christ, even though there is a long tradition of such exegesis in
the church. 4. Careful attention needs to be given to vocabulary, meaning, grammar and context before one can
legitimately argue that any given text or passage be interpreted Christologically‖ (p. 28).
Carr then goes on to compare the vocabulary of the Song of Solomon with that of the other Old Testament love
song, Psalm 45, which the New Testament quotes from as referring to Christ (Hebrews 1:8-9). He points out
that Psalm 45 has a high number of religious terms identifying it with the divine messianic King—terms absent
from the Song of Solomon. This, of course, does not rule out a typological interpretation of the Song—but it
should rule out a firm or dogmatic position on the matter.
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As Tanner comments: ―Admittedly Scripture does at times utilize typical fulfillment, and certain verses or
passages may be typico-prophetic (e.g., Ps 22). In fact Solomon is used as a type of Christ elsewhere (2 Sam
7:12–17; 23:1–7; Ps 72; cf. Matt 12:42). The typical view then does have some claim to legitimacy and is
certainly more viable than the allegorical method by the mere fact that it is much more restrained [that is, as
long as it remains so]. The question, however, is not whether typical interpretation is valid but whether the Song
should be so interpreted. The text itself gives no indication that it is intended as typology, nor is there any
indication from the New Testament that tthe Song is to be interpreted or applied Christologically. Thus to
interpret the Song of Songs by the typical view is to do so at the interpreter‘s suggestion, not that of Scripture
itself‖ (pp. 32-33).
Furthermore, it should be realized that there are possible conflicts with a typological view of the Song‘s love
story when considering the apparent plot progression. Recall that the central point in the Song in 4:16–5:1 is
apparently a sexual encounter—perhaps the marriage consummation. Many understand the events recorded
after this in 5:2-7 to be within the context of marriage—after conjugal relations have commenced. This passage
concerns a problem between the lovers, who again many see as married, leading to a period of separation and
the woman being wounded, whether real or imagined. How is this supposed to fit into the relationship of Christ
and the Church? Their divine wedding and marriage supper will not come until Christ‘s future return, at which
time the Church will be raised in perfection.
There will be no problems whatsoever between Christ and His Church after their wedding—and the Church will
no longer be subject to physical or mental suffering. Of course, it is conceivable that 5:2-7 is a flashback to
premarital life. Alternatively, it may be that the consummation in 4:16–5:1 points typologically to the earlier
union of Christ and His Church in this age through the Holy Spirit—as Paul drew a parallel between becoming
one flesh in physical union to being one spirit with the Lord (see 1 Corinthians 6:15-17). On the other hand,
some argue that the marital intimacy of 4:16–5:1 is not actually achieved within the plot of the Song—rather,
that it is a central focus only in the sense of anticipation, still longed for at the end of the Song in 8:14. Yet
picking and choosing between such possibilities may amount to nothing more than attempts to make everything
fit the preconceived typological notion. Indeed, the difficulties in merely comprehending the story in the Song
might seem to call the overall typological approach into question. On the other hand, perhaps the typology
applies to segments of the Song and not to the overall plot, though this would seem odd, given the poetic union
of the entire work.
It should not be forgotten, however, that a seemingly major point in favor of a typological understanding is the
association of the Song with Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread, which goes back at least as far as
the arrangement of the Old Testament—when the Song was placed first among the Megilloth or festival scrolls.
The parallel terms in the Song of the Vineyard (Isaiah 5:1-7) also constitute a point in favor. So there may well
be glimpses of the relationship between God and His people in the Song. And even apart from that, there are at
least concepts of the Song that can be applied to that relationship, as will be noted in the concluding section of
our introduction.
Again, it is best to take no firm position on the matter of typology in the Song, especially in terms of degree. In
any case, contrary to the opinion of many, a symbolic interpretation is not necessary to justify the Song‘s place
in Scripture, as we will see.
The cultic-mythological approach
In the early 20th century a few scholars came to believe the Song was derived from pagan fertility worship. We
here give only brief attention to this notion, which is surely wrong.
Whereas, as has been noted, there are apparent parallels between the Song of Songs and ancient Egyptian
love poetry, this poetry is mostly of a secular nature. Some have seen other parallels in the language of the
―sacred marriage‖ hymns of Mesopotamia and Canaan, which are religious rather than secular—as they speak
of sexual love between god and goddess and were employed in fertility rites. These may contain a few common
love motifs that can help elucidate some imagery in the Song, as we will later see. Yet the aforementioned
scholars went beyond this to assume that the Song was originally a pagan hymn itself—used by Israel in
periods of apostasy and later stripped of overt pagan elements.
In this view, the Song is taken allegorically, though not in any traditional sense. For it was proposed that the
Song originally described the love not of real people but of the Babylonian sun god Tammuz and the moon
goddess Ishtar. Tammuz, sometimes equated with Baal or Adonis, was apparently referred to as Dod (meaning
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―Beloved‖ or ―Lover,‖ like dod in the Song) and as Shulman (taken to be parallel to Shelomoh, or Solomon),
while one of Ishtar‘s guises was the war goddess Shala or Shulmanitu, seen by some as a feminine counterpart
to Shulman and supposedly parallel to Shulamith or the Shulamite in the Song. The sexual fertility ritual
reenacted the ancient myth of Ishtar‘s search for her dead lover in the underworld, raising him to life in sexual
union and thereby ensuring the fertility of the land.
A leading proponent of this view of the Song was Theophile Meek, who gave this opinion in his introduction to
the Song in The Interpreter‘s Bible (Vol. 5, 1956). He was of course fiercely criticized, ―yet his theory attracted a
substantial following among cuneiformists and biblical scholars alike, in large measure because it seemed to
‗explain‘ diverse features of the Song‘s themes and hyperbolic language and also to draw early Israel‘s cult
more tightly into the orbit of other ancient Near Eastern religious traditions and practices‖ (Murphy, p. 40).
However, it did not really explain things so well, and adherents of this view have declined since the middle of
the 20th century.
The New American Commentary points out: ―This interpretation suffers from four major weaknesses. First,
Song of Songs lacks a number of major motifs associated with the fertility cult. Most important here is the
absence of any reference to a dying and rising god. Nor does the Song hint that the sexuality of the couple
helps to induce fertility. [Indeed, though the Song extols sexual love in marriage, there is no mention or even
implication of fertility or childbearing at all.] Second, cultic interpretations are seldom compelling. As [Brevard]
Childs notes, ‗Subtle use of erotic imagery in the biblical poem is far removed from the crass ‗explanations‘ of
the book‘s alleged original meaning‘ [Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context, 1985, p. 573].
Mythological readings, moreover, are often as forced as allegorical analyses. Third, if Song of Songs were a
piece of myth and ritual from the fertility cult, it is difficult to see how it was admitted to the canon [—especially
since canonization appears to have taken place during periods of righteous reform, when idolatrous hymns
would have been rejected altogether, not just ‗cleaned up‘]. Fourth…Song of Songs and the fertility cult hymnic
material are simply not in the same genre. Song of Songs is not a hymn. Incidental parallels between the love
poetry of Song of Songs and the sensual references in cultic texts are instructive in that both came from the
ancient Near East, but they are far from common material‖ (p. 362).
We would probably spend no time on this approach at all if not for the fact that a variant of it was adopted by
Professor Marvin Pope in his massive Anchor Bible commentary on the Song of Songs (1977)—this being still
acknowledged as the leading commentary on the Song available today. Pope sees the lovers in the Song as
Baal and his consort and then takes the further step of arguing that the song concerns a pagan funerary feast.
This he bases mainly on the statement that ―love is as strong as death‖ in Song 8:6. Yet this verse merely
shows love as unyielding in its grasp on those in love. It has nothing to do with pagan funerary concepts of
reaffirming the power of sensual love through fertility ritual in the face of death. Moreover, there are no
references to cultic rites anywhere in the Song. And, of course, Pope‘s theory suffers from the same
weaknesses the other cultic interpretations do.
That being said, Pope‘s commentary remains a valuable resource, for besides his own interpretations of the
Song he also covers an exceedingly broad spectrum of past and contemporary opinions. His bibliography alone
runs to 56 pages. And his entire commentary fills 743 pages! This should illustrate the wide diversity of opinion
on how to interpret and comprehend the Song of Songs.
Determining the purpose of the book
As we have seen, many and varied are the difficulties in understanding the Song of Solomon as it was meant to
be understood. More confusion has surrounded it than perhaps any other book in the Bible. Yet the Song is in
the Bible for a reason, however hard that reason might be to discern. As the apostle Paul writes, ―All Scripture
is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in
righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for every good work‖ (2 Timothy
3:16-17).
Yet how does the Song fulfill these functions? It does not even contain a clear mention of God (except possibly
in 8:6, as we will note shortly). The book of Esther does not directly mention God either, but there at least His
name is acrostically hidden in the text, whereas this is not the case in the Song of Solomon. Moreover, there is
at least a mention of the spiritual tool of fasting in Esther—and God‘s intervention can be seen through the
remarkable circumstances that lead to the deliverance of the Jews. So where is God to be found in the Song?
Must we reinterpret the text along spiritual lines to give Him and His righteous instruction a place within it? Or is
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the scriptural point of the book achieved through a natural reading of the text? And if so, is there then room for a
spiritual understanding? Just what is the message of the book?
A spiritualized meaning?
We have seen the pitfalls of the spiritualizing, allegorical approach to the Song. It is true that Scripture
elsewhere portrays as a marriage the relationship between Jesus Christ and Israel (i.e., between the
preincarnate Christ and Israel in the Old Testament and between Christ and spiritual Israel, His Church, in the
New Testament). Yet the Song itself gives no indication that it is to be read as an allegory, and attempts to
explain its many details as allegorical representations, being without interpretive rules, are always subjective
and tend toward unchecked imagination.
More reasonable in terms of spiritual interpretation is discerning general typological parallels between the Song
and the Christ-Church relationship—while still accepting a natural reading of the text. Consider that after Paul‘s
discussion about husbands and wives relating properly to one another, he wrote, ―This is a great mystery, but I
speak concerning Christ and the church‖ (Ephesians 5:32). Even here, though, such spiritual parallelism is not
indicated by evidence in the Song itself or by it being clearly quoted elsewhere in Scripture in a typological
sense. Yet the association of the Song with Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread, evident from it being
the first of the Megilloth or festival scrolls, would seem to encourage this view—as would the Song of the
Vineyard in Isaiah 5 referring to God as the Beloved and Israel as His vineyard, these figures having very
possibly been adapted from the Song of Solomon.
The focus of the Song on such a level, however, depends on how the text is understood on a literal level. Those
who see Solomon and his bride as the lovers in the Song, or an anonymous bride and groom as a figurative
royal couple, understand the Song to depict the Christ-Church relationship culminating in the royal marriage of
the divine King and Queen of the Kingdom of God. For those who believe in the three-character shepherd
hypothesis, the focus on the literal level is on the purity of monogamous love in contrast to Solomon‘s
polygamous degradation as well as on the woman remaining faithful to her shepherd husband in the face of
Solomon‘s worldly enticements—and on the spiritual level the focus is understood to be that of the Church
remaining faithful to her monogamous covenant and love with Christ in this age despite the world‘s or Satan‘s
temptations.
In either case, it should be noted that the supposed spiritual meaning is not new information—or information
unique to the Song. In fact, we do not know these possible explanations from the Song at all. We are aware of
them only because they are revealed elsewhere in Scripture. The same is usually true when people press the
analogies to discern further representative types in the details of the Song. The meanings perceived are, for the
most part, known from other books of the Bible. Some interpreters, of course, may attempt to gain novel
insights from such exposition. But the results are highly questionable.
The only reliable conclusions are those found elsewhere in Scripture—and it remains uncertain whether these
are intended in the Song.
What, then, is the point of the Song? What is it supposed to teach us? Surely the best way to discern this is to
concentrate first on what the Song itself actually says in its proper setting—rather than read into it an uncertain
spiritualized interpretation as a primary emphasis. Exposition of the Song has for many centuries been
sidetracked, and even hijacked, by the notion, as Roland Murphy puts it, ―that the Song must have an
intentional meaning beyond its literal sense. How, it is often asked, can we account for the Song‘s canonization
unless we suppose that it had a spiritual significance from the outset? The question is moot, in any case, but it
is usually posed to urge that poetry concerned with human sexual love would be unworthy of canonical status;
this is a bias that must be challenged‖ (p. 92).
Indeed, as Lloyd Carr states, when through allegorical and typical terms ―the Song becomes an instrument to
provide access into some deeper spiritual truth, not a means of exploring relationships on a more personal,
human level…implicitly or explicitly, this approach denigrates the very physical beings we are by virtue of our
creation‖ (pp. 50-51).
Countering a low view of human sexuality—with the right view
As we earlier saw, the Neo-Platonic, Gnostic view of human nature as promulgated through Origen and
others—which looked on spiritual elements as good and matters of the flesh as intrinsically base and evil—
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played a significant part in driving the early development of the allegorical interpretation of the Song within the
Christian tradition. Not only that, but the grip this philosophy imposed on Christendom prevented contrary
voices from ever being heard for the better part of two millennia.
Yet a disparaging view of sexuality did not begin with the early Catholic theologians but was adopted from the
ascetics of paganism. Within paganism all manner of twisted views of sexuality abounded, from asceticism to
hedonism, the latter in a religious sense being not so much a celebration of sexuality as a demonstration of the
higher, inner self remaining untainted by the filth of the baser instincts of the flesh. There was also the
mythologized view of sex as a cosmic, magical power of deities regulating natural forces on earth. While that
was a celebration of sex in a certain sense, it was born out of an attempt to reconcile the mystery of a
supposedly vile and shameful thing being a significant part of human life. These conceptions of sex can all be
traced back in some way to the sense of shame over the human body that began when Adam and Eve sinned
in the Garden of Eden—Satan, in assuring them of immortality, having evidently explained this on the basis of a
dualistic view of human nature, wherein the higher self, an immortal soul, is imprisoned within a wicked, fleshly
carcass. This lie has created untold heartache in the world throughout human history.
In recent times, the Western world has emerged from centuries of asceticism and repression to embrace
sexuality. For some this has happily meant coming to view it as a precious blessing to be enjoyed in the proper
context of marriage. But for most, there has been a plunge into the opposite ditch of sexual libertinism, wherein
sex is thought of as something for anyone to experience with anyone else, as long as there is mutual consent,
for the mere pleasure of it. This is essentially a return to hedonism—not in a religious sense to demonstrate the
supposed inner soul remaining untainted, but for many nonetheless based on the assumption that the inner
soul is untainted if the flesh is plunged into depravity, this assumption, again, having originated with Satan in
Eden. And for those who have been corrupted into seeing no depravity in extramarital sexual experimentation,
the low view of sex is not as sin but as common, having no need for a sacred bond. In either case, there is a
religious sense to hedonistic pursuit today in that it is part of a search for meaning in life and constitutes
servitude to pleasure as an idol—living for sex, as it were, many considering life without it to be not worth living.
The Bible speaks to both of these errant concepts—the idea on one hand that sex is a lowly, grotesque evil that
must be purged from human experience and desire so as to attain to godly purity and the idea on the other
hand that sex is a common thing to be indulged in freely with no restraints beyond consensuality as being just
fine and even the liberating path to happiness. Most of what we see in Scripture on the subject of sex is to
counter the latter notion. The Bible imposes strict regulations on sexual conduct in numerous laws and gives
many examples and warnings about the dangers of flaunting these. Yet the Bible also counters the low view of
sexuality as evil by giving some positive statements about sex within the proper context of marriage.
In Genesis 1, God created Adam and Eve as male and female (verses 26-27) and told them to ―be fruitful and
multiply‖ (verse 28)—obviously through sexual reproduction—declaring it along with the rest of His creation as
―very good‖ (verse 31). In Genesis 2:23-25 we see the beginning of marriage and the command to become ―one
flesh‖—which, as the New Testament clearly shows, includes sexual union (see 1 Corinthians 6:16)—as well as
the statement that the first man and wife were not ashamed of being naked together. Of course, these are
rather general encouragements to marital intimacy.
What about more specific positive expressions of sexuality within marriage? Genesis 26:8 describes Isaac
―showing endearment to Rebekah his wife‖—―sporting‖ here in the KJV apparently referring to love play (the
NKJV margin has ―caressing‖). But this is not stated as any kind of practical exhortation on marital love.
Leaning a bit more to that point is Proverbs 5:15-20, which gives instructions on the proper context for sex:
―Drink water from your own cistern, and running water from your own well. Should your fountains be dispersed
abroad, streams of water in the streets? Let them be only your own, and not for strangers with you. Let your
fountain be blessed, and rejoice with the wife of your youth. As a loving deer and a graceful doe, let her breasts
satisfy you at all times; and always be enraptured with her love. For why should you, my son, be enraptured by
an immoral woman, and be embraced in the arms of a seductress?‖ This is a warning against promiscuity, but
within it is a positive, albeit brief, frank encouragement to sexual enjoyment in marriage. The apostle Paul
encouraged husbands and wives to not deprive one another of marital affection as they live in mutual
possession of each other (see 1 Corinthians 7:2-5).
Yet there is not much else besides on the positive side—unless, that is, we turn to the Song of Songs. And
there we surprisingly find an entire book of the Bible filled with deeply romantic and erotic dialogue celebrating
the joys of marital intimacy. Rather than explain over the fact of the Song‘s sexual focus, as interpreters did for
long, dreary centuries, we should realize what ought to have been obvious all along—that the Song‘s
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celebratory focus on love, romance and marital sexuality, which constitute its clear and stated subject matter, is
the very reason for its place within the canon of Scripture.
The Bible Knowledge Commentary notes in its introduction to the Song: ―The purpose of the book is to extol
human love and marriage. Though at first this seems strange, on reflection it is not surprising for God to have
included in the biblical canon a book endorsing the beauty and purity of marital love. God created man and
woman (Gen. 1:27; 2:20-23) and established and sanctioned marriage (Gen. 2:24). Since the world views sex
so sordidly and perverts and exploits it so persistently and since so many marriages are crumbling because of
lack of love, commitment, and devotion, it is advantageous to have a book in the Bible that gives God‘s
endorsement of marital love as wholesome and pure.‖
Recall again 2 Timothy 3:16-17, which explains that all Scripture is ―profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for
correction, for instruction in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, thoroughly equipped for
every good work‖ (2 Timothy 3:16-17). The Song provides a thorough equipping to be complete in the sphere of
marital love—an otherwise missing element.
―Indeed,‖ says The New International Commentary, ―as human love poetry, the Song plays a crucial role in the
Bible as a whole. In answer to the question, ‗What is a book like the Song of Songs doing in the canon?‘ we
respond by asking the reader to imagine a Bible without the Song. Without the Song, the Church and
synagogue would be left with spare and virtually exclusively negative words about an important aspect of our
lives. Sexuality is a major aspect of the human experience, and God in his wisdom has spoken through…the
Song to encourage us as well as warn us about its power in our lives. God is interested in us as whole people.
We are not souls encased in a husk of flesh. The Song celebrates the joys of physical touch, the exhilaration of
exotic scents, the sweet sound of an intimate voice, the taste of another‘s body. Furthermore, the book explores
human emotion—the thrill and power of love as well as its often attendant pain. The Song affirms human love,
intimate relationship, sensuality, and sexuality‖ (p. 59). In fact, there is good reason to understand the Song as
a special vehicle for divine instruction about these matters.
The Song as didactic wisdom literature
The verses cited above from Proverbs 5 are important for us in considering the scriptural purpose of the Song
of Solomon, for they use some of the same imagery the Song does. And the book of Proverbs is also stated to
be the work of King Solomon (1:1). Scholars appropriately classify Proverbs as wisdom literature along with
Job, Ecclesiastes and a few of the Psalms—all these, it should be observed, being within the Writings division
of the Old Testament. Wisdom literature is meant to be didactic—teaching.
Indeed Proverbs, with its many instructive principles, is the epitome of wisdom literature—compiled by
Solomon, the great patron of wisdom. And many have suggested that the Song of Solomon should also fall into
this category.
The New American Commentary states: ―The Song of Songs does not teach or explore wisdom after the
fashion of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes but celebrates human love. On the other hand, it has affinities to wisdom
literature that should not be overlooked. The very ascription to Solomon is…strong indication that it belongs to
wisdom…. Other wisdom material uses sexual language (Prov 7:6ff.; 9:1ff.). The Israelites also made a closer
connection between singers of songs and ‗wisdom‘ than modern Occidentals [i.e., Westerners] do [e.g.,
Jeremiah 9:16 calling professional singers of dirges ‗wise women‘].
―Most important, the function and purpose of wisdom literature must be related to the Song of Songs. Wisdom
in the Bible is meant to teach the reader how to live in the world. For this reason politics, personal morality,
economics, social behavior, and many other areas of life all come under its teaching. And certainly courtship,
sensual love, and marriage cannot be excluded since these areas are among the most basic universals of
human experience. The Song of Songs celebrates love, but it also teaches love; in this respect it must be
counted as wisdom literature. Nevertheless, among the books of biblical wisdom, it is in a class by itself‖ (pp.
366-367).
The New International Commentary notes in this regard: ―Wisdom is the application of God‘s will to the nittygritty of life…. By describing a love that is intense, exclusive, and faithful in spite of obstacles, the Song
indirectly but passionately reveals God‘s will for that special relationship between a man and a woman…. J.M.
Munro [in Spikenard and Saffron: A Study in the Poetic Language of the Song of Songs, 1995, pp. 146-147]
may be on the right track when she notices a wisdom connection in the relationship between the young woman
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and the chorus, composed of other young women, whom she is instructing in the ways of love‖ (p. 49). This
refers to the woman repeatedly charging the ―daughters of Jerusalem‖ with what appears to be a directive to not
stir up love until the time is acceptable (see 2:7; 3:5; 8:4). Though the meaning is disputed, one such as this
could well be intended as a message to young women in the audience—as is probably the case. The Nelson
Study Bible comments: ―While the Book of Proverbs frequently exhorts young men to live in sexual purity (see
Prov. 7), the Song of Solomon frequently addresses its warnings to young women‖ (note on 2:7).
As wisdom literature, ―it has been suggested that just as Job explores the riddle of suffering, and Ecclesiastes
the riddle of existence, so the Song explores the riddle of love‖ (Gledhill, p. 35). In fact, some have considered
the Song an explication, as it were, of the thought expressed in Proverbs 30:18-19, the last item there obviously
being the focus: ―There are three things that are too amazing for me, four that I do not understand: the way of
an eagle in the sky, the way of a snake on a rock, the way of a ship on the high seas, and the way of a man
with a maiden‖ (NIV). Human love is very mysterious—and the Song seems to reflect that mystery.
Further evidence of the instructive nature of the Song as well as its mystery comes in 8:6-7, the beginning of
which we touched on earlier. Here, in a high point of the Song, rather than just elements of a story or mere
mutual praise of the lovers we are given an abstract point about love in general that seems also to be
communicated to the audience: ―For love is as strong as death, its jealousy unyielding as the grave. It burns like
a blazing fire, like a mighty flame. Many waters cannot quench love; nor can the floods drown it. If a man would
give for love all the wealth of his house, it [or he] would be utterly scorned‖ (compare NIV, NKJV).
There‘s a lot in these verses. First a note about the word ―love‖ here. It is translated from ‘ahaba (or ‘ahava), the
main word for love in Hebrew. Occurring in its different forms 17 times in the Song, this word is used in
Scripture to denote all varieties of love, including sexual desire, family affection, close loyal friendship, altruistic,
outgoing concern, and committed devotion, such as that rendered to God or to a spouse—just as our English
word love can convey all these things. In the Song we find all the various types of love. Although there is a big
focus on sexual love in the Song, this is not in isolation from the other types.
The love in verses 6-7 is probably multifaceted, including the attraction, emotion and commitment that bind two
people together in a mutual, exclusive relationship. The force of this love, true love, is very powerful—as
unrelenting as death, the lovers holding as fiercely, jealously to one another as the grave holds on to the dead.
And this love is compared to a blazing fire that cannot be put out by floods of waters. True love, we are told,
cannot be bought. But from where does such love arise? It could be described as the way of things. Yet who is
responsible for that? Here we may be getting at the roots of the mystery.
Presenting love as ―the very flame of the LORD‖
As has been stated, there are no unambiguous references to God in the Song of Songs. Yet this constitutes
more than mere absence. For it appears that a deliberate, conscious effort was made to avoid mentioning Him.
Consider the oath formula in the charge to the daughters of Jerusalem in 2:7 and 3:5. They are adjured not by
God, as is the common conception in oath formulas, but ―by the gazelles or by the does of the field.‖ We will
give further consideration to this when we come to these verses in our reading of the Song, but it should be
pointed out here that some see in the Hebrew phrase from which these words are translated one that sounds
similar to the use of divine names, indicating intent.
Another place where interpreters have seen the presence of God in the Song is in the climactic point of
consummation in 4:16–5:1. It ends in 5:1b with someone, probably the chorus, saying to the lovers in their
lovemaking (as they seem to be the addressees here despite other arguments), ―Eat, O friends! Drink, yes,
drink deeply, O beloved ones!‖ The idea is that the only person who would be a witness to their private intimacy
is God. Yet there could be an argument for affirmation by the wedding guests outside. Still, at this climax of the
Song, the encouragement, even if coming from others, at least seems a divine approval.
Back, then, to 8:6-7. The phrase describing the flames of love at the end of verse 6—―a mighty flame‖ (NIV) or
―a most vehement flame‖ (NKJV)—is by some translated as ―the very flame of the LORD‖ (NASB). Yet the
wording here is unclear. The Hebrew used is shalhebetyah. Some would take the yah at the end (yh in
consonantal form) as a separate word, in which case the rendering would be ―flame of YAH‖—YAH being the
shortened form of divine name YHWH. Yet it appears that yh can also be applied to words as a more general
intensifying suffix. ―E.g. Je. 2:31, ‗great darkness‘ (‗gloom of Yah‘); Ps. 118:5, AV, ‗a wide place‘ (‗wideness of
Yah‘); Jon. 3:3, ‗a very important city‘ (‗Great with respect to God‘); Ps. 80:11, ‗mighty cedars‘ (‗Cedars of God‘)‖
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(Gledhill, p. 233 footnote). And even if YAH here does mean God, the term flame of God could simply signify
lightning, as a fire from the sky, as is comparable to other passages.
Yet it seems more than a coincidence that in this high, abstract point of the Song, in the very place we would
expect a mention of God if there is going to be one, a term is introduced that may well refer to Him, at least
indirectly. This may reflect more of the intentional ambiguity of the Song—hinting at the presence of God but not
saying so directly. Moreover, there is no doubt about who is ultimately responsible for the love between man
and woman. This mighty flame truly is from His hand—the hand of the Creator God. Indeed, God is the real
Author here—not merely of the Song through inspiration, but of the very subject matter of the Song through
creation.
In this regard we should consider the background of the natural world in the Song—as it is all from the hand of
God. Love is to be appreciated and enjoyed as part of His creation. As Murphy notes, the Song, in line with the
culture it was composed in, ―paid homage to God‘s design of creation: It acknowledged that human beings, as
male and female, were expected to participate joyfully in the ordained sacral order of life. Hence the intensely
heightened awareness of nature‘s delights, so abundant in the Song‘s metaphorical portraits of the two lovers
and their love-making, should not be described as indicative of merely ‗naturalistic,‘ ‗secular,‘ or ‗profane‘
interests. Ancient Israel perceived the wonders of human sexuality, fulfilled in marital love, to be a divine
blessing‖ (pp. 98-99).
Commenting on the important role of nature, the created realm, in describing the love in the Song, Murphy
further states: ―Every sense is involved, indeed highlighted, in this rapturous portrait of love‘s delights…. The
intensely sensual fascination of the lovers with each other finds poetic expression through the use of natural
imagery: colors, perfumes and spices, flowers and fruits, fields, budding vineyards, and luxuriant gardens. Yet
the experience of love not only draws upon the textures of nature for its metaphors, it opens the eyes of the
lovers themselves to the beauty of the world around them—to its varied terrain and places of human abode
(1:5, 16-17; 2:8; 3:6; 4:8; 6:4, 11; 8:5), to its seasons and the natural forces of wind and water that shape it
(2:11; 4:15-16), and to other animate creatures that inhabit it with them (2:7-8; 4:1-2, 8; 8:14). In passion‘s true
embrace the world is not recreated but reexperienced with heightened senses‖ (pp. 102-103).
In this light, we should understand the instructive nature of the Song to be not one of listing principles or
moralizing, but of creating an impression on the mind through beautiful imagery.
An evocative, entertaining tutorial in love
Though some books on practically applying the Song to courtship and marriage can be helpful (see the
bibliography), The New International Commentary properly notes: ―In much recent writing, the Song has been
correctly understood as love poetry but incorrectly used in order to promote specific dating or sexual practices.
It is important to remember that the Song is not a dating guide or a sex manual. It is not a ‗how-to‘ book, but
rather poetry intent on evoking a mood more than making mandates to the reader concerning specific types of
behavior. Nonetheless, the Song‘s passionate and intimate descriptions of sensual touch may serve the
purpose of freeing married couples to experiment and experience a physical relationship they wrongly thought
proscribed by their Christian commitment‖ (p. 60).
The evocative nature of the Song is in some ways like that of watching a good romance movie. Frankly, such a
movie wouldn‘t be very good if all it did was quote maxims and principles about how to love. It would certainly
have poor entertainment value—but consider that it would also have poor educational value in teaching the
principles of love. For there would be no feelings engendered and no illustration through dialogue of how love is
supposed to operate—how those in love are to interact.
Like a great romantic movie or play or love song of modern times, the Song of Songs is in a certain sense
entertainment. Dr. Fox gives such an assessment: ―To call the Song ‗entertainment‘ is not to trivialize it. Great
music has been composed and great literature written to serve no social or religious function other than
entertaining audiences. It is possible to entertain people by arousing finely nuanced and complex emotions,
engaging their intellects, conveying new insights, and promulgating significant ideas [—all of which are present
in the Song]. Still, we should not exaggerate the gravity of the Song‘s aims. It is full of fun, erotic allusions,
sensual word-paintings of the lovers and their worlds, and heartwarming sentiments. It diverts the mind from
everyday cares by inviting the audience to share the fresh, sensuous world of the young lovers and their erotic
adventures‖ (p. 247).
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He has a point here. While there is certainly instructive value in the Song, the more we press the point of its
instructional nature, the less we experience its intended enjoyment. Those who would stress the Song as a
deep theological treatise—whether on human or divine love—are really missing the boat. For consider your own
marriage if you are married or have been—or what you want married life to be if you are still single. Can you
imagine romance and lovemaking to be some solemn, weighty endeavor?
That is not the goal by any means. And if it becomes that, you will never experience romance. Certainly the
Song as instructive messages for us—but one of the main ones is to impress upon us that marital love and
sexual relations are good and wholesome and intense and, yes, enjoyable. Is it right in studying the Bible that
you could be entertained? Think on this: Is it right in the sacred duty of love to your spouse that you could
derive enjoyment? These factors go hand in hand. That is why we must be careful, as Fox properly notes, to
not exaggerate the gravity of the Song‘s aims. It has been placed in Scripture to make us feel good about sex in
a marital context—countering Satan‘s attempts to make us feel dirty about it.
On the other hand, the point is not to merely be entertained by reading of amatory encounters. The marital
context is important, as is the emotional side of sexuality. Murphy points out: ―What this poetry celebrates is not
eroticism for its own sake, and certainly not ribaldry or promiscuous sex, but rather the desires of an individual
woman and man to enjoy the bond of mutual possession (2:16; 6:3; 7:10…). It is all the more striking, therefore,
that even when nuptial motifs come into view (3:11; 4:8–5:1) no reference is made to the important familial
‗business‘ of Israelite marriage—contractual arrangements, dowries, child-bearing, inheritance, and the like.
The poetry allows us to suppose that these are matters for others to attend to and on other occasions. For the
moment we, as audience, are invited by the poet to appreciate the qualities of tenderness, joy, sensual
intimacy, reciprocal longing and mutual esteem, all of which are socially desirable and beautifully mysterious
dimensions of human sexual love‖ (pp. 97-98).
There is, of course, a focus on physical pleasure within the relationship but not exclusively. And this is handled
in rather delicate, picturesque language. As Murphy observes: ―Although the poetry is explicitly erotic in its
appreciation of sexual love, it never becomes prurient or pornographic. What the poet depicts for us so vividly
are the emotions of love, not clinical acts of love-making‖ (p. 102). Often points of sensuality are conveyed
through ―shades of meaning that attach to certain words or actions. This may be termed double entendre in the
best sense of the term. The language of love is precisely that by its very nature. But it is important to preserve
the double entendre, and not destroy it by a clinical translation or paraphrase‖ (p. 102 footnote). This is a wise
prescription.
The main focus of the book is not so much on sexual acts as it is on romance. Indeed, this is what people need
to be taught. For once the goodness of marital sex is established, as it needs to be and is in the Song, jumping
into sexual acts is all too easy. Commitment and romance, though, don‘t come as naturally. In presenting some
lessons and concepts that may be derived from the book, The New American Commentary says this first: ―Song
of Songs is not stark eroticism but is indeed a highly romantic book. The point is so obvious from the imagery
and language of the book that it might be thought hardly worth mentioning, but it is often ignored. Note that the
lovers speak to and of each other frequently and in great detail. They relish their pleasure in each other not only
with physical action but with carefully composed words. Love is, above all, a matter of the mind and heart and
should be declared. The lesson for the reader is that he or she needs to speak often and openly of his or her joy
in the beloved, the spouse. This is, for many lovers, a far more embarrassing revelation of the self than
anything that is done with the body. But it is precisely here that the biblical ideal of love is present—in the
uniting of the bodies and hearts of the husband and wife in a bond that is as strong as death. Many homes
would be happier if men and women would simply speak of their love for one another a little more often‖ (p.
379). This is certainly valid, although we should remember that the Song is poetry, which in itself demands
carefully composed words. Still, a little poetry in love never hurts!
Another point to take away from the Song is that of monogamous marriage as the only acceptable context for
sex. We earlier noted reasons to understand the couple in the Song as being married in at least the passages
concerning sexual intimacy—such as the mentions of ―spouse‖ or ―bride‖ in chapter 4. The New American
Commentary here adds: ―It is hard to imagine anything more likely to blemish the romantic yearnings of the
lovers for each other than the notion that they may have an ‗open relationship.‘ ‗I belong to my lover and his
desire is for me‘ (7:10) [or ‗I am my beloved‘s, and my beloved is mine‘ (6:3), as was noted earlier], if it means
anything at all, means that the two belong to each other exclusively. More than that, as demonstrated
previously, there is adequate evidence to assert that the theme of the Song is the love felt between a man and
a woman as they approach and experience their wedding. The ideal of marriage, exclusive love, is everywhere
present. [As was also noted previously, exclusivity would seem to rule out a polygamous setting for the Song.]
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In the same way, the text speaks against other forms of sexual behavior (homosexuality, etc.) not by decree but
by example. The Song of Songs portrays how the sexual longings of man and woman ought to be fulfilled‖ (p.
379).
The Song, then, teaches the beauty, excitement and delight in exclusive, monogamous, heterosexual love—as
God intended. In the words of Roland Murphy: ―Human sexual fulfillment, fervently sought and consummated in
reciprocal love between woman and man: Yes, that is what the Song of Songs is about, in its literal sense and
theologically relevant meaning. We may rejoice that Scripture includes such an explicit view among its varied
witnesses to divine providence‖ (p. 103).
Illuminating the relationship ideal—both human and divine
―But,‖ Murphy then asks, as we should too, ―does the marvelous theological insight that the Song opens up
have broader significance?… Having reappropriated the literal meaning [after centuries of wildly errant
allegorical imaginings], can we still give any credence to those who have heard the poetry speak eloquently…of
divine-human covenant as well as male-female sexual partnership, of spiritual as well as physical rapture?….
[For in] scriptural expression is the recognition that human love and divine love mirror each other‖ (pp. 103104).
Indeed, even if we reject the Song as being an allegory or extensive typological representation of the
relationship between Jesus Christ and the Church, that still does not rule out some typology and application of
the Song to Christ and the Church. After all, human marriage is but a type of that higher marriage. So if we
have a Song in Scripture that applies to ideal human marriage, it is natural to assume that it would apply—in at
least some respects—to the perfect divine marriage relationship and the spiritual courtship and betrothal
leading up to it. And such application would not be mere coincidence, but part of God‘s overall intent to begin
with.
Lloyd Carr quotes Reformed theologian John Murray, who stated this thought well: ―I cannot now endorse the
allegorical interpretation of the Song of Solomon. I think the vagaries of interpretation given in terms of the
allegorical principle indicate that there are no well-defined hermeneutical canons [i.e., interpretive rules] to
guide us in determining the precise meaning and application if we adopt the allegorical view. However, I also
think that in terms of the biblical analogy the Song could be used to illustrate the relation of Christ to His church.
The marriage bond is used in Scripture as a pattern of Christ and the church. If the Song portrays marital love
and relationship on the highest levels of exercise and devotion, then surely it may be used to exemplify what is
transcendently true in the bond that exists between Christ and the church. One would have to avoid a great
deal of the arbitrary and indeed fanciful interpretations to which the allegorical view leads and which it would
demand‖ (pp. 23-24, from The Monthly Record of the Free Church of Scotland, March 1983, p. 52).
Gledhill concurs while raising a caution noted earlier: ―There is…considerable biblical evidence to show that the
human marriage relationship can be used as a vehicle to illustrate spiritual realities. Although no New
Testament writer quotes or uses the Song of Songs in this way, many commentators have felt that they have
sufficient biblical precedent to pursue a spiritual interpretation. It is argued with some justification that reflection
on human love and intimacy leads inevitably to reflection on the ways of God with humankind. Thus various
commentators have seen in the relationship of the two lovers in the Song an illustration of the relationship
between God and Israel, or between Christ and the church, or between God and the individual believer. The
many differing behaviour patterns of the lovers have been used as illustrations of the spiritual walk of the
believer: the desire for and the consolations of intimacy, the articulation of praise, the pain of absence, the
clouding of fellowship, the restoration of communion and so on. But we must be rather careful in our use of
such analogies. For the believer‘s relationship with Christ is never at an erotic level. The language used may be
that of love, but it must be remembered that whilst God is eternal spirit, we are earthly bodily creatures. To
speak of rapture and consummation and so on uses the vocabulary of love, but the metaphysical relationship
between the believer and Christ is at an entirely different level from that between two lovers. To confuse the two
types of relationship can lead to heretical notions and spiritual disaster‖ (p. 33).
There do indeed seem to be parallels between the relationship development in the Song and that of Christ and
the Church—in the wooing, the romance, the longing, the tenderness, the commitment, the anxiety, the
wedding, even the sublime joy of intimacy and consummation in a general sense. Paul, as we saw earlier, even
compared becoming one flesh in sexual union to becoming one spirit with the Lord (1 Corinthians 6:16-17).
Again, however, we must not press the analogy too far in eroticizing the Christ-Church relationship, for that is
not the point here. Yet it would certainly help all of us in our walk with Christ to think of our relationship with Him

675

as an intimate ―romance‖ of sorts. Consider all the musing, daydreaming, thoughtfulness, caring, time together
and incessant communicating that is involved in human romance. How much more ought these things to be
involved in the higher romance?
As we understand human courtship and the marriage relationship to typify our relationship with Christ, so the
Song of Songs, which celebrates marital love, can contribute in some respects to how we live out our
affectionate spiritual romance with Him. In this regard, perhaps one lesson of the intimacy in the Song is that we
need to be very receptive, yielding, and responsive to Jesus Christ‘s wooing, initiatives, influence and
leadership as He comes into our hearts and minds through the Holy Spirit. Another lesson would be, as Gledhill
pointed out, to articulate praise—to say great things about Jesus Christ, both in prayer as we speak to Him
(along with the Father) and as we speak to others about Him. None of this is to say that such a use for the Song
was Solomon‘s (or another human author‘s) intent at all. Yet this is God‘s intent with any good marriage—so it
would seem to be with this story of one in His Bible as well (perhaps even particularly).
The New International Commentary sums up this issue well: ―Earlier we criticized an allegorical approach to the
Song that read a theological meaning onto the surface of the book, and in its place we argued support for the
idea that the Song is…[intended to] celebrate and caution concerning human love. However, we now come full
circle in order to affirm the legitimacy of a theological reading of the book. Read within the context of the canon,
the Song as a clear and obvious relevance to the divine-human relationship. After all, throughout the Bible
God‘s relationship to humankind is likened to a marriage….The allegorical approach was not wrong in insisting
that we read the Song as relevant to our relationship to God. The more we understand about marriage, the
more we understand about our relationship with God. More than any other human relationship marriage reflects
the divine-human relationship…. The allegorical approach erred in two ways, however. First, allegorists
suppressed the human love dimension of the Song, and, second, they pressed the details in arbitrary ways in
order to elicit specific theological meaning from the text…. As with any metaphor, the reader must observe a
proper reticence in terms of pressing the analogy. Nonetheless, from the Song we learn about the emotional
intensity, intimacy, and exclusivity of our relationship with the God of the universe‖ (pp. 67, 70).
Still, as valuable and helpful as this aspect of understanding the Song is, we must not concentrate on it so
much that we lose sight of the Song‘s obvious intent to glorify physical, human love and marriage. Gledhill
properly states regarding his own commentary: ―In this exposition, the main emphasis is on the natural
interpretation of the Song as a warm, positive celebration of human love and sexuality in the context of
marriage. I do not pretend that this exhausts the meaning of the Song, but I do maintain that this is its primary
emphasis‖ (p. 33). And indeed, this should also be our focus.
Glickman sets up the book well: ―The lovers of the Song help us see not just what our partners should be like,
but what our relationships should feel like: the role of emotion, longing, and sexual attraction; the foundation of
friendship, respect, and commitment; the experience of intimacy, certainty, and forgiveness. The lovers put
flesh and blood on these words in their unforgettable romance. Love broke through, and the artist captured it!
Whether viewed simply as great art or great art that rises to the level of sacred art, the Song of Solomon is a
love song for all time. It can touch our hearts, awaken our deepest longings, and provide ideals to guide us.
Ideals like the stars in the sky, by which we, like mariners of the sea, may set our course‖ (p. 14).
With all this as background, we are now better prepared to read through this most remarkable and mysterious
book of Scripture, the Song of Songs. You will observe that our comments on the reading sections of the book,
though a bit long in themselves in some parts, are relatively short compared to our lengthy introduction. Yet it is
best that we have sufficiently examined the important interpretive issues up front, instead of getting bogged
down with them in going through the Song. Before getting into the book, we first offer some resource
recommendations to those interested in further individual study.
―Your Love Is Better Than Wine‖ (Song of Solomon 1–2)
After the title in 1:1 (explained in our introduction), the Song opens in 1:2 with words of the woman—the
Shulamite (though she is not so named until 6:13). Expressing sensuous desire for the man, it is she who
broaches the issue of physical love in the song. We are being told here and throughout the Song that female
sexuality is good—in contrast to the repression various cultures have imposed.
That the woman is speaking of the man in Song 1:2 is understood from the use of ―him‖ and ―his‖ and the ―your‖
being masculine singular in the original Hebrew. And in most modern Bible versions, the speaker (or singer,
recalling that this is a song) is noted prior to the actual text translation. Realize, however, while reading through

676

the book that the notations as to who is speaking do not appear in the original Hebrew text. As the New King
James Version margin notes on 1:2: ―The speaker and audience are identified according to the number,
gender, and person of the Hebrew words. Occasionally the identity is not certain‖—though context can help.
Discerning the identity of the man in different passages of the Song—whether speaking or being addressed—
depends on whether the Song is viewed as a two-character or three-character progression (i.e., the shepherd
hypothesis). As you have no doubt noticed, we are taking no position in our comments on the identity of the
man the Shulamite loves—whether Solomon, a shepherd or a generic husband—as the matter is uncertain and
highly debatable, as explained in our introduction.
Regarding the notations as to who is speaking, it is certainly easier to read a translation that includes these
(unlike the King James Version and the New American Standard Bible, which do not). However, it must be
borne in mind that these notations are not always necessarily correct. We should also note differences in these
notations in different Bible versions, which can cause confusion. For instance, observe that the NKJV uses ―The
Shulamite‖ for the woman and ―The Beloved‖ for the man—the latter based on the woman‘s repeated
references to the man as dodi, which the NKJV translates as ―my beloved‖ (the chorus referring to him in
response to the woman as ―your beloved‖). In the New International Version speaker notations, however,
―Beloved‖ refers to the woman, while the man is referred to as ―Lover‖ (the latter being consistent with the NIV
translating dodi in the Song lyrics as ―my lover‖). The woman is labeled ―Beloved‖ in the NIV because she is the
object of the love of the male lover. In Hebrew, the man refers to her as ra‗yati, which the NKJV renders as ―my
love.‖ More precisely, though, as this word is related to re‗eh, meaning ―friend,‖ it denotes ―dear/darling
companion.‖ The NIV actually translates ra‗yati in the Song lyrics as ―my darling,‖ so it is inconsistent in using
―Beloved‖ as a distinction for the woman in its speaker notations—though it is not completely inaccurate, given
the broad meaning of ―love‖ in English. The NKJV‘s designation of the chorus as ―The Daughters of Jerusalem‖
is taken from that label as explicitly found in the Song‘s lyrics. The NIV‘s use of ―Friends‖ is more of an
assumption.
Some have seen in the shift from ―his‖ to ―your‖ in verse 2 a change in speaker or addressee—and others have
seen an error in need of text emendation to make these the same. Neither of these notions is valid. As Dr. Lloyd
Carr (Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, No. 17) notes: ―Some commentators have argued that the first
colon, which is in 3rd person forms, is a statement of the beloved to her friends (4b), and the second colon, in
2nd person masculine forms, is the response of those friends to the lover.
This necessitates a shift of speakers again in v. 3 when the beloved [woman] addresses her lover directly. Such
a series of shifts is possible but very awkward, and with no compelling need. The shift from kiss me to his
mouth to your love appears awkward to us, but such a sequence of shifting pronouns is a common
phenomenon in biblical poetry (e.g. Am. 4:1; Mi. 7:19; cf. Song 4:2; 6:6), and is also known in Phoenician and
Ugaritic. Similar shifts are evident in some of the Sumerian Sacred Marriage texts‖ (The Song of Solomon,
1984, p. 72, note on 1:2). Commentator Roland Murphy concurs: ―Such shifts (enallage) are well attested in
Hebrew poetry (e.g., Ps. 23:1-3, 4-5, 6), and elsewhere in the Song (1:4; 2:4, etc.)‖ (The Song of Songs, 1990,
Hermeneia Commentaries, p. 125, footnote on 1:2).
The word translated ―love‖ in verse 2 is dodim, the plural form of dod, the word used for the lover in the Song.
―Loves‖ here evidently connotes loving acts. The Hebrew plural is used in Proverbs 7:18 and Ezekiel 23:17 to
refer to physical lovemaking. Coupling this with the fact that the woman expresses knowledge of the man‘s
―loves‖ in Song 1:2, many argue that they have already been sexually intimate with one another prior to the start
of the Song. But the matter is not so cut and dried. For just as the English term love can denote sex (as in
lovemaking) yet also apply more broadly, so can the Hebrew term dodim. Consider that the name David
(Hebrew Dwd, ―Beloved‖) is derived from this word—as is the second name of Solomon in 2 Samuel 12:24-25,
Jedidiah (Yedyd-Yah, ―Beloved of the Eternal‖). The word can also apply to a close relative, such as an uncle
(see 1 Samuel 14:50). Clearly there is no sexual connotation in these uses. So perhaps the plural form in Song
1:2 should just be understood as ―affections.‖ Some translate the word here as ―caresses,‖ yet this creates a
problem in verse 4, where a multiplicity of women say they will celebrate the man‘s dodim. Thus ―affections‖ or
―loving acts‖ (in a general sense) would probably be better. Yet even if ―caresses‖ is intended, this, as with
―affections‖ and ―loving acts,‖ would not imply that the man and woman have already consummated their
relationship at this point.
Yet a loving relationship with strong sexual attraction does already exist at this point, as is clear from the
woman‘s desire to be passionately kissed. This is a problem for those who view chapter 1 of the Song as the
initial meeting of the woman and her love or the mere beginning of their courtship. Things have clearly
progressed beyond that at the very commencement of the Song.
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The woman desires the man‘s kisses and affections more than wine with its delectable taste, celebratory use
and intoxicating effects. The man says basically the same of the woman later in 4:10. A parallel is found in the
love songs of Egypt, where love‘s effect are compared to those of the favorite drink there, beer. Number 23 in
the Cairo Love Songs collection says: ―I embrace her, and her arms open wide, I am like a man in Punt [a place
scholars today identify with Somalia, Eritrea, Sudan or Yemen that was conceived of as a mystical wonderland],
like someone overwhelmed with drugs. I kiss her, her lips open, and I am drunk without a beer‖ (in William
Simpson, ed., The Literature of Ancient Egypt, 1973, pp. 310-311—this passage is renumbered as 20F and
20G by Michael V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs, 1985, p. 33).
Song 1:3 contains some wordplay in the Hebrew, given the alliteration in the words for ―fragrance‖ (rayak) and
―poured forth‖ (turak) and the similarity between the words for ―ointment‖ (i.e., ―oil‖ or ―perfume‖—shemen) and
―name‖ (shem). Some interpreters, especially those who understand the opening chapters of the Song as a
manual for courtship, take ―name‖ here in its sense of reputation and character—as to say that we should only
be interested in someone as a future spouse who has a reputation for good character. Yet, while that is
certainly true in any case, it may be a stretch to say that this is the point of verse 3—which seems merely to say
(in parallel to affections as wine in the previous verse) that just the mention or thought of the man‘s name is to
the woman‘s mind like sweet perfume is to the nose. It is just a joy to think about him.
There is an issue of reputation here, though, in that the man, as noted at the end of verse 3, is evidently known
among the ―virgins‖ for his loving tenderness—prompting their statement about remembering his ―loves‖ later in
verse 4. The shepherd hypothesis typically labels these young women as members of Solomon‘s harem who
have experienced his ―loves‖ firsthand. Yet the impression from the word translated ―virgins‖ is that these are
young, unmarried women. It may simply be, then, that they have witnessed some of his loving affections toward
the woman of the Song and desire the same for themselves.
In 1:4, the New King James Version notes a shift in speakers that is probably unwarranted. It shows ―Draw me
away!‖ as the words of the Shulamite and ―We will run after you‖ (―you‖ here being masculine singular, thus the
man) as the words of the daughters of Jerusalem. The Hebrew order of these words is ―Draw me / after you /
we will run.‖ The NKJV has taken the first slash here as a sentence break, so that ―After you we will run‖ is an
intrusion by the chorus. Yet other translators, probably correctly, take the second slash to be the break—so that
the woman is saying to the man, ―Draw me after you; let us run together!‖ (compare NIV, NASB), in which case
there is no choral intrusion.
The next sentence in verse 4, ―The king has brought me into his chambers‖ in the NKJV, could also be ―Let the
king bring me into his chambers‖ (NIV). Those who follow the shepherd hypothesis and accept the first
translation here see it either as the Shulamite speaking of being inducted into Solomon‘s harem against her will
or another harem girl speaking of having been taken into Solomon‘s bedroom. Those who follow the shepherd
hypothesis and accept the second translation see it as another harem girl expressing her desire to be taken into
the king‘s bedroom.
Many who adhere to a two-character progression accept the second translation and see the woman longing to
be taken into her lover‘s bedroom—on condition of an impending marriage it is typically assumed. (The lover
here is deemed by many two-character advocates to be Solomon, yet others see the lover as merely extolled
as ―king‖ in the woman‘s eyes even though he is not one literally.) Others, accepting the first translation, see
―chambers‖ here as a general word for quarters or rooms, and simply take this to be a visit to the lover‘s
home—or to Solomon‘s royal chambers in his palace, including his audience hall, if he is the lover. Some who
accept the first translation take this to mean that the woman has been taken into the bridal chamber with her
lover because the two have just wedded. And a few would say that the woman is Abishag the Shunammite,
having been taken into King David‘s bedroom as his nursemaid and to keep him warm, though she longs to be
with her lover, whether Solomon or a shepherd.
The NKJV is correct in ascribing the next two lines in verse 4 to the women of the chorus. They first say to the
Shulamite, ―We will be glad and rejoice in you‖—the ―you‖ in this line being feminine singular. Many view the
women here as other members of Solomon‘s harem. Yet we have noted in our introduction the difficulty of such
a view if the two-character progression is embraced. The statement itself is difficult if attributed to harem
women, whether a two-character or three-character progression is accepted. As James Burton points out in The
Believer‘s Commentary (a.k.a. Coffman‘s Commentary), ―Such love in a king‘s harem for a new member of his
seraglio seems to this writer totally contrary to the mutual hatred among the women, such as that which we
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have always understood to be characteristic of such godless places‖ (1993, p. 157, note on verse 4). Thus he
deems the sentiments expressed here as feigned.
Yet if the daughters of Jerusalem are here representative of the woman‘s friends or attendants or the young
women of Jerusalem generally, the sentiments could well be genuine. Or perhaps the meaning is that they are,
in a sense, living vicariously through her—imagining her experience to be their own. That could explain the
statement that is then made to the man, which we noted earlier: ―We will remember your love [dodim,
affections] more than wine,‖ the ―your‖ here being masculine singular. (―More than wine‖ clearly recalls the
woman‘s own words in verse 2.) However, Dr. Craig Glickman in Solomon‘s Song of Love notes that the word
translated ―remember‖ here literally means ―cause to be remembered‖ and translates it as ―celebrate‖ (2004, p.
191)—indicating that through their singing they will perpetuate this love story for all time. Indeed, both of the
statements here in the middle of verse 4 could simply be a general approval of the two lovers of the Song and
their story placed into the mouths of a chorus by the Song‘s composer.
After the women speak of remembering or celebrating the man‘s loves, the Shulamite responds at the end of
verse 4, ―Rightly do they love you‖—―you‖ here being masculine singular. In 1:5-6, the woman addresses the
daughters of Jerusalem about her dark skin as a result of her working outside in the sun. (Some adherents of
the shepherd hypothesis think this is the first appearance of the Shulamite at the court of Solomon. Yet it seems
far more likely that earlier speech in the Song should be attributed to her.) Based on the woman‘s statement to
the Jerusalem girls, it is not clear whether they have shown her actual disdain or whether she self-consciously
imagines that they do. In any case, it is evident that being tanned in that society was not a mark of high-class
beauty but of the low station of being a field hand. In her case, her brothers (―mother‘s sons‖ being an indication
that her father must have died) sent her out to be a vineyard keeper—for which reason she did not keep her
―own vineyard,‖ meaning her own person and appearance. Some take her vineyard here to represent her
sexuality, in parallel with ―gardens‖ later in the Song, and consider that her brothers were angry with her
because she had not remained a virgin. Yet there is nothing to indicate such an interpretation at this point in the
Song. That she is speaking of her appearance is clear.
In 1:7 the woman addresses her beloved. Some see this as a private soliloquy, speaking to him in her thoughts
since he is not actually there. Others contend that he is present and she is speaking to him directly, seeking to
arrange a midday meeting with him. She wants to know ―where you feed your flock, where you make it rest at
noon.‖ The italicized words here represent words not actually in the Hebrew text. They are interpolated. The
fact that the word for ―feed‖ (ra‗ah) often means ―tend‖ or ―pasture‖ along with the actual mention of ―flocks‖ at
the end of the verse is thought to imply the interpolation here.
The shepherd work of the lover is of course a major basis of the shepherd hypothesis, which sees the lover as
a different person than the king in the story. This also fits with the alternative two-character progression, which
sees the lover not as Solomon but represented as both shepherd and king. Yet, as noted in the introduction, it
is possible to conceive of Solomon in a shepherding role as king—among other possibilities. In any case, some
see the initial absence of the word flock to indicate a double entendre—that the woman is asking her lover
where he himself grazes (either where he will eat lunch, so she can meet him for a picnic, to which verse 12
might refer, or, as is more commonly assumed, where he will feed on her own graces, whether figuratively
deriving sustenance from the good things about her or kissing her, the latter seeming to be indicated later in the
Song, as we will see) and where he will, as her personal shepherd, lead her to lie down at noon (not necessarily
in a sexual sense). Where can they rest and be romantic together? Some think the intention is for sexual
relations, which if so would mean this is no mere courtship or even engagement period—as that is permissible
only in marriage (and that includes the sexual foreplay of necking and petting). Yet she may intend merely
stretching out on the grass during a picnic lunch to look up at the clouds and talk about life and their future,
possibly with cuddling, light caressing and restrained kissing within the context of an engagement. In any event,
she wants him to tell her where to find him so that she doesn‘t appear as a veiled woman—that is, a prostitute
(compare Genesis 38:12-15)—while she is searching about for him among his friends with whom he works.
It is unclear who is speaking in Song 1:8. Some contend that the woman‘s lover is answering her, as she just
spoke to him. His answer is seen as a playful one, as it does not alleviate her concern of having to look for him
and the appearance that may give. Many, however, feel that the lover is not actually present, and they therefore
believe that the daughters of Jerusalem, addressed previously, have overhead the woman‘s soliloquy and
respond to her. Some view their response as sarcastic, essentially telling her that she might as well go back to
life on the farm. Those who believe the daughters of Jerusalem are speaking in verse 8 note that the woman is
referred to here as ―fairest among women‖—which is the same way the daughters of Jerusalem refer to her in
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5:9 and 6:1. Yet others argue that they in these other verses have adopted this designation from the man‘s use
of it in 1:8 (mockingly, some would say).
Song 1:9 (and 1:10 probably) is spoken to the woman by a man calling her, for the first time, ra‗yati (―my darling
companion‖)—the nominative form ra‗ayah perhaps being seen as a counterpart to the related word rayah,
meaning ―shepherd‖ (from ra‗ah, ―feed‖ or ―tend‖) as just used in previous verses. Most would say that the man
in this case is the woman‘s lover, who is here praising her—perhaps at their prearranged midday meeting—
though adherents of the shepherd hypothesis usually contend that King Solomon (whom they view as interloper
rather than the lover) is here attempting to seduce the woman in referring to her as his mare among Pharaoh‘s
chariots (i.e., horse-drawn chariots imported from Egypt—see 1 Kings 10:26-29).
Those who see Solomon as a seducer here think there is something dehumanizing in comparing the woman to
a horse, a beautifully groomed animal and prized possession. But this is imposing modern sensitivities onto
ancient poetry. After all, if the statement was not flattering, why would a flattering Solomon attempt seduction
through it, as is argued? Indeed, ―in ancient Arabic poetry, women were sometimes compared to horses as
objects of beauty‖ (The Bible Knowledge Commentary, note on verses 9-11). And ―the comparison of a
beautiful woman to a horse is well known in Greek poetry. Alcman [of Sparta in the seventh century B.C.]
compares Hagesichora [a female choir leader] to ‗a sturdy thundering horse, a champion‘…and Theocritus
[court poet of Ptolemy Philadelphus of Egypt in the third century B.C.] writes of Helen [of Troy]: ‗As
some…Thracian steed {adorns} the chariot it draws, so rosy Helen adorns Lacedaemon [i.e., Sparta]‘…. In [the
work of sixth-century-B.C. poet] Anacreon the image is given a distinctly erotic turn: ‗Thracian filly…I could fit
you deftly with a bridle / and, holding the reigns, could steer you past the end posts of our course,/…you lack a
rider with a practiced hand at horsemanship‘‖ (Ariel and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs: A New Translation,
1995, p. 144, note on verse 9). In any case, the man in the Song is not comparing the woman to a horse per se,
but to a horse in a particular sense.
Notes commentator Marvin Pope in his Anchor Bible commentary: ―A crucial consideration overlooked by
commentators is the well-attested fact that Pharaoh‘s chariots, like other chariotry in antiquity, were not drawn
by a mare or mares but by stallions hitched in pairs…. The situation envisaged is illustrated by the famous
incident in one of the campaigns of Thutmose III against Qadesh. On his tomb at Thebes, the Egyptian soldier
Amenemheb relates how the Prince of Qadesh sent forth a swift mare which entered among the [Egyptian]
army. But Amenemheb [pursued and killed the mare]…thus preventing a debacle before the excited stallions
could take out after the mare‖ (Song of Songs, 1977, p.338). Carr concurs: ―These factors suggest that the
comparison here underscores the girl‘s attractiveness. A mare loose among the royal stallions would create
intense excitement. This is the ultimate in sex appeal!‖ (p. 83, note on 1:9).
Yet Fox points out that the term for chariots in verse 9 does not necessarily refer to war chariots but could mean
chariots for ceremonial pomp and regalia, an idea that may be borne out in the next verse: ―Canticles
immediately specifies the basis of the comparison, namely the girl‘s ornamented beauty, not her sexually
arousing effect on males‖ (p. 105). Glickman says, ―It is noteworthy that the image [in verse 10] of ornaments
on her cheeks and necklaces around her neck is likely a continuation of the metaphor and portrays a mare
decorated with jewels, which were common on the bridles of horses‖ (p. 195). Yet it could be that both
comparisons are in view.
Song 1:11 is spoken to the woman, the ―you‖ here being feminine singular. Yet there is a question as to who is
speaking. Some think the man is still speaking—and consider that he must be Solomon, whether as the lover or
a seducer, given his call for making gold and silver ornaments (the ―we‖ including those who would do the
actual work at his behest). It is often argued that this is beyond the means of a shepherd and therefore speaks
against the alternative two-character drama in which Solomon and king are figurative references to any lover—
though it should be realized that any lover would mean the shepherd reference is figurative as well. It may be
that the jewelry here is a literal or symbolic reference to betrothal gifts to a woman (see Genesis 24:22, 53). The
NKJV ascribes Song 1:11 to the daughters of Jerusalem.
This could fit with the shepherd hypothesis as easily as Solomonic attribution does. Or the women speaking
could indicate community women manufacturing wedding attire for a bride. Yet it does not seem natural that the
women would jump in at this point unless verses 9-10 are not part of a private meeting between the woman and
her lover.
Song 1:12-13 is properly attributed to the Shulamite, but the setting is of course debated. Some see the
passage as a continuation of the midday meeting of the lovers, with the man referred to as the king, whether
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Solomon or another man (a shepherd perhaps) figuratively regaled as a king. The king being at his ―table‖
could, combined with the possible outdoor setting of verses 16-17, indicate a picnic as the lovers‘ noon outing.
In the shepherd hypothesis, the notion here is that while King Solomon is off having a meal, the girl is thinking
about her absent shepherd lover—or perhaps meeting with him in secret, unbeknownst to the king. Others see
the two lovers of the Song joined together here at their engagement feast or wedding banquet. And still others
see a sexual implication—that the man is feasting on the charms of the woman, so to speak. Perhaps there is
intentional ambiguity here so that the Song on one level applies to a courtship or engagement period but, for a
married couple, a double entendre points to a more intimate encounter. Some, it should be noted, see the word
rendered ―table‖ here more generally as meaning an ―enclosure‖—perhaps denoting one of the shepherds‘
tents of verse 8 or an open spot under the trees, as, again, may be suggested in verses 16-17.
In 1:13-14, the Shulamite speaks of her beloved as a bundle or pouch of myrrh (using the assonant phrase
zaror hamor) between her breasts as a perfume or valuable spice over her heart (verse 13). Many see a sexual
connotation here, but that is not necessarily the case—or perhaps it is intended this way for a married couple
but not for the courtship period. As Dr. Glickman comments: ―Occasionally translators and interpreters will
render this in a way that it is not a bag of myrrh between her breasts all night, but Solomon [or her lover if not
him] lying there. However, the parallelism of verses 13 and 14 make it clear that just as the cluster of henna
blossoms [that represent her lover and not her lover himself] are in En Gedi, the pouch of myrrh [representing
her lover and not her lover himself] is between her breasts. It is true that the verb ‗lies‘ means to ‗spend the
night,‘ and it creates a warm image of the pouch of myrrh ‗spending the night between her breasts.‘ The image
personifies the pouch of myrrh and pictures Shulamith holding it like a young girl would hold on to her pillow,
pretending it is her lover‖ (p. 196). Yet later the lover actually does lie there himself.
The henna shrub in verse 14 (―camphire‖ in the KJV) was used to produce a copper-colored cosmetic dye, but
the fragrance of the blossoms is here in view. Regarding the oasis of En Gedi near the Dead Sea,
―archaeological explorations indicate that a significant perfume business was located there (cf. E.M. Blaiklock
and R.K. Harrison, edd., The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology {…1983}, p. 180)‖ (The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 13-14).
In 1:15 the woman is addressed by the term ra‗yati (―my darling companion,‖ rendered ―my love‖ in the NKJV).
This would seem to be spoken by her beloved—perhaps while they are enjoying their midday outing. Yet
shepherd-hypothesis adherents see this as Solomon‘s intrusion into the woman‘s inner reverie.
The exchange here stretches the credulity of this interpretation. The man in verse 15 twice extols the woman as
―fair‖ or ―beautiful‖ (NIV)—the Hebrew here being yaphah. She then in 1:16 uses the masculine form of the
same word, yapheh, in addressing her beloved, here translated ―handsome‖ (NKJV, NIV). This most naturally
reads as the man telling the woman, ―You are beautiful,‖ and her returning the compliment by saying ―You are
beautiful.‖ The shepherd hypothesis has Solomon saying this, while she completely ignores him and says the
same thing in her mind to her absent lover. Such a reading is quite unnatural and awkward—and seems rather
unlikely. Note also here that the man says the woman has ―dove‘s eyes‖—a compliment also used of the
woman in 4:1 and used by the woman of her lover in 5:12. ―The common denominator of eyes and doves is
their softness and gentleness, and perhaps also the oval shape of both‖ (Fox, p. 106).
In the last line of verse 16, the woman says that their bed (or couch, as it could also be rendered) is green.
Song 1:17, which could still be her speaking though some make it the words of the lover (imagining rapid
exchanges here), refers to cedar beams and fir (or cypress or juniper) rafters of their houses (plural). Some
think this refers to the luxury of Solomon‘s palace. Yet others understand the bed or couch of green and tree
rafters to refer to an outdoor setting on a bed of grass under the ―houses‖ of overarching tree branches. This fits
with the theme permeating the Song of love in the countryside. It is not clear if this is all to be taken literally or
comprehended in a figurative sense. Commentator Tom Gledhill says: ―The natural backdrop is a literary
device. Our lovers are free from the trappings of convention, of society, of civilization, in order to express
themselves fully to each other‖ (The Message of the Song of Songs, 1994, The Bible Speaks Today, p. 122).
The outdoor perspective continues in 2:1, where the woman says, ―I am a [not ‗the‘ as in the NKJV] rose of
Sharon [the coastal plain], a lily of the valleys‖ (NIV). ―Rose‖ here is typically thought to be a mistranslation:
―Crocus, narcissus, iris, daffodil are the usual candidates‖ (Carr, p. 87, note on 2:1). The word rendered ―lily‖ is
often thought to actually denote a lotus, water lily or anemone. Based on the comparison of ―lilies‖ to lips in
5:13, some ―argue for a red or reddish-purple colour for the flower, but no identification is certain‖ (p. 88, same
note). In any case, the woman is referring to herself as a common country flower. Whether she is being selfdeprecating or playfully fishing for a compliment, a compliment is what she gets in return, her lover responding
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in 2:2 that she is as a lily among thorns—emphasizing her beauty above that of ―the daughters‖ (i.e., women in
general or perhaps the daughters of Jerusalem). Again, the notion of the shepherd hypothesis that this is
Solomon‘s seduction here as she ignores him and thinks instead of her absent lover seems quite unlikely.
Indeed, her response compliments her lover in a manner parallel to what was just spoken to her—elevating him
in 2:3 above ―the sons‖ (i.e., men in general or perhaps the sons of Jerusalem).
She refers to her lover here as no common tree—continuing the outdoor imagery, perhaps actually looking at
the forest about them—her point here being that he is no common man. Rather, he is a bountiful tree offering
shade (protection from the sun for this maiden who had previously been darkened from working outdoors) and
yielding delicious fruit. Carr notes: ―The apple tree to which the lover is compared is not certainly identifiable.
Most versions translate the Hebrew word [tappuah] as apple (NEB apricot)…. The [intended] fruit is aromatic
(7:8), with a sweet taste. In Joel [1:12], it is one of the important agricultural trees associated with the vine,
pomegranate and date-palm…. The apricot, although not native to Palestine, was grown there from Old
Testament times and may have been introduced early enough to be the fruit in question. Although there is no
clear evidence that the apple was cultivated in the ancient Near East, and the Proverbs passage [25:11] speaks
of ‗apples‘ of gold, any of the aromatic, sweet, globe-shaped fruits, including the apple…may be what is
described here‖ (p. 89, note on 2:3).
―Apples‖ here were evidently associated with love and sensual passion—along with raisin cakes in verse 5.
Indeed, such an association in the ancient Middle East is apparent from the pagan sacred marriage texts of
Sumer (Pope, pp. 371-372, note on verse 3a), though this should not be taken to imply any sort of pagan
association in the Song. The usage here could merely illustrate the common folkloric conception of these foods
as aphrodisiacs. On the other hand, the association of apples and raisin cakes with love in the Song may
merely be based on the idea that both these foods and love offer sweetness and sensual pleasure. An
awakening—perhaps a sexual one (compare 4:16)—is later said to have taken place ―under the apple tree‖
(8:5), this imagery being symmetrically arranged opposite the passage we are now reading in chapter 2.
Interestingly, as Pope points out, the titles of two relatively recent songs indicate that the concept of the apple
tree as a sensual place of romance has continued down to the present time: ―In the Shade of the Old Apple
Tree‖ and ―Don‘t Sit Under the Apple Tree‖ (―with anyone else but me,‖ as the latter song continues). Many see
the woman‘s tasting of the man‘s fruit in verse 3 to imply amatory relations, but that is not necessarily the case.
Perhaps the words were carefully chosen so that various layers of meaning can be found here. On one level, it
might just mean experiencing the man‘s goodness (compare Psalm 34:8). On a more sensual level, for an
engaged couple for instance, Song 2:3 may denote an experience of restrained kissing. And for a married
couple it could signify more. That there is a need for restraint here may be implied by the woman‘s charge to
the daughters of Jerusalem in verse 7—though whether this need applies to the woman herself is unclear.
In 2:4, the woman again speaks yet no longer addressing her beloved directly. More likely she is either musing
privately or speaking to the daughters of Jerusalem, as in verse 7 (in which case verses 4-7 would be
addressed to them). She says her lover has brought her to the ―banqueting house‖ and that his ―banner‖ over
her is love. ―Banqueting house‖ here is literally ―house of wine.‖ ―This is the only use of this phrase (bet
hayyayin) in the Bible, but there are near synonyms, including ‗house for the drinking of wine‘ (bet misteh
hayyayin) in Esther 7:8 and the ‗drinking house‘ (bet misteh) in Jeremiah 16:8 and Ecclesiastes 7:2‖ (NICOT, p.
112, note on Song 2:4). The term in verse 4, then, could indicate a banquet hall or tavern. The word ―banner‖
here translates the Hebrew word degel, the same term apparently used in Numbers 1:52 for a tribal standard or
flag. Armies flew such standards for identification purposes (the apparent basis of the imagery in Song 6:4 and
6:10). Perhaps what we have here, as some suggest, is a public proclamation of the man‘s love for the woman
at a feast or party. Some even take it to refer to an engagement party, where a shared cup of wine sealed the
betrothal. Others take the wording here to mean a full wedding feast—and see the couple as already married
here. Alternatively, some view the house of wine here in more figurative terms since wine has already been
compared to loving affections in 1:2 and 1:4. They see the house of wine as merely the place the lovers share
affections together, perhaps the same outdoor setting we‘ve already noted. Some even contend that full
lovemaking is in mind, though there is no statement to that effect. Of course, if that is meant then the couple
would necessarily be married already. Additionally, it should be noted that the translation ―banner‖ is rejected by
some who see the term in the Hebrew text here as coming from the Akkadian word diglu, meaning ―intention‖
(though ―banner‖ seems more likely, given the other Song references). Either way, an intention is declared,
whether privately or publicly.
In 2:5, most Bible versions describe the woman making a request for sustenance and refreshment with raisin
cakes and apples. (The foods here could be literal or, as noted above, figurative of sensual enjoyment—
particularly as the ―apples‖ denote the fruit of her beloved in verse 3.) It should be noted, though, that the word
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translated ―sustain‖ in verse 5 more broadly means ―support‖ (as in having something to lean on) and the word
translated ―refresh‖ is elsewhere used to mean ―stretch out‖ or ―spread.‖ So some interpreters understand the
woman here asking to be laid out on a bed of raisin cakes and apples. This could imply being sustained by
these but it may also imply a wish to indulge in sensual relations or thoughts of such. Either way, the point is to
deal with her lovesickness.
However, it is not clear to whom the woman addresses her call here—whether she is speaking to someone in
particular (her lover, herself or the daughters of Jerusalem) or is making a general appeal to anyone who can
help her. Some see her as pining away in lovesickness over her absent lover. Others see her lover as present
and understand her lovesickness here as being worn out from love but wanting more of the same. Fox
comments: ―Egyptian love songs nos. 6, 12, and 37 describe the symptoms of lovesickness, in particular
weakness and loss of control over the body (nos. 6, 37). There (as in 5:8) the lovesickness is caused by the
beloved‘s absence. Here his presence causes much the same symptoms‖ (p. 109, note on 2:5). It may even be
that she is lovesick because she has stirred up passionate feelings within herself that cannot yet be given full
expression, she and her lover being not yet married (which may explain her charge to the daughters of
Jerusalem that follows).
That her lover is actually present seems to be supported by 2:6. But some say she merely imagines him holding
her—or recalls it from times past. Others see a wish: ―Oh, may his left hand be under my head and his right
hand embrace me‖ (Glickman, p. 178). Of course, this is possible even if she was with him only moments
before. That is, she wishes the experience would not end. Yet it could be that a period of separation is indicated
by the arrival of the lover in the next section of the Song noting that winter, a time of bleakness and cold, is past
(verses 10-13). The words here in verse 6, prior to the charge to the daughters of Jerusalem in verse 7,
reappear in 8:3 prior to the partially repeated charge to the daughters in 8:4.
In Song 2:7 (as in 3:5) the woman charges or adjures the daughters of Jerusalem with the use of an oath
formula. A group of women (―daughters‖) is clearly addressed, but for the ―you‖ here, the Hebrew has ―the
masculine plural form ‘etkem, instead of the expected feminine ‘etken…similarly ta‗iru [‗you stir up‘], te‗oreru
[‗you awaken‘] in this verse‖ (Bloch, p. 152, note on 2:7). The same is true in the other three charges to the
daughters of Jerusalem in the Song (3:5; 5:8; 8:4). The masculine plural form could designate a mixed group of
men and women, but usually not one exclusively female. It may be pertinent that in the book of Ruth, Naomi
uses the masculine plural of her daughters-in-law in giving them a parting blessing from God (1:9). Perhaps the
formality in these cases allows or calls for this usage.
The particular oath formulation in Song 2:7 and 3:5 seems rather odd. For instead of invoking God, as would be
expected, the oath is taken ―by the gazelles or by the does of the field.‖ As pointed out in the introduction, there
seems to be a deliberate avoidance of mentioning God in the Song—the intent perhaps being to reveal Him
more subtly. In this case, we may have an allusion to Him. The quoted phrase above appears in Hebrew as
bisba‘ot ‘o be‘aylot hassadeh. This is thought by several commentators to be substituted, based on
commonality of sound, for be[YHWH] seba‘ot ‘o be‘el (ha)saddai, meaning ―by [the Eternal of] Hosts or by God
(the) Almighty.‖ This is possible, and God is implied in any case since the oath is taken by His creatures in
nature. Beautiful, graceful, lively and free, these creatures are also representative of human lovers. The man in
the Song is compared to a leaping gazelle immediately afterward in 2:8-9, and a wife is compared to a graceful
doe in Proverbs 5:19. The joy of true love between lovers is, like the creatures representing them, ultimately the
work of God through creation—thus providing a basis for the oath formula here. It is also conceivable that
gazelles and deer were familiar illustrations of sexuality in ancient Near Eastern culture (which may be why
pagans used them as love goddess emblems)—so that speaking of these creatures together may have been
similar to what we mean today by ―the birds and bees.‖ The oath then would be by love and sexuality generally,
which, again, is the handiwork of God.
The Greek Septuagint, it should be noted, interprets the phrase in question here as meaning ―By the powers
[substituting for ‗hosts‘] and by the virtues of the field,‖ which is perhaps possible (though cryptic as well). In
context, however, the mention of gazelle and stag immediately afterward in 2:8-9 shows that gazelles and does
were likely intended here.
At the end of 2:7 (and in 3:5 and similarly in 8:4) we have the substance of the charge to the daughters of
Jerusalem: ―Do not stir up nor awaken love until it pleases.‖ In 2:7 and 3:5, the ―not‖ and ―nor‖ is translated from
the Hebrew ‘im. ―While usually meaning ‗if,‘ the particle ‘im is regularly used with a negative sense in oaths, as
in 2 Kings 5:16 hay ‘adonay… ‘im ‘eqqah ‗as the Lord lives, I will not take a thing,‘ Gen. 14:22-23, 21:23, 2
Sam. 11:11, etc. The semantic shift from a conditional to a negative meaning may have come about as follows:
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‗I swear, if I were to commit this crime (may such and such an evil come upon me)‘ → ‗I swear not to commit…,‘
with the negative consequence left unspoken‖ (Bloch, p. 152, note on Song 2:7).
Some insert the modifier ―my‖ before ―love‖ here (as in the KJV) and think the charge is to not disturb the
lover—and there is disagreement in such case as to whether the woman or the man is charging the daughters.
Yet there is no ―my‖ here—the object of awakening being love and not lover—and the woman is clearly the
speaker, following on from verse 6. Others, who see the lovers as engaging in sexual union in preceding verses
(which would require that they be already married), take the charge to mean that no one should disturb them in
their lovemaking until they are satiated. Still others, who see the woman‘s lover as not actually present, think
she is telling her attendants to not disrupt her daydreaming about her lover until she has spent sufficient time in
it—or, alternatively, that they not get her worked up about him until she can actually be with him.
Yet other interpreters take the Shulamite to be instructing the other women here (and by extension the
audience) in the ways of love. Some think her point is that they should not artificially drum up loving feelings
but, rather, let love develop naturally on its own. And still others believe she is telling them—perhaps derived
from her own experience—to not let passionate desire be awakened within them until there is an acceptable
context, as the phrase ―until it pleases‖ can mean ―until it is agreeable.‖ As Dr. Carr words this likely possibility,
―Don‘t start the process of loving exchange until the opportunity and appropriate occasion is present‖ (p. 95,
note on 2:7). Thus the charge would constitute a warning against premarital intimacy and lustful thoughts. Why
then not just say, ―Wait until you‘re married‖? Perhaps the instruction is broader than that—including not merely
the thought that you wait until you‘re married, but that you not even think about getting married to a potential
spouse until you are both ready for that. The refrain with its charge closes the first major section of the Song.
―Rise Up, My Love, My Fair One, and Come Away‖ (Song of Solomon 2)
This second major section of the Song is demarcated by a frame of similar material at both ends—such a
segment being defined in literature as an inclusio. ―The unit begins with mountains, gazelle, stag, and it ends in
chiastic [symmetrical] fashion with gazelle, stag, and mountains‖ (Roland Murphy, The Song of Songs,
Hermeneia Commentaries, p. 140, note on 2:8-17). In the opening she describes him as coming to her as a
gazelle or stag (verses 8-9), and in the closing she asks him to be as a gazelle or stag (verse 17). These
animals symbolize virility and swiftness. The girl in Egyptian love song number 40 also uses a gazelle simile for
her lover: ―If only you would come to (your) sister swiftly, like a gazelle bounding over the desert‖ (Papyrus
Chester Beatty I, Group B, translated by Michael V. Fox, The Song of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love
Songs, p. 66). The imagery there is somewhat different, however, in that she tells her lover to be like a
panicked gazelle fleeing a pursuing hunter. Of course, her point is that he be swift. Similarly, she also asks that
he would come to her as a royal horse (no. 39, p. 66).
The Shulamite, in 2:8-13, is clearly excited over the arrival of her beloved, as he calls out and looks into the
windows (verses 8-9). In verses 10-13, she quotes his invitation to her to come away with him now that winter is
past and spring has arrived. There is an inclusio here, too, within the broader one spanning the section, as his
invitation opens and closes with the same words (compare verses 10, 13).
The context and timing of the events described in this section of the Song are debated. Advocates of the
shepherd hypothesis typically see the shepherd lover as arriving at the harem and peering in. This is thought to
follow chronologically after the woman‘s thoughts about him in the previous section. ―Our wall‖ (verse 9) in this
view is seen as her reference to the harem complex wall—his being ―behind‖ it meaning either that he is on the
other side or that he has climbed over and is within it. He has come, it is deemed, to rescue her. It should be
acknowledged, however, that the idea of a shepherd lad intruding into a heavily guarded royal harem enclosure
and peeking about therein to find his lover without being caught seems rather far-fetched. Moreover, there is no
indication in the man‘s invitation that signals anything about escaping the harem. The points made concern the
seasonal change—though there is undoubtedly figurative meaning here.
Many advocates of a two-character progression understand this section of the Song to refer to the courtship or
engagement period of the lovers. ―Our wall‖ in this view is understood to mean the wall of the house of the
woman and her family. Those who view the first section (1:2–2:7) as describing a courtship and engagement
period see this second section (verses 8-17) as merely a later episode during the lovers‘ courtship or
engagement. Others who view the man and woman as already or getting married in the first section typically
see this second section as a reflection on the courtship or engagement period.
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There does seem to be some degree of reflection here, as the woman appears to quote what she recalls her
lover having said rather than him saying it himself (see verse 10)—yet it may be that she merely introduces his
speech. Other interpreters view the couple as married in this second section—seeing ―our wall‖ as referring to
the wall of their shared home and understanding the man to merely be returning after being away for a while.
Commentator Tom Gledhill, who sees a courtship setting here, remarks on the figurative imagery of the man
bounding through the countryside and calling the woman out of her home to join him in the explosion of nature
in springtime as part of recurrent theme in the Song: ―The rural countryside motif is an expression of
untrammelled freedom and exhilaration, of energetic enthusiasm and adventure, travelling new and unexplored
pathways, taking the risks that a new liberty entails. The domestic scene as a literary motif, on the other hand,
represents safety, security, the acceptance of societies norms and conventions. There is the possibility of
dullness and decay and of drab conformity. This motif can indicate a prison within which free spirits are
confined. The girl is there in her house (our wall) together with her mother and brothers. And her lover regards
her as being shut in by society. That is why he beckons her so urgently to join him in the wide outdoors, away
from the drab darkness of suffocating domesticity, to enjoy the scents of the blossoms, to feel the wind blowing
through their hair as they skip hand and hand across the hills….
―The girl….must take the huge risk of abandoning her former undemanding [domestic] securities to throw in her
lot with a boy who is as yet a somewhat unknown quantity, and so face an adventure of increasing knowledge
and self-knowledge, of expanding horizons, and of an uncharted future. She must leave the shelter of the
patriarchal or matriarchal household, and find a new life of a different footing, a life of mutual exploration and of
new delights, to be entered upon with trembling uncertainty….
―There is a strong sense of temporal movement in the poem from the past through the present to the future.
The cold winter rains of the drab gloomy weather are now completely gone. They are a thing of the past. And
now the tiny spring flowers are sparkling forth amongst the new shoots of the undergrowth…. There is a hint of
future blessings in the references to the fig tree and the vines in blossom. The sterile fig of early spring is the
precursor of the edible fig which is produced on new growth and matures in the late summer…. The vines in
blossom are also a harbinger of the luscious grape harvest to follow. So we have a movement from seeming
barrenness, to the full flower of fertility, from dark days of the past to the blossoming of new hope in the future.
Our lovers are part and parcel of this explosion of new life and new hope‖ (The Message of the Song of Songs,
pp. 132-133). Indeed, spring as a picture of love in bloom does seem to signify a blossoming romance.
The man next makes a second request of the girl in 2:14, referring to her as his dove in the clefts of the rock
and seeking to hear her voice and see her appearance or form (the word mar‘eh meaning more than just
―face‖). This, incidentally, is the verse used in our introduction to illustrate chiastic structure:
―form…voice…voice…form.‖ The relation of verse 14 to the inclusio of verses 10-13 is not clear. Some
advocates of the shepherd hypothesis think the couple has escaped the harem together and that their flight has
brought them to literal mountain cliffs. Yet the imagery here is most likely metaphoric—the woman is compared
to a dove that won‘t come out of its hiding place. This may follow right on the heels of verse 13. Gledhill
comments: ―The boy‘s eager invitation [to her to come out and enjoy the spring landscape] seems to be left
hanging in mid-air. And so are we, the readers; we are kept in suspense. Is his invitation accepted? Does the
girl join him in his flight across the hillside? It is not at all clear.
Some have taken the boy‘s words in 2:14 to contain an element of mild disappointment because of his girl‘s
inaccessibility. She does not show her face through the lattice, she does not let her voice be heard. Perhaps
she is too shy and tentative; perhaps she is teasing him coyly, ‗I won‘t show myself, I won‘t come out to you. It‘s
up to you to come out and chase me‘‖ (p. 135).
The next verse, 2:15, is one of the more enigmatic verses in this enigmatic Song. It calls for catching the little
foxes (or jackals, as the word can also mean) that spoil the vines or vineyards. The speaker, addressee and
intended meaning of this verse are all debated. The NKJV attributes the statement to the Shulamite‘s brothers.
Some see them speaking here to her—based on consideration of this section as a flashback and the fact that
her brothers earlier made her a vineyard keeper (1:6). In the context of this second section, the brothers would
essentially be interfering in the romance of the lovers. Others see the brothers speaking to the man in a more
recent context. And still others think that the woman is speaking to the man. But none of these ideas fit
grammatically. ―The verb form [of ‗catch‘] is imperative, masculine plural‖ (Lloyd Carr, The Song of Solomon,
Tyndale Commentaries, p. 101 note on verse 15).
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This refers to who is being addressed. For this reason, some feel the woman or the man is speaking to her
brothers. That could fit. Yet the masculine plural need not refer to a group that is all men—just one (usually
speaking) that is not exclusively women (the exception perhaps being the formal address noted earlier in regard
to 2:7). In Song 2:15 it could be, but is probably not, the female chorus being addressed.
More likely, the verse could just be an appeal to people in general—to all who hear the plea. But just what is the
point of the plea? It directs hearers to ―catch [for] us‖ these little foxes. Who is the ―us,‖ and what are the foxes?
It could be the brothers here speaking to both the man and the woman. Yet this would seem to refer to working
in their literal vineyards. In line with this, some shepherd hypothesis advocates see the man and woman, having
escaped the harem, as now engaged in literal vineyard work and catching literal foxes. Others, in a more
reasonable interpretation, see the ―us‖ here as the man and woman together asking for help from others—
friends, family and God perhaps. The help being sought in this view is to root out the problems of life that would
tear down and uproot their budding love. Indeed, even beyond this specific interpretation, many see relationship
problems as the foxes or jackals here.
Still others view verse 15 as the woman‘s response to the man‘s plea to hear her voice in the previous verse.
Note that she is the speaker in verse 16 so it is quite reasonable that she would be the speaker in verse 15 as
well. Some think she is merely singing a familiar vineyard song in response. This seems unlikely, as it would
have no real pertinence to the Song of Songs. Much more likely is the suggestion of some that she is playfully
teasing her lover here. In this view, the vineyards symbolize young women and foxes symbolize lustful youths
who would steal their fruit—i.e., their virginity.
Teasing in such case would be indicated by the reference to little foxes or jackals rather than just foxes or
jackals. Dr. Fox notes: ―The jackal or wolf cub represents a lusty lover in Egyptian songs nos. 4 and 49. In no. 4
the girl calls her lover ‗my (little) wolf [or jackal] cub.‘…. In [the work of] Theocritus, too [he being the court poet
to Ptolemy Philadelphus of Egypt in the third century B.C.], foxes symbolize lascivious young men and women
(Ode I, 48-50, and Ode V, 112), and the theft of grapes represents sexual intercourse, as a scholium [marginal
note] to Ode V explains‖ (p. 114; see also Othmar Keel, The Song of Songs, 1994, Continental Commentaries,
pp. 108-110).
As was noted above, the Shulamite was possibly being coy, playing hard to get, in not coming right out when
her beloved called her. So when he presses the issue and asks to see and hear her, she teasingly calls out for
help to no one in particular. The ―us‖ she is seeking help for would be herself and other young women in
general, who are all in danger from such little foxes. Dr. Fox comments: ―Her reply is coquettish…. She is gently
teasing her lover, ‗tending‘ or ‗guarding‘ the vineyards as she was ordered to do. She is saying: watch out for
the little fox out there—his intentions are clear enough!‖ (p. 114). This should not be seen as accusing him of
actual premarital sexual intentions. Rather, it is just play. Perhaps they are already engaged and she is
essentially implying with a grin, ―I know what you want, but you can‘t have it yet.‖
More than the other possibilities here, this leads naturally into the affirmation of mutual possession in 2:16
(which implies a serious commitment and perhaps betrothal) and the woman‘s statement here that her lover
grazes among the lilies. The NKJV interpolates ―his flock‖ after ―feeds‖ but there is no actual mention of a flock
in the text. It could be implied by the word translated ―feeds,‖ but this is not explicit. Indeed, the same Hebrew
words are properly translated ―feed among the lilies‖ in 4:5—with no possible implication of flocks since
figurative gazelles are the ones that feed (i.e., they are pictured as eating, not feeding others). Some see the
lover in 2:16 engaged in actual shepherding work here—or kingly duties if Solomon is the lover. Yet the imagery
of routine employment here would seem to be quite contrary to the tenor of the passage as a time of enjoying
spring together. Moreover, the mention of ―lilies‖ here suggests a figurative meaning. The woman was earlier
referred to as a lily (2:1-2). The plural ―lilies‖ is later used by the woman of her lover‘s lips (5:13). Therefore it
may be that she is referring to her own lips in 2:16—so that his grazing among the lilies would mean he is
kissing her. Some argue for more intimate activity here, requiring that the couple be already married. The words
of 2:16 are repeated in a slightly different order in 6:3. They thus have the quality of a refrain, which may be
why she says them in third person (to the audience) rather than to her lover.
We then come to 2:17, another enigmatic verse that is the subject of considerable debate. Let‘s first notice the
opening two lines. The NKJV has ―Until the day breaks and the shadows flee away.‖ The word ―breaks‖ here is
literally ―breathes.‖ Notes Murphy: ―The ‗breathing‘ and the ‗fleeing‘ of the shadows have been interpreted in
diametrically opposite ways: the end of the day or the end of the night. In one case the words are understood to
mean the afternoon breeze (Gen 3:8), and the lengthening of shadows, as night approaches. In the other, the
reference would be to the morning wind, and the disappearance of darkness, as day dawns‖ (p. 139, footnote
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on 2:17). Another difficulty is that the word translated ―until‖ here can also mean ―when.‖ Context determines
usage, but that is uncertain here. If we look at 4:6, where both lines beginning 2:17 are repeated, the context is
apparently a night of sexual union. However, it is again not clear if the meaning is that this will commence when
night falls or continue until the morning comes. The latter seems more likely if all of chapter 4 is in the same
intimate context, but there is disagreement about that too.
There is further confusion as to whether the opening two lines of 2:17 complete the second line of the previous
verse (in which case the period should go after ―away‖ instead of ―lilies‖) or if, as punctuated in the NKJV, the
two lines introduce a new sentence that concludes at the end of verse 17. Some who take the first view and
think the woman‘s lover in verse 16 is engaged in actual shepherding work (or other employment represented
as shepherding) understand the opening two lines of verse 17 to mean that he is either out all day at his job
(supposedly in line with 1:7) or that he is out all night at it (as a shepherd watching his flock by night). Of
course, this still presents a contrary image to the outdoor freedom of togetherness implied in this section of the
Song. Others who share the view of the two lines in question as completing the second line of verse 16 but who
see that line as a figurative reference to kissing or more intimate relations believe either that the kisses end at
evening (implying the couple is not yet married) or that intimate relations continue all night (which would require
that the lovers be married).
However, the beginning of verse 17 seems more likely to begin a new sentence if the usage is compared with
4:5-6. Verse 5, like 2:16, ends with ―among the lilies.‖ Yet 4:6, which begins just as 2:17, more clearly denotes a
new sentence.
Considering the usage in chapter 4, we should also note another way of viewing 2:17. There are some who
believe that the ―day‖ referred to here (in the phrase ―until [or ‗when‘] the day breathes‖) is the awaited wedding
day of the couple—and that the verse means either that they are holding off on intimacy until then or that the
woman is making a request for intimacy when it comes. The usage of the same phrase in 4:6 might seem to go
against these possibilities, since in chapter 4 the day of consummation appears to have come—so that it makes
no sense that they would, as a parallel, be waiting for a day at that point. Yet some think the man is on the
occasion of the wedding night merely quoting the woman‘s earlier request from 2:17, saying in essence at this
later point that it is time for the request to be fulfilled.
Dr. Craig Glickman makes the following argument regarding the use of ―day‖ in 2:17: ―‗Day‘ occurs five times in
the Song, and the other four occurrences are clearly linked to the wedding day and night. In 3.11 the lyric refers
to the ‗day of his wedding,…the day of his heart‘s rejoicing.‘ In 4.6 [which we just cited] Solomon [as Glickman
understands the woman‘s husband to be] promises lovemaking until the following ‗day.‘ And in 8.8 Shulamith‘s
brothers prepare for the ‗day on which she is spoken for,‘ which is likely her wedding day but possibly
engagement. It would be consistent with the artistry of the Song for the first occurrence of ‗day‘ in 2.17 to refer
to the wedding day, as well‖ (Solomon‘s Song of Love, p. 203).
There is yet more dispute as to whether the next line of 2:17, ―Turn, my beloved,‖ means, as some think, return
or come back to me (implying he has been or will be away), or means, as others believe, turn and go for now
(considering that they are presently together) or is, as still others read it, an erotic innuendo, considering the
rest of the verse. Some holding the first opinion of a call to return think, in context of the first part of the verse,
that the woman is telling her lover either to return to her in the evening after his workday is over or to return in
the morning after being out working at night. And some who are of the opposite opinion of a call to go believe
she is telling him to leave their joyful togetherness for the day or night to go work at his job, as is necessary.
Again, though, a focus on domestic income earning (as necessary as that is) does not seem to fit with the
man‘s invitation to come out and enjoy the blooming of their love in spring. Others believe that since the couple
is not yet married, the woman by saying ―turn‖ is sending her beloved away for the night to conclude their
affections until the next morning (or until the wedding day in a more fulfilling sense). The New American
Commentary, though, says the woman‘s directive to the man to ―‗turn, be like‘ does not imply anything about
which direction he is to turn [either away or toward], only that he is to be like a gazelle‖ (p. 395, footnote on
verse 17)—indicating a shift in behavior or approach.
This brings us to the close of verse 17 (and of the section inclusio started in verses 8-9), with the woman telling
her lover to be as a gazelle or young stag—now ―upon the mountains of Bether.‖ This concluding phrase is
highly controversial. It is not clear whether ―Bether‖ is a proper noun or a descriptive term meaning ―separation‖
or ―split.‖ Some see it as an actual geographic reference, though this specific name is not found elsewhere in
Scripture. The common candidates are Bithron, a mountain ravine in Jordan (see 2 Samuel 2:29), and Battir
(also spelled Beitar or Bittir), Khirbet el-Jehud, six miles southwest of Jerusalem. ―Battir lies on the south side of

687

the Rephaim Valley at the beginning of a chain of low-arched mountains; thinly populated in ancient times, the
chain stretches toward the south and could easily be seen as the habitat of a significant population of deer or,
to a lesser degree, gazelles‖ (Keel, p. 115, note on Song 2:17c-f). Others see the name as meaning ―mountains
of divides‖—i.e., ―mountains of ravines (or hollows),‖ as the phrase is rendered in the Greek Septuagint
translation. Thus the NIV translation ―rugged hills.‖ In either of these views, the man is pictured as back on the
hills he was skipping and bounding over to come to the woman in verses 8-9.
Other interpreters see the phrase here as signifying ―mountains of separation‖ in the metaphoric sense of
dividing the lovers from one another. Those who see the woman telling the man to turn and go in this context
understand her to be putting the brakes on their intimacy until they are married—that is, she is asking her lover
to maintain a degree of separation until full union is acceptable. Alternatively, those who think she is calling on
him to turn and come to her see her telling him at the end of verse 17 to bound over the mountains that
separate them—whether for intimacy or just to be with her.
Still other commentators take ―mountains of separation‖ or ―divided mountains‖ (―cleft mountains‖ or ―mountains
of cleavage‖ some render it) as an anatomical reference—to either the woman‘s breasts or parts south. Support
for this view is found in parallel verses in the Song—4:6 and 8:14. In 4:6, which we have already cited, after
praising the woman‘s two breasts in verse 5 the man says, ―Until the day breaks and the shadows flee away, I
will go my way to the mountain of myrrh and to the hill of frankincense.‖
The reference here is often thought to be, like the preceding verse, to the woman‘s breasts or, some would
argue, lower parts. The concluding verse of the Song, 8:14, likewise says, ―Make haste, my beloved, and be
like a gazelle or a young stag on the mountains of spices.‖ Clearly these three verses—2:17, 4:6 and 8:14—are
closely related, and there is apparently a sexual connotation here. However, it should be noted that some see in
the spice mountains not a specific anatomical reference but the man‘s delight in the woman‘s sexuality likened
to being in a mystical wonderland—like the land of Punt in the Egyptian love songs. So the mountains of Bether
in 2:17 could refer to the woman‘s sexual landscape, so to speak, either specifically or generally. On the other
hand, even given the parallel here, mountains of Bether could still signify separation. That is to say, the
mountains of spices come later—for now, the lover must abide on the mountains of separation (meaning that
though the two may be together, they cannot be sexually intimate together).
Song 2:17 closes the second major section of the book—just as the very similar 8:14 ends the last section. (The
section change here is also obvious from 3:1 introducing a new scene.)
―I Sought Him, But I Did Not Find Him‖ (Song of Solomon 3)
―These verses are to be taken as a unit,‖ says commentator Roland Murphy of Song 3:1-5, ―because they are
clearly separate from what precedes (a reminiscence about a past visit) and from what follows (a description of
a procession). The lines are certainly spoken by the woman…. The woman evokes an extraordinary scene in
vivid language. The fourfold repetition of ‗whom my soul loves‘ (cf. 1:7), and the repeated emphasis on the
theme of seeking/finding bind these verses together‖ (The Song of Songs, Hermeneia Commentaries, p. 146,
note on 3:1-5).
In the imagery here the woman speaks of desperately searching for her beloved at night. Commentator Tom
Gledhill notes: ―If we try to link 3:1-5 with the literal scenario of 2:8-17, then we might suppose that the girl‘s prearranged rendezvous with her lover did not materialize. He did not show up, and she is in great agitation,
longing for her absent lover. However, since it is impossible to be certain of any progression in the events lying
behind 2:8-17, it is better to think of 3:1-5 as an independent unit. 2:17 represents, at a metaphorical level, a
longing for intimacy. 3:1 shows a similar longing that has not been fulfilled. Unfulfilled dreams and fantasies
lead to a desperate fear of isolation and loss‖ (The Message of the Song of Songs, pp. 143-144).
We should note the poetry of the segment in line with the repetition mentioned above. We see her statement
that she would ―go about the city‖ (verse 2) paralleled with her then encountering the watchmen who also ―go
about the city‖ (verse 3). The phrase ―watchmen who go about‖ is translated from the alliterative Hebrew words
hassomerim hassobebim. She four times says she sought or would seek her beloved and twice remarks that
she did not find him (verses 1-2)—but the watchmen instead found her (verse 3). Then, after passing them by,
she at last found him (verse 4)—making four mentions of finding to match the four mentions of seeking and the
four mentions of ―him whom my soul loveth‖ (verses 1-4, KJV). After finding her lover, she won‘t let him go until
she brings him to her mother‘s house or room (verse 4)—after which she reiterates the charge to the daughters
of Jerusalem that ended the first major section of the Song (verse 5; see 2:7).
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What is going on here? Are we to understand this literally? Did she really get out of bed and go searching about
the city for her beloved? Are we to understand that her mother‘s house was in this city? Is this city Jerusalem
since the daughters of Jerusalem are addressed? Some do take it all literally. Followers of the bizarre culticmythological approach claim that this segment represents the goddess Ishtar‘s search for her beloved Tammuz
in the underworld—a view for which there is zero evidence. (Indeed, those who accept the Bible as the Word of
God and the Song of Solomon as part of that Word are right to reject such a notion out of hand—as God would
never espouse or sanction idolatrous myth.) Most commentators, though, take this section to be a troubled
dream or dreamlike imagining of the woman, and there is much to support this view.
First of all, we should note that the phrase often translated ―by night‖ in 3:1 is literally ―in the nights‖ (plural). The
New English Bible renders it ―night after night.‖ So this was evidently a recurring episode—which makes far
more sense if the events here took place in her head.
Second, consider carefully the wording of verse 1. Some imagine that the woman is thinking about the man in
bed and then rises to go searching for him. Yet verse 1 actually says that she sought her lover while on her
bed. This is obviously not speaking of lifting up the sheets. He is nowhere around. Her seeking in bed in verse 1
must refer to her search about the city in verses 2-3—which necessarily puts it all in her mind.
Third, the whole unit here is parallel, in the symmetrical arrangement of the Song, to a very similar sequence in
5:2-8—complete with the woman searching for her beloved at night, encountering the city watchmen and
ending with a charge to the daughters of Jerusalem—and that sequence is introduced with the statement that
the woman is sleeping.
Fourth, it is difficult to imagine a young woman in ancient Israel being free to roam the city streets at night on
her own—as women were then rather cloistered. This is especially problematic for those who assume that the
girl was Solomon‘s fiancé or a woman in his harem. And it is most difficult if this was a recurring circumstance,
as indicated in verse 1.
Fifth, the woman‘s expectation that the watchmen would know her love by that distinction seems odd if the
storyline here is real. It seems especially odd if her love was Solomon, for why would she not merely inquire as
to the whereabouts of the king—and would this even be a mystery?
Sixth, the speed of the action here seems too compressed for an actual event. No details at all are given of the
discovery, as she passes the watchmen and immediately runs into her beloved. It reads more like: ―Where is
he? Where is he? Is he here? Is he there? Have you seen him? Oh, there he is.‖
Seventh, the conclusion with the adjuration to the daughters of Jerusalem is probably a literaryconvention as in
2:7. It is, again, a poetic refrain and a way to communicate something to the audience. Thus, it seems best to
view this section as a dream or dreamlike thoughts. Murphy argues for the latter: ―It may be too much to insist
that this is a dream. It is more like ‗daydreaming‘ [though at night] than a dream, the fantasy of one who yearns
to be with an absent lover. Psychologically, this may be only a slight degree removed from the expression of the
unconscious in dream. The description internalizes an adventure, a quest, which is always going on within the
woman when she is apart from the man. In any case, one is dealing with a literary topos [i.e., a figurative
geography or setting]: the search for and discovery of the beloved‖ (p. 145, footnote on verse 5).
It is still left, though, to comprehend the substance of her thoughts. No doubt this section expresses the
woman‘s relationship insecurities—perhaps during the engagement period just prior to the wedding that marks
the next section. Some assume that the couple here is already married, this being seen as the reason she is
wondering while in bed why her lover is not with her. Yet this is reading something into the passage, for it does
not say she is confused about his absence from her bed—merely that she is seeking him in her thoughts while
she is on her bed night after night. Gledhill states: ―Obviously, the lovers are not married, for it is his continuous
unexplained absence that causes her yearning‖ (p. 144).
The search within the woman‘s mind nearly turns to panic until she passes the mysterious watchmen. Who are
they in this frantic fantasy? Perhaps they are her own sensibilities—the mental and emotional governors of her
own mind. Their patrolling and then finding her would seem to indicate that she finally ―got a grip on herself,‖ as
the expression goes, which is why she was then able to discover her lover immediately afterward. That is, she
calmed down and, thinking more rationally, realized exactly where he was in relation (in this case relationship)
to her. (The watchmen, it should be noted, play a more negative role in chapter 5.)
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The Shulamite determines on finding her lover to bring him straightway to, as she says, ―the house of my
mother, and into the chamber of her who conceived me‖ (3:4). What is this all about? Some see it as a general
reference to her family home. (Is this in Jerusalem rather than in a country village as has been supposed?
There is no way to know.) In this view, some believe her home is referred to as the house of her mother since
her father is nowhere in the picture in the Song, he evidently having died long before (compare 1:6). Yet others
recognize that the mother‘s house was a more common designation for the home of young women, who were
evidently seen as having been reared by their mothers (compare Genesis 24:28; Ruth 1:8). One thought here is
that the woman is thinking of her home as the place of greatest security—that bringing the man there will bring
him into and keep him within her sphere. Some, by the way, point to this as proof that the couple is as yet
unmarried, but in Song 8:2 the woman desires to bring the man to her mother‘s house within a passage that
has a sexual context showing they are there married. Thus, the unmarried status of the couple in 3:1-5 must be
based on other criteria.
Some see the woman‘s family home in 3:4 as intending a wedding context. The New International Commentary
on the Old Testament says: ―The Sumerian love songs talk about the ‗entry into the bride‘s house as the first
formal act of marriage, after which came the union of the couple‘; so [notes] Y[itzhak] Sefati, Love Songs in
Sumerian Literature (…1999), pp. 3-5. He further comments….‗the groom is the one who goes or is brought to
the house of the bride‘s parents. By contrast, we find only one example in which the lover brings his beloved
bride to his home, and it does not belong to the marriage ceremony‘…p. 104‖ (p. 129, footnote on 3:1-5; p. 131
footnote on verse 4). In this perspective, the woman sees marriage as the only resolution to the anxiety of
separation she has been going through. The visit to the mother‘s house, though, would not be actual yet—only
part of the woman‘s imagining.
Incidentally, some point to Isaac bringing Rebekah into his mother Sarah‘s tent as a possible parallel here
(Genesis 24:67)—but in that case the man‘s mother‘s dwelling is in view and the circumstance appears to be a
special one of Rebekah literally and figurative filling an empty space left by Sarah, who had died. Anyway, a
wedding context is possible in 3:4 if the desire for visiting the mother‘s house in 8:2 can have a different
meaning. In a possible parallel, it is worthy of note that in Jesus‘ parable of the ten virgins, the groom is pictured
showing up near the bride‘s residence late in the night before their wedding (Matthew 25:1-13)—which seems
to indicate that this was established custom in Jesus‘ day. Maybe the idea in Song 3:1-5 is that the woman
wants to get this process rolling right away. And how interesting it is that verses 6-11 then appear to describe a
wedding. We will note more about this in conjunction with our next reading.
Some commentators see the charge to the daughters of Jerusalem in 3:5 as an implication that the visit to the
mother‘s house in verse 4 is for the purpose of physical relations—seeing this as parallel to 8:2 followed by a
similar charge to the daughters in 8:4. And the contention among some is that 3:4 concerns the woman‘s
intention to have premarital sex. The New American Commentary counters: ―It is difficult to see her taking her
boyfriend to her mother‘s house for a sexual liaison (v. 4). A woman was taken into the man‘s household at
marriage. This is not to be understood as outside of marriage since taking the man to her parents‘ home for that
purpose would be unthinkable in Israelite society‖ (p. 396, note on 3:1-5).
Of course, this may cause us to wonder why this would be the chosen site for sexual union after marriage in
8:2. Likewise we may wonder why mention is made of not just the mother‘s house but of her ―chamber‖ or
room—her bedroom, as it is specified to be the place where the woman was conceived. Different answers are
offered. The New International Commentary says, ―It is the place of the previous generation‘s romantic liaison
and thus an indirect way to indicate that the woman‘s intention is to make love‖ (note on 3:4). Yet the same
commentary also presents the suggestion that some other commentators make here—that the reference is
anatomical. As The New American Commentary says: ―The mother‘s house, ‗the room of the one who
conceived me,‘ must represent the idea of the womb. This is the room in which all are conceived‖ (p. 399, same
note).
Gledhill concurs: ―‗The house of my mother‘ could be translated more exactly as ‗my mother-house,‘ with the
possessive ‗my‘ qualifying the compound unit ‗mother-house.‘ Then ‗mother-house‘ could literally be the
chamber where motherhood becomes a reality, that is, her womb‖ (p. 145). The idea would be that she is
determined to have sexual union with the man—which implies marriage (rather than premarital relations, as
some argue). A problem with this identification is that in specifying the womb of the one who conceived her, the
Shulamite would be referring to her mother‘s womb rather than her own. Yet it is possible that she is implying
―the same chamber within me as that wherein I was conceived within my mother.‖ If that is valid, which is by no
means clear, then the identification with her mother could perhaps be a recognition that her mother before her
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went through the same turmoil and resolution that she is going through—which could be a source of strength to
her in that she is dealing with a common experience. It should be recognized, though, that being born of one‘s
mother is a theme elsewhere in the Song (see 6:9; 8:5). This would seem to impact the meaning in 3:4, yet the
usage here could be a double entendre. (Even in 8:5, the meaning seems to refer to being reborn through the
awakening of love.)
In any case, whether the mother‘s room is a geographical or anatomical location, there does appear to be a
sexual and marital context to the man being brought here at the end of 3:4. And though he is not truly brought
here yet, as all is still in the woman‘s head—the process of feelings here recurring often over multiple nights—
the conjugal thoughts are likely what prompt the repetition of the charge to the daughters of Jerusalem
(representing all young women) in verse 5. Don‘t stir up or awaken love with its physical desires and expression
until the time and occasion is right, she is apparently saying. Wait until you find the right person—and wait until
you are married to each other.
―Drink, Yes, Drink Deeply, O Beloved Ones!‖ (Song of Solomon 3–5)
The previous unit having concluded with the charge to the daughters of Jerusalem (3:5), this one begins with a
question: ―Who is this coming out of the wilderness…?‖ (3:6a). A grand processional is then described of
Solomon‘s couch surrounded by 60 swordsmen—which seems to be part of the pageantry of a royal wedding
(see verses 6-11), though some disagree, as we will point out below. The KJV ―espousals‖ in verse 11 refers to
―wedding,‖ as most translations render the word here.
Some contend that this passage represents Solomon‘s arrival at the home of the Shulamite or his return to
Jerusalem. But it is more likely the woman‘s arrival in Jerusalem. The pronoun translated ―this‖ in the above
quotation of verse 6 is feminine. Some pair this with the word for ―couch‖ (verse 7), which is a feminine noun,
and translate the beginning of verse 6 as ―What is this…?‖ Yet ―who‖ seems more likely, given parallels
elsewhere in the book. Song 6:10 asks, ―Who is she [same pronoun] who looks forth as the morning?‖—
referring, as is clear from the context, to the Shulamite. And the strongest parallel is to be found in 8:5. Song
3:6 and 8:5 each begin a new unit, the preceding section of both ending with the charge to the daughters of
Jerusalem (3:5; 8:4). Like 3:6, Song 8:5 asks, ―Who is this coming up from the wilderness…?‖ Again, the
reference is clearly to the Shulamite.
This would suggest very strongly that the reference in 3:6 is also to her. It thus appears that she is being
transported on Solomon‘s couch—having been fetched from her home and now being brought, many believe, to
her wedding with the king in verse 11.
Many understand King Solomon here to be a literal reference, and that may well be. Yet others, as explained in
our introduction, see the designation as a symbolic one for a typical groom. The New American Commentary,
for instance, states: ―The groom of the Song is no more literally Solomon than he is literally a gazelle or apple
tree. Solomon is the royal figure par excellence and is a symbol for the glory that belongs to any groom‖ (note
on 3:7-11). Some even postulate that this segment of the Song was lifted from another song or account of one
of the real King Solomon‘s weddings—yet now employed in the Song of Songs in a figurative sense. There is,
however, no actual evidence of this.
Who is singing the lyrics of verses 6-11? The NKJV labels these verses as the words of the Shulamite. Yet if
she is referred to in verse 6, as seems probable, this makes little sense. It would likewise not seem to be her
lover singing if he is synonymous with Solomon or the groom here. For this reason some attribute verses 6-11
to the chorus of the Song, generally equated with ―the daughters of Jerusalem.‖ Yet the daughters are told to go
forth in verse 11, so they would not appear to be singing either. Some, therefore, argue that the female chorus
sings verses 6-10 and that the Shulamite sings verse 11, telling the women to go out and behold Solomon. But
it seems odd that they would ask about the Shulamite coming from the wilderness if she is already present to
speak with them. Because of this, some postulate a male chorus here that sings all of verses 6-11 or at least
verse 11 in an exchange with the women. This is a reasonable resolution. The possible exchanges would be:
(1) women sing verse 6 and men sing verses 7-11; (2) women sing verses 6-10 and men sing verse 11; (3)
women sing verses 6-8 and men sing verses 9-11; (4) women sing verse 6, men sing verses 7-8, women sing
verses 9-10 and men sing verse 11.
Let‘s note a few specifics in this passage. Some tie the ―pillars of smoke‖ in context of coming up from the
wilderness (3:6b) to Israel being led through the wilderness by a pillar of cloud and fire. There may be a parallel
and metaphor here—with the couple ―inheriting the Promised Land‖ of marriage after a period of trial and test
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with dark nights of separation (this perhaps even having spiritual parallels). Yet the word for pillars here,
timarot, ―is not the common word ‗ammud used elsewhere for the pillar of cloud and fire that guided the
Israelites in the wilderness‖ (Lloyd Carr, The Song of Solomon, Tyndale Commentaries, p. 108, note on 3:6).
Others see the columns of smoke here as a reference to the dust kicked up by the arriving caravan. However, it
should be noted that the following word translated ―perfumed with,‖ though used in a passive form only here,
―occurs elsewhere about 115 times with the meaning ‗go up in smoke‘ or ‗make (a sacrifice) go up in smoke‖
(same note). Thus the columns of smoke evidently denote clouds of spice and fragrant powders mentioned in
the same context (―all the merchant‘s fragrant powders‖ means all those that money can buy). The fragrant
clouds may be rising from the woman and her attendants or from the traveling couch—the carriage, litter or
sedan chair—in which the woman sits (3:7a). Perhaps the spices and powders are being burned as incense,
thus causing the smoke.
The guards of this litter are armed, prepared for any threat (3:7b-8)—a wise precaution for the road of that time
yet perhaps also simply a customary honor for the bride. The Bible Knowledge Commentary makes the
following point in this regard: ―The lesson is valid for today for a would-be husband. He should give proper
thought and planning to protect his bride. One form this takes is providing economic security for her‖ (note on
verses 7-8).
We then see what is translated as Solomon‘s ―palanquin‖ (meaning a portable enclosed chair) in 3:9-10. Some
take this to be the same as the couch or litter of verse 7, now described in further detail. Yet others see this as
a different mobile chair—with the bride in the litter of verse 7 and the groom (Solomon or another represented
by him) in this palanquin of verse 9. Still others would argue that the word in verse 9 is wrongly translated as
palanquin—that it should be understood not as a mobile chair but as a fixed canopied seat or throne on which
the groom awaits his bride.
Support for the seat in verse 9 being a fixed structure may possibly be found in the 19th-century Syrian-Arab
village wedding customs noted by German consul J.G. Wetzstein, mentioned in our introduction. These
customs perhaps hearken back to biblical times. Wetzstein observed them at the openair threshing floor: ―The
newly married…appear as king and queen…. The bride‘s-men come, fetch the thrashing-table (‗corn-drag‘)
from the straw storehouse…and erect a scaffolding on the thrashing-floor, with the table above it, which is
spread with a variegated carpet, and with two ostrich-feather cushions studded with gold, which is the seat of
honour…for the king and queen during the seven days‖ (Franz Delitzsch, ―Commentary on the Song of Songs,‖
Appendix: ―Remarks on the Song by Dr. J.G. Wetzstein,‖ Kiel & Delitzch, Commentary on the Old Testament,
Vol. 6, p. 618).
Continuing in Song 3, the ―crown with which his mother crowned him‖ (3:11) is not the literal royal crown of
Solomon, as he was crowned king by the high priest (see 1 Kings 1:32-48; 2 Kings 11:11-20). Some suggest a
garland, laurel wreath or other wedding headdress—whether for Solomon, if he is intended here, or a groom
Solomon is emblematic for. Dr. Carr notes: ―According to the rabbinic materials, ‗a bridegroom is compared to a
king‘ and until the destruction of Jerusalem by Rome in AD 70, ‗crowns‘ were worn by ordinary brides and
bridegrooms [Pirke deRabbi Eliezer, ch. 16, and Babylonian Talmud, Sota 49a]‖ (p. 113, note and footnote on
Song 3:11).
The NIV Archaeological Study Bible expands on this, giving the full wedding picture from biblical times: ―A
passage from the Babylonian Talmud tells us that at a Jewish wedding in the early Christian era a groom would
wear a ceremonial crown and receive his bride, who would make her entrance at the wedding party in a sedan
chair. This event may explain the description in Song of Songs 3:6-11; it would appear that the bride was riding
in such a sedan chair (NIV, ‗carriage‘), accompanied by an honor guard…. The bride‘s entourage also included
a musical procession (Ps 45:14; 1 Mc 9:37-39). The groom was attired in festive headdress (SS 3:11; Isa
61:10), and the bride was adorned in embroidered garments and jewelry (Ps 45:13-14; Isa 49:18; 61:10). A veil
completed the virgin bride‘s costume, which may partly explain the success of Laban‘s ruse of substituting Leah
for Rachel on Jacob‘s wedding night (Ge 29:23; SS 4:1 [though some reject ―veil‖ as a translation here]). Jesus‘
parable of the wise and foolish virgins (Mt 25:1-13) describes the arrival of the groom during the night prior to a
wedding. He was attended by male companions, one of whom would serve as his best man (Jdg 14:20; Jn
3:29). Upon his arrival the groom‘s family would host a feast (Mt 22:2; Jn 2:9). Putting the evidence together, it
appears that the groom with his companions would traditionally arrive at the ceremonial house first, during the
night, to be received by a group of young women. Early the next day the friends of the groom would go out to
bring back the bride, who would arrive in a sedan chair with the groom‘s friends as her symbolic honor guard.
The marriage would be consummated on the first night of a banquet celebration typically lasting for seven days
(Ge 29:27; Jdg 14:12). The bridal couple would seal their union in a bridal chamber (Ps 19:5; Joel 2:16), and
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the blood-stained nuptial sheet would be saved by the bride‘s parents as proof of her prior virginity (Dt 22:17)‖
(―Weddings in Ancient Israel,‖ p. 1039).
All of this makes a compelling case for Song 3:6-11 portraying a wedding—and that it is a wedding between the
woman of the Song and one referred to as Solomon (whether literally King Solomon or another groom regaled
as King Solomon). This is especially so when we look at what follows in 4:1–5:1, which is evidently still part of
the same unit. Here we have six mentions of ―spouse‖ (verses 8-12; 5:1) or ―bride‖ (NIV). With no use of
―spouse‖ prior and all of a sudden six times in 10 verses after what appears to be a wedding, surely this is no
coincidence.
We also have possible references to a wedding veil (4:1, 3). The King James or Authorized Version (AV)
translates the word here as ―locks‖ but most modern versions have ―veil.‖ Carr notes: ―Veil (Heb. samma)
occurs in the Old Testament only at Song 4:1, 3; 6:7, and Isaiah 47:2…. AV locks may be based on the Arabic
sm, ‗hair,‘ but the Hebrew is more probably closer to the Aramaic semam, ‗to veil.‘ The introduction of the veil at
this point in the Song underscores the marriage aspect. Normally girls and women wore head-dresses but not
veils, except for special occasions. Engagements (Gn. 24:65) and the actual wedding celebration (Gn. 29:2325) were two of these occasions‖ (p. 114, note on 4:1). However the use in Song 6:7 could perhaps belie that.
Indeed, a good case can be made from Isaiah for ―hair,‖ as pointed out by Ariel and Chana Bloch (The Song of
Songs, pp. 38, 166, note on 4:1). In Isaiah 47:2 the phrase galli sammatek (―remove your veil,‖ NKJV) is parallel
to galli soq (―uncover the thigh,‖ NKJV).
Since galli can only mean ―uncover‖ in the latter phrase, it would seem to mean the same in the former phrase.
Yet a woman would not uncover her veil. Instead, she would uncover her hair. Thus the KJV rendering,
―uncover thy locks‖—though this would be accomplished through removing her veil. Still, not enough is known
about the Hebrew word to make translation certain.
We will further examine 4:1–5:1 momentarily. Let us first, however, consider the explanations proposed for the
events here in the shepherd hypothesis or three-character drama. Some who are of this opinion contend that
the processional in 3:6-11 represents not a wedding, but Solomon‘s arrival at the home of the woman to seduce
her with his power and grandeur so as to bring her back after her escape from his harem—the seduction
occurring in the first part of chapter 4 it is usually asserted (which we will see more about shortly). In this view,
the directive in 3:11 to the daughters of Jerusalem (harem girls, it is presumed, who have traveled with him) is
to see Solomon with the crown he received on his wedding day—not that his wedding day is at hand. The idea
is that Solomon is wearing this crown now to impress the Shulamite. But it seems quite odd that he would wear
a crown from a prior wedding, perhaps only a garland or laurel branch, outside of a wedding context. And we
have already seen that the woman is most likely in the procession herself, based on parallel verses in the Song.
Accepting her presence in the procession, some shepherd-hypothesis adherents argue that the depiction is of
the Shulamite being brought to Jerusalem by Solomon and his men—or by just his men, with Solomon waiting
in Jerusalem—after his men recaptured her. Recognizing a wedding here, some think the king is pressing the
Shulamite into marriage with him. Yet, as Delitzsch counters, ―The seduction fable is shattered…with the joyful
consent of the queen-mother‖ (p. 549, note on verse 11).
Acknowledging this, other shepherd-hypothesis advocates see Solomon marrying another woman here—yet
while still trying to win over the Shulamite in the lines that follow in the opening of chapter 4. It must be admitted
that the idea of King Solomon getting married at almost any given time is by no means far-fetched. After all, he
did end up with 700 royal wives, and for each there was probably an official weeklong wedding festival.
Consider that 700 weeks of weddings means that more than 13 years of Solomon‘s 40-year reign was taken up
with wedding feasts! Throw in preparation time before each and time for Solomon‘s 300 concubines besides
(one for almost every day of the year) and the staggering magnitude of Solomon‘s folly on just a physical level
(not to mention the spiritual one) looms into view.
If we account for Solomon not multiplying wives in his early faithful years and probably less frequently in his
final years (particularly if he repented at that time), then the middle years of concentrated marrying must have
been almost completely filled with wedding festivity. Yet would this not make such festivity a mere everyday,
even monotonous routine for the king? Why would a random wedding in the midst of all this be called in verse
11 ―the day of the gladness of his heart‖? It could perhaps be argued that a wedding was merely called such—
not that this was actually a blissful experience for Solomon. But, we then ask, why would his mother Bathsheba
still be crowning him through all this endless parade of nuptial absurdity? It seems so very unlikely.
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Again, it appears far more reasonable that the Shulamite is happily marrying Solomon in the king‘s early years
before he started multiplying wives—or alternatively that King Solomon here is not the literal monarch but a
figurative distinction for an Israelite groom (both of these being variations of the two character progression).
Following the first subsection of the current unit (3:6-11), we then move into chapter 4. The first part, 4:1-7 (the
second subsection of the current unit), is typically understood as a wasf, the Arabic term for a poem of
descriptive praise of a person‘s physical attributes in an itemized fashion. As Wetzstein observed, such was
sung in the Syrian Arab wedding tradition—again, perhaps passed down from biblical times. The wasf here
forms an inclusio—beginning with the double declaration of ―You are fair‖ (verse 1) or ―beautiful‖ (NIV) and
ending, after detailing the woman‘s features, with ―You are all fair…‖ (verse 7).
Some take this wasf and the rest of chapter 4 as a distinct unit without context. Yet the preceding scene in 3:611 appears to provide a context—so that 3:6–5:1 logically forms a single unit of three subsections. If the first
subsection represents the wedding procession of the man and woman of the Song in a two character
progression, then 4:1–5:1 most naturally appears to immediately follow it in one of three ways: (1) 4:1–5:1 is the
wedding night; (2) 4:1-7 is during the wedding celebration and 4:8–5:1 is the wedding night; (3) 4:1-7 follows the
wedding but is before the wedding night and 4:8–5:1 is the wedding night. Followers of the shepherd hypothesis
typically see 4:1-6 or verses 1-7 as Solomon‘s attempt to seduce the Shulamite in Jerusalem as part of, as
noted, a forced marriage or just after he has married another woman. Some who include verse 8 as part of
Solomon‘s seduction see the setting in the north rather than in Jerusalem, the assumption being that Lebanon
in this verse is the woman‘s homeland. This corresponds with the belief that the procession of 3:6-11 proceeds
to the woman‘s country home—yet we‘ve already seen the weaknesses of that notion. And Lebanon is likely a
figurative reference, as we will see (though it could possibly designate her home in that sense). Moreover,
including 4:8 with verses 1-7 hurts the poetic construction here, verses 1-7 being an inclusio (which also
creates a problem for those who put the break between verses 6 and 7). Also, verse 8 refers to the woman as
―spouse‖ or ―bride‖ (NIV)—putting it with the other five uses of the term in the verses that follow (and it seems
odd that Solomon as seducer would be using this term for the woman). Verses 9-15 are generally
acknowledged to be the words of the woman‘s true love—even by shepherd-hypothesis adherents—as the
woman accepts the speaker as her beloved in verse 16 and then he embraces her invitation to enter her
―garden‖ in 5:1.
In identifying the man speaking in the first part of chapter 4, we should note correspondences with other verses
in the Song. Observe that the first three lines of verse 1 about the woman being fair (beautiful) and having
dove‘s eyes are repeated from 1:15. Both occurrences of the statement are surely to be attributed to the same
man. Shepherd-hypothesis advocates typically view both occurrences as a lustful Solomon‘s flattering
seduction, while adherents of a two-character progression see the woman‘s lover (whether Solomon or another)
speaking in genuine love and admiration.
The imagery of the woman‘s hair as a flock of goats, her teeth as a flock of sheep, her ―temples‖ (as typically
translated) as a piece of pomegranate, her neck like a tower and her breasts like gazelle fawns (4:1-5) is all
repeated later (6:5-7; 7:3-4). Again, it should be clear that these statements were made by the same man both
times—for it is not reasonable that nearly identical descriptions would come from a true love in private and a
lascivious interloper on a different occasion. Considering the quantity of descriptive dialogue from the man in
these parts of the Song, we should ask why there would be so much set to beautiful lyrical poetry and music to
be sung if it is obscene adulterous seduction.
One very important parallel to recognize is that between 4:5-6 (―…that browse among the lilies. Until the day
breaks and the shadows flee…‖) and 2:16-17 (―…he browses among the lilies. Until the day breaks and the
shadows flee…‖—both NIV). The latter is clearly the woman speaking of and to her true love, as is commonly
acknowledged. Thus it is most natural to understand her true love responding to her in similar terms in 4:5-6.
Indeed, we have already seen further parallels between these two passages and 8:14—including the imagery of
the mountains of spices. This poses a huge problem for shepherd hypothesis advocates. For it argues very
strongly for the first part of chapter 4 being the words of thewoman‘s true love. And if that is so, the other
parallels just mentioned imply that her lover is also speaking in chapters 2, 6 and 7—effectively eviscerating the
three-character drama.
Furthermore, it seems rather odd that the woman‘s true love would all of a sudden be speaking in the second
part of chapter 4, without any warning or indication whatever, after Solomon‘s words in the first part of the
chapter. The unabridged Amplified Old Testament contains an inventive sequence in its annotations about the
woman, repulsed at Solomon‘s advances through verse 5, speaking the words of verse 6 herself of her absent
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true love, thereafter leaving the king and going to her own palace quarters and then seeing her beloved
shepherd, who happened to show up at this moment, out the lattice of window bars—with him calling to her in
verse 7. But inventive is the key word here—as there is no hint of such a sequence in the Song itself. And once
again, this disrupts the clear inclusio from verses 1-7 (an inclusio being, as noted before, a literary grouping
framed by similar material at both ends).
Considering the wasf of these verses as genuine admiration from the woman‘s true love, then, let‘s note its
particulars. Some of the imagery probably sounds rather strange to us in our modern setting, perhaps even
comical or grotesque, yet it was no doubt fitting in the pastoral society of ancient Israel. The woman‘s hair is
likened to a flock of goats going down from Mount Gilead (4:1b; 6:5)—this referring not to a single mountain but
to the slopes descending from the rugged high plateau of Gilead east of the Jordan River. We should not think
of dirty, smelly, matted fur here. Rather, as Dr. Michael Fox comments: ―Flowing tresses of black hair may be
said to resemble lines of black goats seen from afar as they wend their way down the mountainside‖ (The Song
of Songs and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs, p. 129, note on 4:1). Perhaps the picture is of bouncing curls
when the woman‘s hair was let down: ―The locks of her hair tumbled down freely and sensuously…cascading
down over her shoulders just like a flock of goats playfully skipping down the mountains of Gilead. The
mountains, on the east side of the Jordan, were known for their excellent grazing land. They were considered a
blessing and were occupied by countless flocks and herds‖ (Tommy Nelson, The Book of Romance, 1998, p.
90). The imagery of goat flocks in Gilead conveyed richness and abundance, which is lost on our modern
sensibilities.
Furthermore, besides the visual representation here, the picture is also emotionally evocative, in keeping with
the outdoor and pastoral imagery of the rest of the Song. The next verse, comparing the woman‘s teeth to
shorn and washed sheep, each bearing twins and none barren (4:2; 6:6), would hardly come across as a
compliment today. ―We immediately think of woolly fleeces, which is too jarring. We need to paraphrase as
something like ‗Your fresh white teeth so clean so smooth, like skin of sheep so closely shorn, and washed and
bleached‘‖ (Tom Gledhill, The Message of the Song of Songs, p. 155). The washing may also refer to her teeth
being wet with saliva and glistening. The bearing of twins may characterize the sheep in the metaphor rather
than the woman‘s teeth directly—that is, her teeth are compared to sheep that are healthy and fertile (a
valuable asset at that time). Yet it could be that the word translated ―bearing twins‖ should be understood as
―twinning‖—perhaps meaning not that the sheep bear twins but that they themselves occur in pairs. Thus the
picture would be of top teeth matched to bottom teeth, and none barren or missing would mean that the woman
has all her teeth—and there are no gaps. Note the alliteration in Hebrew between shekulam (―every one‖) and
shakulah (―barren‖). Again, the poetic scene here is emotionally evocative. The shearing and washing of the
flocks was a jovial village occasion—filled with amusement and laughter. The man was perhaps being playful
here with his smiling bride—and there was probably a fair amount of happy giggling as they approached their
first sexual union.
The word translated ―temples‖ in 4:3 (and 6:7), rakkah, is singular in the Hebrew. ―Temple‖ or ―brow‖ is the
common translation of this word in Judges 4:21 and 5:26. Yet Craig Glickman makes a compelling case for
interpreting rakkah in the Song as ―parted lips‖ or, more precisely, ―the soft, moist inner mouth‖—seeing the
word as coming from a root meaning saliva (Solomon‘s Song of Love, pp. 181, 208-209). Othmar Keel
translates the word as ―palate‖ (The Song of Songs, Continental Commentaries, p. 138). Both define the ―slice‖
of crimson pomegranate as being a slit opening for sucking out the juice, corresponding to Egyptian illustrations
of the fruit. Glickman adds: ―The context of the manner of praise supports this meaning too. Solomon [if he is
speaking] is proceeding from the top of her head to her breasts—eyes, hair beside her cheeks, teeth, lips,
rakkah, neck, breasts—it would be a clear break in direction to descend to the teeth, then to rise to the brow or
temple. Consequently, some have rendered this ‗cheeks,‘ but the word in the singular doesn‘t support this‖ (p.
208). Furthermore, a different word is used for cheeks in the song (lehi, 1:10; 5:13). Some, however, take the
meaning of rakkah in the Song more in line with temple to be the entire side of the face, showing that the
woman is partially turned away—and the red color of the pomegranate indicating that she is blushing. The
matter is uncertain due to inadequate linguistic data.
In 4:4 we see the woman‘s neck compared to ―the tower of David, built for an armory, on which hang a
thousand bucklers, all shields of mighty men.‖ (Her neck is likened to an ―ivory tower‖ in 7:4.) Picturing the
woman‘s long neck as a tower may not in itself seem odd even today. But considering it an armory for hanging
a thousand shields does seem strange to us. Probably the description is based on the necklace the woman is
explicitly said to be wearing in 4:9. The ―shields‖ would be multiple tiers or layers of a great many small precious
metal plates, ornaments or beads on or hanging from it. We do not know what ancient structure is meant by the
tower of David in the metaphor. It may have been one of Jerusalem‘s fortifications or part of the palace complex
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(compare Nehemiah 3:25). ―The custom of hanging shields on the tower was symbolic of the warriors‘
allegiance to and valor for a particular king or country (cf. Ezek. 27:10-11)‖ (Bible Knowledge Commentary, note
on Song 4:4). Perhaps the man is making the comparison in the way he is to illustrate the woman‘s regal
bearing. Or, besides the visual parallels, he could also be implying—considering where the evening is going—
that she has stood strong, as a defensive fortress, against possible incursions that would have compromised
her sexual purity. This seems to be the meaning of the woman referring to her breasts as towers in Song 8:10.
The woman‘s breasts here in 4:5 (and 7:3) are compared not to towers but to twin baby gazelles feeding among
lilies. There may be a visual parallel here between the shape of a fawn‘s head and the contour of a young
woman‘s breast. Yet the imagery is also emotionally evocative. Baby fawns are young, sweet and tender. Soft
and precious, they evoke the desire to gently pet and nuzzle them. Some believe the man here was already
undressing his wife on their wedding night—approaching her gently and cautiously as one would a baby
gazelle, not wanting to frighten or overwhelm. Proverbs 5:19 uses the imagery of ―a loving deer and a graceful
doe‖ in saying that a wife‘s breasts are intended to regularly satisfy her husband, also implying the need for a
gentle touch.
We earlier discussed the meaning of Song 4:6 in comments on 2:17. It is not clear if the opening two lines of
4:6 mean that what follows will commence when night falls or continue until morning comes. If the undressing
has already started, then the latter is intended (but this is hard to determine). The mountain of myrrh and hill of
frankincense may refer to the breasts just mentioned, lower anatomical parts, or the wonderland of either the
woman‘s body as a whole or general ecstasy, similar to the use of the land of Punt in the Egyptian love songs
(or what people today mean when they say, ―I‘m in heaven‖). There does seem to be a relation between the
mountains of myrrh and frankincense in 4:6, the mountains of Bether in 2:17 and the mountains of spices in
8:14.
After the wasf or praise poem of the first part of chapter 4 ends with the close of the inclusio in 4:7, thus
concluding the second subsection of the current unit, a new subsection opens in 4:8. As we have already
noted, this third subsection, continuing to the end of the unit in 5:1, is characterized by six mentions of the word
―spouse‖ or ―bride‖ (NIV). It is surely no coincidence that the section of the Song that appears to describe the
physical consummation of the relationship is inundated with this word. It is perhaps a not-so-subtle way of
telling us that sexual union is reserved for husband and wife.
The mention of Lebanon in verse 8 links the second and third subsections of the current unit poetically. As
Glickman notes: ―The words for ‗frankincense‘ (lebonah) and (‗Lebanon‘) (lebonon) sound alike, so when these
words occur in proximity, a transitional play on words occurs…. An alliterative transition occurs concluding 4.6
and beginning 4.7 with ‗frankincense. All of you‘ (lebonah cullak, rendered ‗You are completely‘), and then
beginning 4.8 with ‗Lebanon, O bride‘ (lebanon callah), which draws attention to the root word of ‗bride,‘ which
is ‗completion,‘ so that the term for ‗bride‘ connotes a ‗completed one.‘ Such alliteration, of course, also serves
to provide poetic transition and unity in the smooth flow of the lyrics‖ (pp. 209-210). Lebanon also serves to
form an inclusio of the man‘s speech from verses 8-15.
The mention of Lebanon and the mountain peaks of verse 8—all to the north of the land of Israel—has been a
matter of confusion. Some see them as denoting the home of the woman. But only Senir and Hermon are
clearly the same geographically. Carr notes: ―Amana is usually taken to be a mountain in the Anti-Lebanon
range, but its exact location is uncertain. It is probably the hill in which the Amana River, which flows through
Damascus, has its source…. Senir and Hermon are the Amorite and Hebrew names for the tallest peak (over
9,200 ft.) in the Anti-Lebanon range. The Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon (Mount Hermon) ranges lie some 15 miles
apart on opposite sides of the Litani-Hasbani (Biqa‗) valley‖ (p. 120, note on verse 8). Yet Lebanon also
denotes the valley below Hermon and the wider region (see Joshua 11:17; 13:5; Judges 3:3). So there may be
no geographic disparity here. (We should also consider a possible link between Baal-hermon and Baal Hamon
in Song 8:11, which we will examine later.) Still, the difficulty of the woman literally being in Lebanon on the
night following what is evidently a Jerusalem wedding has led many to view the geographical references in
verse 8 figuratively, as seems to be the case (though this could perhaps include the idea that she is from the
north).
Note the word ―look‖ in the New King James Version. Some see the man calling the woman to accompany him
to look down from the mountain heights—implying that he will take her to reach the heights of love and ecstasy
together. Yet why would this place them among dangerous lions‘ dens and leopards‘ lairs, as mentioned in the
latter part of the verse? The problem is likely in the translation ―look.‖ The NIV has ―descend.‖ As Carr points
out: ―Two separate roots with identical form lie behind the variety of translations. One means ‗journey‘ or

696

‗descend,‘ the other ‗gaze on‘ or ‗look at‘‖ (p. 119, note on verse 8). If ―descend‖ is chosen here, the man is
asking the woman not to join him to look out from the mountains, but to come down from the highland
wilderness of wild animals (symbolic of a remote and inaccessible place) to be with him. As Roland Murphy
points out: ―The woman is not physically present on these mountains, and the man could hardly call to her
there. The metaphor stands for her inaccessibility, a theme that appeared already in 2:14 (crags and rocks).
The animals are not threats to her, but to those who would try to reach her. A similar theme appears in the
Cairo Ostracon 25218 [Cairo Love Songs, no. 21 (or 20D in Fox‘s numbering), Group A], where the lover is
separated from his beloved by a crocodile‖ (The Songs of Songs, Hermeneia Commentaries, p. 160, note on
4:8). The man in verse 8 may perceive the woman‘s fears, uncertainties and reservations as creating barriers
between them coming together in full enjoyment of sexual union. So he asks that she leave these behind,
trusting him fully. It may be that he chose the northern location because her home was there and this would
symbolize her inner security and clinging to premarital life. But that‘s not required.
After the transition of verse 8, 4:9-10 commence further praises from the man for his wife. Dr. Fox notes:
―Unlike the Praise Songs [or wasfs] in 4:1-7, 6:3-10, and 7:2-8, which laud the girl part by part, this one
celebrates her entire person. It is thus an Admiration Song, a type of Praise Song‖ (p. 133; see p. 271).
However, some of her parts are praised in this section, though not for how they appear but for how they provide
sensual pleasure to the man.
In 4:9 we first encounter the phrase ―my sister, my spouse‖ or ―my sister, my bride‖ (NIV). The Nelson Study
Bible states that ―this strange pairing of words was based on the idea that in marriage a couple became
‗related‘‖ (note on verse 9). Yet it should be noted that ―brother‖ and ―sister‖ are terms of endearment in the
Egyptian love songs, wherein the lovers are not married. In the Song, the inclusion of ―spouse‖ or ―bride‖ makes
the lovers‘ marital status clear. Dr. Glickman notes that ―the phrase ‗my sister, my bride‘ occurs four times,
appearing at each stage of lovemaking: arousal (4:9); kissing (4:10[-11]); consummation (4:12); and after
consummation (5:1)‖ (p. 210). Again, the stress seems to be that making love is only for those who are married.
Some contend that 4:9–5:1 is a mere verbal exchange expressing admiration and intent—that there is no actual
coming together of the couple here (The Amplified Old Testament, for instance, has the couple speaking to
each other through the window). But the wording and emphasis of 4:16 and 5:1 particularly should make it clear
that actual physical union is being described—albeit in delicate and metaphoric language in parts.
In 4:11, the kisses here leading to sexual union are deep ones involving the tongue—―what we would call a
French kiss although it was nineteen hundred years before France was a nation. It was a genuine Hebrew kiss,
deep and penetrating. Open-mouth kisses are one of the most sensual acts possible in a marriage union‖
(Tommy Nelson, p. 100). This is not something that dating couples should be engaged in. The milk and honey
imagery here may evoke the idea, mentioned previously, of inheriting the ―Promised Land‖ of marriage—
besides the sensual pleasure implied (see also 5:1).
In 4:12-15 the man describes his wife as a lush, exotic garden of pleasant fruits and spices, a place of sensual
delights. The garden with its fountain is said to be ―enclosed…shut up…sealed‖ (verse 12). These are
―metaphors for the beloved‘s virginity—or perhaps for the fact that she keeps herself exclusively for her
husband‖ (Zondervan NIV Study Bible, note on verse 12). ―Orchard‖ in verse 13 is translated from the Hebrew
word pardes, related to the Persian word from which comes our word ―paradise.‖ Note the alliteration of qineh
ve-qinnamon (―calamus and cinammon‖) in verse 14 and the beautiful assonance of the words in verse 15
translated ―fountain of gardens, a well of living waters‖—ma‗yan gannim, be‘er mayim hayyim. The refreshing
spring and fountain as metaphors for the woman as a sexual partner are also used in Proverbs 5:15-20.
The Shulamite responds to her husband‘s affections in 4:16. She begins with the word ―awake.‖ This is
significant, for recall her earlier adjuration to the daughters of Jerusalem to not ―stir up nor awaken love‖ until
the right time (2:7; 3:5). Well now it is clearly the right time. Her heretofore closed garden is opened to receive
the stirring winds from both north and south, perhaps indicating that she is open completely to stimulation from
the man. The figurative winds waft her garden‘s spices about and out toward her lover as a stream—the word
translated ―flow out‖ being the same as that rendered ―streams‖ (from Lebanon) in the previous verse. We
should also observe that the meaning of the garden has been narrowed here. The woman does not refer to
herself generally as a garden. Rather she uses ―my garden‖ to designate a part or aspect of herself. The
meaning may be her sexuality or her private parts—either of which implies the other. All of this she gives to her
lover, finally calling it ―his garden‖ and inviting him to come in and enjoy it. ―It is problematic to know how literally
to take the verb eat, but there is no doubt about the fact that she invites him to sexual union of the most intimate
type‖ (New International Commentary on the Old Testament, note on verse 16).
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Then in 5:1, the delighted husband takes his fill of sexual love. All of the various elements mentioned here were
used to describe the woman in his prior admiration poem (4:8-15)—thus clearly tying 4:16–5:1 to that poetic
segment in this third subsection—yet now the man uses the form ―my‖ for each element (indeed, eight times in
short order). Her charms are now his to enjoy—and that he does with deep satisfaction. This man‘s possession
of the woman‘s erotic attributes is, again, clearly indicative of marriage (see 1 Corinthians 7:3-4). Incidentally, it
should be recalled that the shepherd hypothesis sees no wedding night here—only a reunion of bride and
groom after time apart. Yet the wedding night of the lovers seems to best fit the evidence of the earlier material
in this major section and of the section‘s central position in the Song.
The last three lines of 5:1 are a matter of some dispute. The NKJV has the man here speaking to his friends—
that is, to the guests celebrating outside the bridal chamber during the seven-day wedding feast, telling them to
eat, drink and be merry (compare also John 3:29, where the friend of the bridegroom rejoices to hear his voice).
Others, however, see the words in Song 5:1b directed to the husband and wife in the bridal chamber. Consider
that she just invited him to eat and he responds with eating and drinking. Thus the statement that follows is
seen as an affirmation of the couple‘s lovemaking. The word for ―friends‖ is related to the man‘s typical
endearment term for the woman and ―beloved‖ is the woman‘s endearment term for the man—yet both words
can apply to each. It thus may be that someone is telling the man and woman to ―go for it.‖ If so, it is likely the
chorus singing here—perhaps representative of the wedding guests. Yet others suggest that the chorus is here
representing the songwriter—or even God, looking down and giving His divine approval to sexual relations in
marriage, as only He could be a witness to the couple‘s intimacy.
We should recall from our introduction that 4:16–5:1 forms the central hinge of the Song of Songs—in terms of
both language and quantity of verses (adding to the evidence of this being the marriage consummation on the
wedding night). So it may well be that at this central point the songwriter or God is directly communicating
through the Song to give its central message—that married lovers should take their fill of sexual love. Yet even
if community affirmation is intended, we should recognize that this reflects divine approval—as God is the very
Creator of sexuality and the institution of marriage. Again, with the final mention of ―spouse‖ in 5:1, it should be
quite clear that sexual union is intended only for marriage. And in that context, it is a wonderful blessing.
Song 5:1 concludes the fourth and central major section of the book. A new unit commences with an entirely
new scene in 5:2. Before leaving the central section, it should be pointed out that some see the wedding and
consummation here as a wish for the future—rather than as already achieved by the lovers at this point in the
Song. However there is every indication that the events here are in the present—and no hint that they are yet to
come. Nevertheless, such an idea is possible if the Song is not strictly chronological in its arrangement and is
more like stream of consciousness—so that the woman‘s determination to marry the man at the end of the
previous dreamlike unit (see 3:4) gives way to thoughts here about the wedding and consummation. It is true
that there is no mention of the word ―spouse‖ or ―bride‖ beyond this unit—although there seem to be other
indications that the man and woman are married in later parts of the Song, as we will see. Those who press the
issue of the marriage not yet having taken place in the center of the Song usually do so because they are
seeking a coherent alignment with the relationship between Christ and the Church—for the section that follows
implies a problem between the couple, which is difficult to apply to Jesus and His perfected Bride being already
married. The matter, as with so much else in the Song, is uncertain.
―I Sought Him, But I Could Not Find Him‖ (Song of Solomon 5–7)
We come now to the fifth major section of the Song. It begins at 5:2, which clearly describes a different scene
entirely from that of the previous verses, but there is dispute as to where this section ends. Many have noted
the obvious similarity between verses 2-8 and the earlier dreamlike unit of 3:1-5 (the third major section of the
Song). Both segments begin with the woman lying in bed at night. Both describe her rising, probably in mind
rather than literally, to search about the city for her beloved, whom she can‘t seem to find. Both mention her
being found by the city watchmen. And both segments show her afterward issuing a charge to the daughters of
Jerusalem. There are key differences though. The former passage apparently concerned multiple instances
(―By nights…‖). The current one gives no such indication. In the former case, the woman was merely wondering
in desperation about where the man was when she went to look for him. In this later passage, the man arrives
at night, is apparently turned away by the woman, and then leaves, whereupon she then goes out in a
desperate search for him. In the former passage, the woman was merely found by the watchmen. Here they
abuse her. In the former unit, the woman immediately found the man and declared her intention for union with
him. Here she does not immediately find him—so resolution is lacking. In the former sequence, the woman‘s
charge to the daughters of Jerusalem was a repeat of the refrain to not awaken love until it‘s acceptable—and
this (3:5) formed the end of the unit. Here the charge is that if they find him to tell him that she is lovesick—and
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this (5:8) clearly does not form the end of the unit since the daughters respond to her charge in the next verse.
Where, then, does this later unit end—and how are we to understand it?
Determining the end of the major section of the Song that begins at 5:2 involves following the story flow,
considering the symmetrical parallel with the aforementioned third major section of the Song (3:1-5) and
observing a chiastic structural pattern that begins at 5:2 and recognizing where this pattern concludes. Let‘s
take these one at a time.
First the story flow. Verse 9 is clearly the response of the daughters of Jerusalem to the Shulamite‘s charge in
the preceding verse, as they mention her charge explicitly. Observe that their response is a question about why
her lover is so special. This then sets up the Shulamite‘s description of her lover in verses 10-16 (the last verse
explicitly addressing the daughters). The daughters then respond in 6:1, and the Shulamite answers them in
verses 2-3. Verse 3 here, concerning the mutual possession of the lovers, appears to be a refrain (see also
2:16; 7:10). This and the fact that the man‘s praise speech beginning in 6:4 is not introduced has led some to
consider 6:3 as the end of the unit. Yet we should consider that the man‘s earlier praise speech beginning in 4:1
is not introduced and appears to continue the same unit as that begun in 3:6. Indeed, 6:2-3 seems to convey a
return of the lover, so that his speaking thereafter would follow naturally from that (though shepherd-hypothesis
advocates view this differently, as we will consider shortly).
The man‘s praise of the woman beginning in verse 4 continues through verse 9 with the mention of queens,
concubines and ―daughters‖ praising her. Some see this as a section ending, taking the next words in verse 10,
―Who is she…?‖ to begin a new section, parallel to these words occurring at the commencement of the central
and final major sections of the Song (see 3:6; 8:5). However, the question in 6:10 seems most likely to be the
words of the queens, concubines and daughters just mentioned in verse 9 (or the man quoting them)—making
it a continuation of the same section. (Note also that verses 4 and 10 end the same—the full context indicating
that these are the bracketing verses of an inclusio.)
Verses 11-12 are difficult with respect to who is saying them and what they mean (verse 12 does follow from
verse 11). Some note the parallels between verse 11 and 7:12 and take these verses to be the beginning and
end of an inclusio. However, the theme and scene of 7:12 obviously continues beyond it. Still, Song 6:11 could
be the beginning of a new section, but there is no clear break to indicate this. Indeed, some have argued that
verses 11-12 are a response to the women in verse 10. Verse 13 is taken as a new section in modern Hebrew
Bible chapter divisions—which are the same as in the English versions throughout the Song except here. (What
English Bibles number as 6:13, Hebrew Bibles number as 7:1—and Hebrew verse numbers are all one number
higher than in English versions throughout chapter 7.) Yet while 6:13 (English numbering, which we will adhere
to throughout) does appear to go with the praise song that follows in chapter 7, perhaps inspired by the dance
of 6:13, this verse—especially if the word rendered ―return‖ is properly translated—would seem to be a call in
response to the previous verse (or at least a response to seeing the Shulamite, who appears in verse 10).
So there seems to be no break here. The praise sequence in chapter 7 then continues through the middle of
verse 9, where the woman breaks into the thought (which we will examine more shortly). She then makes a
statement in verse 10 similar to the refrain of mutual possession in 2:16 and 6:3. The woman‘s call in 7:11 to
come away could then denote a continuation of the same section or, particularly if verse 9 refers literally to
sleep, the start of a new section. We will stop here to go to the next ending determinant. The second factor here
is the symmetrical parallel with the third major section of the Song, the dreamlike unit mentioned above (3:1-5).
The wedding and consummation appear to form the fourth and central section of the Song (3:6–5:1). On either
side of that segment are these similar dreamlike sequences. Note that the former section went from the
woman‘s panicked loss of her lover to the joy of reuniting with him. In parallel, we would expect the panicked
loss of her lover in the latter section to conclude with a happy reunion. It does—but not right away. Still, despite
the longer length of the latter section in reaching resolution, it is sensible that its conclusion should come with
the reunion. This could conceivably come with 6:3, but all is not clearly resolved until the implied sexual union of
7:9.
Third is the issue of the apparent chiastic structure of this section, as discovered by Dr. Craig Glickman. Recall
the chart from his book Solomon‘s Song of Love showing the symmetrical outline of the entire Song (an
adaptation of which is reproduced in our introduction). Well, he also provides an expanded diagram of each
major section—which greatly helps in comprehending the structure of the current section. The diagram for this
section (see chart on the next page) reveals that the unit beginning at 5:2, with the Shulamite sleeping alone,
continues through 7:9, where it is implied that the lovers are sleeping together. However, the refrain of verse 10
appears to complete the thought here. Looking at the chart, consider that another form of this refrain also
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occurs in 6:3 as a transition to the central subsection of the chiasm (i.e., from subsection c to d). Thus, it also
seems logical as a transition at the end of the chiasm leading into the next major section. Dr. Glickman himself
groups 7:10 with the next section, as the beginning of the second section from the end, because another form
of the refrain occurs near the end of the second section from the beginning (in 2:16). Still, he does view 7:10 as
transitional from the current unit. Indeed, he generally regards the section breaks as transitional, at times with
some overlap, rather than as hard and fast (and that may well be the case). Note that there are seven
subsections within this unit—as detailed in the chart.
It may be noted that this unit (5:2–7:10) is by far the longest unit in the Song—set symmetrically opposite to
what is by far the shortest unit in the Song (3:1-5). It is not known why the Song was composed this way—but it
has the very interesting effect of making the actual center of the Song (4:16–5:1) fall at the end of the central
unit (3:6–5:1) rather than in the middle of the central unit. It also serves to stress the greater magnitude and
impact of events in this longest section as compared with the earlier problem in the shortest section.
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Now let us proceed into what is happening within this unit, starting with the first subsection (5:2-8). The man
knocks to be let in at night after the woman has gone to bed and is sleeping (5:2-3). If the Song is arranged
chronologically, this episode would seem to occur after the couple is married—unlike the previous dreamlike
sequence, which appears to have preceded their wedding. Of course, this is assuming that the apparent
sequence of the wedding and the wedding night in 3:6–5:1 concerns a real and present event rather than a
dream or wish for the future—and that 5:2–7:10 is not a flashback to the premarital courtship or engagement
period. Indication that the couple is married is found in the fact that the man is seeking entry very late at night,
when the dew makes his hair wet (5:2). Some argue that this is still during the seven-day wedding festival and
that the man is late in coming to the bridal chamber, having been reveling with his friends. But the setting may
well be sometime later, in the couple‘s private home.
Some might argue that if the two lovers are married, the man would not need to be let into a shared bedroom
with his wife. However, even if a private home is meant, it is possible that he is without a key. Furthermore,
women in that society may have had their own quarters separate from their husband—as evidenced by
Abraham‘s wife Sarah having had her own tent (see Genesis 24:66-67; compare also 31:33).
Alternatively, some read Song 5:2-6a as heavy with double entendre—the idea being that the man and woman
are already lying in bed together and that he is actually seeking sexual entrance while she is sleeping. Verse 3
may speak against that, though, since the woman doesn‘t want to put on a robe or get her feet dirty after having
washed them—which seems to imply having to get up to open the door of her quarters. Yet it could be that she
is referring to a possible need to rise briefly after sexual relations. Of course, even if the man is literally standing
outside his wife‘s door, the implication of this section seems to be that he desires sexual relations—not that he
just wants to come in to sleep. As Dr. Michael Fox points out: ―While 5:2 clearly begins a new dramatic
sequence…the similarity between the motifs of this unit and those of the preceding one shows that the
placement of the units is not random.
In the preceding unit the girl was called a ‗locked garden‘ (4:12). Here too the boy‘s entry to the desired place is
prevented by a ‗lock,‘ and here too the girl is willing ‗to open‘ to him (5:5-6; cf. 4:16)‖ (The Song of Songs and
the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs, p. 142). The tenor of the woman‘s response in 5:3 is unclear. Perhaps she is
really sleepy and tired. Some fault her for being lazy, indifferent, cold and unreceptive. Yet it is reasonable that
she would be quite groggy, lethargic and even incoherent if awakened late in the night. On the other hand, the
husband, if he is literally outside the door, could be faulted for showing up so late—though perhaps his job
required it in a later setting. Or, if he is already in bed with her, he could perhaps be faulted for insensitivity.
(Those who see this passage as representing Christ and the Church, with some even thinking Jesus referred to
the knocking on the door here in Revelation 3:20, fault the woman exclusively for failure to properly respond to
her husband—though this may be a misapplication of the passage.)
Others see the woman‘s response as teasing or playful—that is, her complaint is not genuine and she really
intends to let her husband in, as we see her desiring him in verse 4 and in verse 6 saying her heart leapt when
he spoke. (Thus the problem that develops would be a misunderstanding, and no one‘s particular fault.)
In 5:4, the word translated ―latch‖ here literally means ―hole‖ and ―of the door‖ is not in the Hebrew. Where the
NKJV says the woman‘s ―heart yearned‖ for the man and the KJV has ―bowels were moved,‖ forms of the
Hebrew words me‗ah and hamah are used. As Lloyd Carr notes: ―The basic meaning of the word [me‗ah,
Strong‘s no. 4578] is the internal organs generally (2 Sa. 20:10; Ps. 22:14), or the digestive tract (Jon. 2:1f.).
But several texts use the term to refer to the procreative organs [sometimes rendered ‗loins‘ by translators],
either male (e.g. Gn. 15:4; 2 Sa. 7:12) or female (e.g. Ru. 1:11. In Gn. 25:23; Ps. 71:6; and Is. 49:1, me‗eh is
used in parallel with beten, the common word for womb). The focus of the thrill is specifically sexual‖ (The Song
of Solomon, Tyndale Commentaries, p. 135, note on Song 5:4). Hamah (Strong‘s no. 1993) means to make a
loud sound or, by implication, to be in commotion or tumult. Some see the word in Song 5:4 as meaning
―moaned,‖ ―roiled‖ or ―seethed.‖ Yet it should be pointed out that the two words together can simply connote
sympathy: ―The Hebrew expression…is used elsewhere to express pity or compassion (e.g., Isa. 16:11; Jer.
31:20). It was not used to express sexual arousal as some scholars maintain‖ (Bible Knowledge Commentary,
note on Song 5:3-4). Yet it may be that the phrase could, in context, be taken in an amatory sense. Perhaps, as
with other verses here, a double entendre is intended.
In 5:5, the Shulamite says that she arose for her beloved and that her hands and fingers dripped with liquid
myrrh on the handles of the lock. This is understood in one of three ways among natural interpreters. Some see
the woman getting out of bed and quickly splashing or rubbing on myrrh as perfume so that it was all over her
hands and got onto the lock handle when she touched it. Others see the myrrh as having been left on the lock
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handle by the man as a token of affection, this being earlier a symbol for him in 1:13, the myrrh getting onto her
hand because of touching the handle. Sometimes cited in this regard is the first-century-B.C. Roman poet
Lucretius. In his work On the Nature of Things, he said, ―But the lover shut out, weeping, often covers the
threshold with flowers and wreaths, anoints the proud doorposts with oil of marjoram, presses his love-sick
kisses upon the door…‖ (quoted by Roland Murphy, The Song of Songs, Hermeneia Commentaries, p. 168,
footnote on 5:2–6:3). Of course, this was written around 900 years after the Song and in a very different cultural
setting. Still others see an erotic metaphor in 5:5. The man‘s lips are said to drip liquid myrrh in verse 13.
When the woman at last opens for her lover in 5:6a, whether this means that she literally arises to let him in,
does so in a dream or, in a metaphoric sense, becomes receptive to sexual union, it is too late. He is gone! It
would seem that whether the woman was genuinely sleepy in her earlier response or was being coy, the man
takes her lack of immediacy as a rebuff. Thus we have a problem between the lovers. As Shakespeare wrote,
―The course of true love never did run smooth‖ (A Midsummer Night‘s Dream, Act 1, Scene 1). Some recognize
this episode as representative of a period of sexual adjustment to each other in marriage. Upset at the man‘s
departure, the woman seeks and calls for him in similar imagery to that of 3:1-5. It seems likely that at least
5:6b-7 contains a dream or daydream-at-night sequence similar to that of the prior passage—especially given
the lack of reaction to being struck by the watchmen in verse 7.
Perhaps finding her lover gone sent her into the dreamlike mode described previously. How are we to
understand the abuse by the city watchmen here? They strike and wound her and strip off her light overcloak,
as the word translated ―veil‖ in the NKJV is thought to mean (this being a different word from that often
translated ―veil‖ in 4:1). Again, a literal interpretation does not seem likely. Those who take this literally and see
the Shulamite as the bride of Solomon should consider the implausibility of city watchmen assaulting the queen
of Israel. Would they not recognize her? How would she even have made it out of the palace? As for the
Shulamite being a designation for a woman not married to Solomon, this still does not explain her being able to
roam the streets at night—much less the striking and stripping and lack of reaction to this mistreatment. Thus
we look to a dreamlike, figurative interpretation here. Recall that in the parallel of 3:1-5, the watchmen seemed
to signify the woman‘s own sensibilities, her mental and emotional governors that took hold of her, helping her
to see things rationally (i.e., she ―got a grip‖ on herself). In the present case, we should consider that the
woman is perhaps wracked with guilt for effectively chasing her lover away, even if unintentional. Thus, through
the mental and emotional patrol of her mind, she essentially beats herself up and is left miserable over what
has happened.
Her message then in 5:8 to the daughters of Jerusalem is to tell her beloved that she is lovesick. That is, she
doesn‘t want him to have the wrong idea, thinking she doesn‘t want to be with him (sexually, the whole context
implies). Rather, she desperately longs for him, ailing from desire. A few translators take the words here to have
the Shulamite charging the daughters to not tell her beloved that she is lovesick—out of embarrassment over
her foolish actions in searching for him (e.g., Fox, p. 146, note on 5:8). Yet this denies the clear sense of
longing here and is probably not grammatically accurate. (More on this will follow in the comments on 8:4.) As
noted with regard to Song 2:5, Egyptian love songs 6, 12 and 37 describe the symptoms of lovesickness.
Observe the latter: ―Seven days have passed, and I‘ve not seen my lady love; a sickness has shot through me.
I have become sluggish, I have forgotten my own body. If the best surgeons come to me, my heart will not be
comforted with their remedies. And the prescription sellers, there‘s no help through them; my sickness will not
be cut out. Telling me ‗she‘s come‘ is what will bring me back to life…‖ (Papyrus Chester Beatty I, Group A, in
William Simpson, ed., The Literature of Ancient Egypt, pp. 320-321).
In 5:9, the beginning of the second subsection of the current unit (verses 9-16), the daughters of Jerusalem,
whom the Shulamite has just addressed, respond to her—their words likely being sung by the chorus. They
refer to her as ―fairest among women‖ or ―most beautiful of women‖ (NIV)—as they also do in 6:1. This
descriptor was earlier given in 1:8, where it was not clear whether the daughters of Jerusalem or the lover was
speaking. Some contend that the use of this phrase by the women is sarcastic—especially followers of the
shepherd hypothesis who see the other women here as members of Solomon‘s harem. As for the daughters
asking what is so special about the Shulamite‘s lover, some see their query as sincere (deeming them her
friends) while others view it sarcastically as well. Shepherdhypothesis adherents sometimes point out that this
verse creates a problem for those who see Solomon as the woman‘s true love—for would not the women
already know all about him? Yet it could be that their question is a mere literary device to give the woman an
opportunity to extol the attributes of her beloved.
This she does in the verses that follow. In a wasf (again, a song of descriptive praise cataloging a person‘s
physical characteristics) in 5:10-16, the Shulamite sings of her beloved‘s body from head to toe. She starts out
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in verse 10 with his overall general appearance, ―white and ruddy‖ describing the reddish tinge of healthy white
skin (compare 1 Samuel 16:12; 17:42; Lamentations 4:7)—and ―chief among ten thousand‖ referring to his
distinguished appearance (not to being king). She later concludes summarily, ―Yes, he is altogether lovely‖
(Song 5:16). ―And in between, she compliments ten aspects of her beloved. This number underscores his worth
in her eyes, since ten, like seven, is a number used to signify perfection‖ (Glickman, p. 100)—ten signifying a
full enumeration, there being ten fingers of the hands.
The aspects here are: 1) head (verse 11a); 2) hair (verse 11b); 3) eyes (verse 12); 4) cheeks (verse 13a); 5)
lips (verse 13b); 6) arms (verse 14a); 7) ―body‖ or abdomen (verse 14b); 8) legs (verse 15); 9) countenance or
stature; 10) mouth or speech.
Let‘s note a few particulars here. ―Gold‖ denotes the precious quality of his head, not to being blond, as the
man‘s hair is black (verse 11). Observe that the longest description is given of the man‘s eyes (verse 12), which
are compared to doves, just as the man drew the same comparison with the woman‘s eyes (see 1:15; 4:1). The
―lilies‖ the man‘s lips are compared to in 5:13b are often thought to be reddish in color, perhaps lotuses or
anemones—and this goes for the mention of the same flowers throughout the Song (though it could be that the
comparison is due to shape rather than color). The word translated ―body‖ in verse 14b is a form of me‗ah, the
word used earlier in verse 4 in reference to the innards of the abdomen. Obviously the word must also be
applicable to the exterior or it could not be praised as something visible in verse 14. Some believe an erotic
reference is intended by the woman here. Yet we should note that she is not speaking directly to her lover in
private but describing him to other women. (Of course, this may all be part of her dream.)
After reaching the legs in the downward progression of praise (verse 15a), the woman mentions the man‘s
―countenance‖ (NKJV) or ―appearance‖ (NIV). While the word rendered countenance could refer to facial
expression, the comparison with Lebanon and its cedars (which are great and tall) implies appearance more
broadly. In fact, it seems likely that the legs, being long and sturdy, lead to mention of the man‘s great stature
and bearing. The concluding focus on the mouth being sweet in verse 16 seems a regression from the
downward progress of the wasf. It may mean that consideration of all his qualities has led her to desiring to kiss
him. Or, since the lips were earlier mentioned in verse 13b, the man‘s ―mouth‖ in verse 16a may refer to another
aspect that does not fit in the bodily description—his speech, as the mouth often connotes in Scripture. This,
she tells the daughters of Jerusalem in verse 16b following the wasf, is her lover and this is her ―friend‖—i.e.,
her companion, stressing not just their sexual relationship but also their general togetherness and closeness.
All of this, she tells them, makes him a man to be desired (thus explaining her lovesickness).
In 6:1, beginning the third subsection of the present unit (verses 1-3), their interest is clearly piqued. They are
now enthusiastic about finding him. Some consider the women the Shulamite‘s friends indicating their support
for her in her search. Yet others see this as the women of Jerusalem (or other harem girls in the shepherd
hypothesis) expressing their own desire for this wonderful man just described to them. It is interesting to note
that they ask her where the man has gone, as if she knows (when she has been searching for him).
More surprising, though, is her response in 6:2-3—wherein she relates exactly where he is. And just where is
that? Some think that the man here going to his garden to ―feed his flocks‖ means that he has returned to his
regular job—the shepherd to his shepherding of flocks or, if Solomon, that he is engaged in his duties as king.
This, however, ignores the context of the Song. The man going to ―his garden‖ and the beds of spices to feed
(the italicized ―his flock‖ in verses 2 and 3 in the NKJV is not in the Hebrew here) is surely related to the end of
the former unit, where the man going into his garden of spices referred to sexual union with the woman (see
4:9–5:1). We are later told that the woman dwells in the gardens (8:13). The man‘s gathering of lilies (6:2) ties
in to his gathering of myrrh and spice (5:1) and to his feeding among the lilies (6:3)—the latter probably
referring to the woman‘s lips (as with 5:13) or other physical charms, she herself being the beds of spices of
6:2. Verse 3 is the refrain of mutual possession reversed from 2:16, where the man grazing among the lilies is
first mentioned. This passage, it would seem, has nothing to do with the man being away at his regular job.
Rather, in answer to the women questioning the Shulamite about where her lover is that they may seek him,
she seems to be emphatically answering, ―He is with me‖ and ―He‘s mine‖ (some seeing the implication as,
―…and is not available for you‖).
Just what is happening here? Recall in the earlier dreamlike sequence of 3:1-5 that the woman, after getting
hold of herself (pictured by the watchmen finding her) immediately found her beloved—probably indicating that
he was never really lost. Similarly, in the present sequence, it appears that after the lover is gone and the
woman seeks for him with pangs of guilt (pictured by the watchmen striking her), she describes her desire for
her lover and then finds that he is not really gone after all. Perhaps the man being ―gone‖ concerned him being
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emotionally withdrawn after what he perceived as a sexual rejection by his wife. And now that she has reached
out to him, he is again expressing his love as always—physically, companionably and, in the verses that follow,
in praise of her. The women of Jerusalem may have never been literally present—merely a sounding board for
the woman‘s feelings. Or it could be that the withdrawal period was unresolved by the next day and she was
actually speaking to her friends about trying to resolve the problem. In fact, this one episode could be
representative of a lengthy adjustment period in marriage—where a number of such episodes occur. In any
case, things work out—the man returns (emotionally if he never actually left physically). The mutual possession
refrain ―indicates that the emotional distance had been overcome on her part and she was confident that it had
also been overcome on his part. All that was needed for a complete reconciliation was a statement of
forgiveness or acceptance from the lover‖ (BKC, note on 6:1-3). And that comes next.
In the fourth and central subsection of this unit (6:4-10), the man now praises the woman in verses 4-9,
beginning with a wasf, some of which is repeated from 4:1-7. Shepherd-hypothesis advocates see this as
another attempt at seduction by the interloping Solomon, considering that the elements repeated from the
beginning of chapter 4 show that he was speaking in that previous section as seducer as well. Yet we have
already noted in our comments on 3:6–5:1 the major difficulties with the beginning of chapter 4 being spoken by
someone other than the woman‘s true love. Both sections, 4:1-7 and 6:4-9, are more reasonably attributed to
the woman‘s lover (which could be Solomon in a positive sense).
In 6:4 the man compares the Shulamite to the cities of Tirzah and Jerusalem—pointing out that she is as
―awesome as those with banners‖ (―those‖ here possibly denoting ―armies‖ or ―hosts,‖ as commonly translated,
though this is not explicit in the Hebrew). Comparing a beautiful woman to cities probably sounds strange to us
today. But people still speak and sing of certain cities as beautiful, exciting or loved in an idealized sense.
Jerusalem was described elsewhere as ―the perfection of beauty‖ (Psalm 50:2; Lamentations 2:15) and
―beautiful in elevation, the joy of the whole earth‖ (Psalm 48:2). However, comments Tom Gledhill, ―the
resemblance is not so much in physical beauty…but in royalty, power and stature. Tirzah was an ancient
Canaanite city, mentioned in Joshua 12:24. Jeroboam I moved his capital there at the time [soon after
Solomon‘s death] of the schismatic breakaway of Israel from the Solomonic dynasty which ruled Judah. Omri
later established Samaria as the capital of the Northern Kingdom [1 Kings 14:1-20; 16:8-26—this all showing
that the Song likely dates to before the transfer of the capital to Samaria and probably before the divided
monarchy period]. The site of Tirzah [now Tell el-Farah, six miles north of Shechem] has been described as one
of great natural and rustic beauty. Jerusalem of course was the capital of the Davidic Kingdom of Judah [and all
Israel]. It is possible that we are meant to perceive connotations from the etymologies of these names. Tirzah
[which was also a woman‘s name (Numbers 26:33; 27:1)] comes from a root meaning ‗to be pleasant‘ [lovely or
delightful] (hence: Mount Pleasant). Jerusalem means something like ‗a foundation of [peace or] well-being.‘
Later, in 8:10, the girl describes herself as one who brings shalom, that is well-being, peace and security. We
say that a city in a prominent position has a certain ‗aspect.‘ So also our girl ‗looks out‘ with grandeur, dignity
and loftiness [compare 6:10]. Her aspect is awesome, yet pleasing. Tirzah may be regarded as the archetype of
the delightful garden city, whilst Jerusalem, perched on its fortified rocky outcrop, represents imposing
impregnability‖ (The Message of the Song of Songs, p. 191).
The New American Commentary states regarding the lover‘s words at this time of reunion and reconciliation:
―His awe of her is as great as ever; if anything, it has increased. She is compared to Tirzah and Jerusalem, the
two greatest cities of the early monarchy, in all their splendor. The meaning is that she inspires awe and wonder
in him; and, as in his comparison of her to David‘s tower [in 4:4—which the city imagery may hark back to,
considering the other repeated references in this section], he is still aware that he [or anyone else] cannot storm
her by force (the walls of the city were its prominent feature). The request that she turn away her eyes [in 6:5a]
further expresses his sense of her power. She can unnerve him with a single glance‖ (p. 417, note on verses 45a).
Regarding the eyes in 6:5a, we may recall that the man in his previous wasf compared the woman‘s eyes to
doves (4:1a). It may be that he does not repeat this in the present wasf, as he does other elements, because
the woman has already turned and applied the same picture to him in her own wasf (5:12). So he elevates the
praise in this case—telling her that her eyes overwhelm him. She is just stunning—a knockout, we might say
today. The man‘s praise then in 6:5b-7 is essentially repeated from his earlier wasf (see 4:1b-2, 3b). He, as Dr.
Glickman points out, ―praises her hair, smile, and lips in [almost] exactly the same way he did on the wedding
night. He tells her again that she is his…darling companion [6:4], and dove [verse 9]. This is not for lack of
creativity—it‘s a poetic way to communicate that his appreciation for her has not diminished since that time‖ (pp.
110-111). Thus we seem to have more of the reconciliation of the lovers here. (Some, however, see the wasf
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repetition here as following formal custom during the seven-day wedding festival, which they consider to still be
ongoing at this point.)
Song 6:8-9 presents us with a difficulty that, as explained in our introduction, impacts the identification of the
characters in the Song. In verse 8 we have mention of 60 queens, 80 concubines and numberless maidens—
the point in the next verse being that the Shulamite outshines them. Who are these women? Many take them to
be Solomon‘s harem before it reached a later size of 700 royal wives and 300 concubines (see 1 Kings 11:1-3).
The maidens here are sometimes taken to be ladies in waiting—many of whom would supposedly later become
concubines. If the various women in these verses, or any of them, do represent Solomon‘s harem, it is most
likely that Solomon is not the lover in the Song—a point in favor of the shepherd hypothesis and of the
alternative two-character progression, which sees a nameless groom portrayed as King Solomon.
Yet it could be that the reference is to the wives and concubines of rulers near and far. A number of
commentators point out the general quality of the women here. Gledhill, for instance, states: ―The queens,
concubines and virgins are mentioned in order of decreasing rank, but their numbers increase in ascending
scale, sixty, eighty, beyond number. The numbers must not be taken literally; it is merely a literary device to
indicate an indefinitely large number. All these gorgeous females are usually considered to be members of
Solomon‘s harem. But the reference is more general. There is no mention of the king at all‖ (p. 193).
The New American Commentary says: ―The increasing numbers (sixty, eighty, a countless multitude) are typical
wisdom technique‖ (p. 417, note on Song 6:8-9). ―Note that the sixty and eighty are respectively three score and
four score [as the KJV writes these numbers], as in the wisdom formula, ‗For three…,even for four‖ (footnote on
verses 8-9; see Proverbs 30:15, 18, 21, 29; Amos 1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1, 4, 6). Interestingly, the large number
started with in Song 6:8, 60, is also used for the armed guards in 3:7—so the number may well be
representative.
The only problem here is that the queens and concubines are said at the end of verse 9 to praise the
Shulamite—and the parallelism here identifies the virgins as the ―daughters,‖ most likely meaning the daughters
of Jerusalem referred to throughout the Song. This would seem to limit the queens and concubines to
Jerusalem as well, particularly as they are portrayed as speaking of and to the Shulamite. It may, however, be
that the queens and concubines are the consorts of foreign kings visiting Jerusalem—either all at once at some
grand occasion (perhaps even Solomon‘s wedding to the Shulamite) or in smaller groups over an extended
period of time. This would give these women exposure to the Shulamite as the wife of Solomon—particularly
since she would at this stage be the only one. So it is quite possible that a young Solomon, prior to his
polygamous corruption, is the lover in the Song. Yet even if the women mentioned here are not his harem, it is
not required that Solomon be the lover.
A nameless man and woman could still be portrayed throughout the Song. Of course, in this case the praise
from several score of royal consorts would likely be figurative (that is, the man would be saying that all other
women would have to admit that the Shulamite outshines them—whether or not they actually do). The
Shulamite here is not classed among the increasing numbers of other women. Rather, she, as the man‘s
―perfect one‖ and the ―only one‖ (verse 9), is in a class all by herself. (―My dove, my perfect one‖ is repeated
from 5:2). The woman is likewise said in 6:9 to be the ―only one of her mother, the favorite [Hebrew barah] of
the one who bore her.‖ There is a question here as to whether the woman is the only daughter of her mother.
(We know she had brothers.) A favorite only daughter is an oxymoron—but the word barah here can mean
―pure‖ (just as it is translated ―clear‖ in verse 10), which may better parallel the man‘s description of the
Shulamite as ―perfect‖ or ―undefiled.‖ ―Speaking of the girl from the mother‘s point of view accentuates the girl‘s
youth and innocence‖ (Fox, p. 153).
There is some question as to who is speaking in 6:10. Some, as is reflected in the NKJV speaker annotations,
argue for the man still speaking, particularly given the repetition of ―awesome as…with banners‖ from verse 4
(indicating an inclusio). Yet the phrase ―Who is she…?,‖ parallel to its occurrence in 3:6 and 8:5, seems to
denote some surprise and evidently comes from someone who is not already speaking with the Shulamite—as
the man has been. As the women of the chorus (representing the daughters of Jerusalem) apparently sing 3:6
(and probably 8:5 too), it seems most likely that they sing 6:10 as well. This follows the context here well. The
man concluded verse 9 with mention of the daughters and royal consorts praising the Shulamite, effectively
introducing verse 10 as conveying their words. Of course, it could be that the man is quoting their words in
concluding his own praise section. (Either way, the praise section does include verse 10.)
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The Shulamite, we should recall, earlier sought help from the daughters of Jerusalem while she was in distress
over the apparent separation from her lover. Now she is utterly radiant—giving real cause forsurprise. Perhaps
the idea is to see them saying, ―What have we here?,‖ wondering why she is now so happy. There is also a
contrast here with the perceived disdain of the daughters for the Shulamite in the opening of the Song. The
New American Commentary says: ―The woman is so thoroughly transformed that the girls hardly recognize her.
They describe her beauty as like that of the moon and sun, but they do not use the usual vocabulary for these
bodies. The word for ‗moon‘ here [lebanah, alliterative with Lebanon and lebonah (frankincense)] is related to
the word ‗white‘ and contrasts with her self-description in 1:5, where she asks the Jerusalem girls not to chide
her for her dark skin. She is also said to be like the ‗dawn‘; the word used here is a play on the word in 1:5 for
‗black.‘ The word for ‗sun,‘ which is related to the word for ‗heat,‘ seems to imply that she is too dazzling to
behold. In a Cinderella motif, the woman who was very ordinary is now extraordinary in her beauty and
breathtaking to behold‖ (p. 418, note on 6:10). Additionally, we may have the concept here of her light breaking
forth after a dark and troubled night.
Based on the opening and close of the apparent inclusio here, Glickman draws an interesting comparison:
―‗Fair…as Tirzah, as lovely as Jerusalem,…as awe-inspiring as bannered hosts‘ begins the praise in 6.4 and
parallels the conclusion of the praise [in verse 10:] ‗fair as the white moon, pure as the blazing sun, aweinspiring as bannered hosts.‘… Since Tirzah was a magnificent city in northern Israel…yet not deemed as
glorious as Jerusalem, it seems natural to see the moon describing Tirzah, the sun describing Jerusalem, and
the bannered hosts bringing balance to both descriptions but taking its specific meaning from the different
contexts [in the latter case perhaps referring to the stars]…. So both the beginning and ending of this section
praise Shulamith as representing the best of Israel in its glory. The symbolism of the moon, sun, and eleven
stars (or twelve, counting Joseph—Revelation 12:1) in the dream of Joseph, where they represent the Israel
comprised of Jacob, his wive(s), and Joseph‘s eleven brothers, adds further support to this view (Genesis 37)‖
(p. 213). If this association is valid, as seems plausible, it would lend support to the idea that the Shulamite
represents, in a typological sense, the nation of Israel or spiritual Israel (spiritual Jerusalem), the Church.
The description in this section of the uniqueness of the woman along with the comparison of her appearance to
celestial grandeur resembles Egyptian love song 31: ―One, the lady love without a duplicate, more perfect than
the world, see, she is like the star rising at the start of an auspicious year. She whose excellence shines, whose
body glistens, glorious her eyes when she stares…. She turns the head of every man, all captivated at the sight
of her…. When she comes forth, anyone can see that there is none like that One‖ (Papyrus Chester Beatty I,
Group A, in Simpson, pp. 315-316).
As was earlier noted regarding the next two verses, 6:11-12 (the fifth subsection of the current unit), it is difficult
to know who is speaking here and just what is meant. Murphy comments: ―Verses 11-12 represent a sudden
break with the preceding song of admiration [though some see a response here to verse 10, as we will see]. It
is difficult to determine who is the speaker. Since the woman is the garden to which the man comes in 5:1, the
verse might be attributed to him. On the other hand, the blooming of the vine and blossoming of the
pomegranates are repeated in an invitation uttered by the woman in 7:13. The difficulty is compounded by the
obscurity of v. 12. One may draw a parallel with chapter 7, where the man‘s resolve to be united with the
woman follows a song of admiration (…[verses 7-8 after verses 1-6]).
So also, 6:11-12 might represent his coming to the woman after the praise of her beauty in the previous verses.
However, v 11 can also be understood as spoken by the woman who recalls a former tryst with the man. She
gives a specific purpose to her visit to the garden: to see if the flowers are in bloom, etc. In the language of the
Song, this sign is associated with love. The man spoke of the awakening of nature in the famous Spring song of
2:11-13, and it has been pointed out that phrases of 6:11 are repeated in 7:13 (spoken by the woman). The visit
to the garden may be intended as a real visit to a real garden by the woman; the language about the blossoms
would then suggest that the purpose is a rendezvous with the lover‖ (pp. 178-179, note on verse 11).
However, Murphy also points out that ―the association of the nut-garden with the valley is not clear. The garden
[if literal] could hardly contain a valley. It must [again, if literal] be a vantage point from which to see the valley in
bloom, which occurs in the Spring as a result of the winter rains. But perhaps we are simply confronted with a
profusion of images (garden, valley, vines, pomegranates) that have no spatial connotation‖ (p. 176, footnote on
verse 11). Or perhaps the garden, as already postulated, is figurative of the woman‘s body, so that a fertile
valley would not be out of place here in an erotic connotation. We will come back to verse 11 after considering
the next verse.
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Regarding verse 12, ―commentators are unanimous that this verse is the most difficult in the Song and one of
the most difficult in the Old Testament to make sense of…. The words themselves are all common, all but the
last used well over 100 times each in the Old Testament, but the syntax is elusive‖ (Carr, pp. 151-152, note on
verse 12). Consider the Hebrew transliteration and the literal rendering:
Lo‘ yada‗ti naphshi samatni merkabot ‗ami nadib
Not I know/knew my soul set me chariots my people prince
(I know/knew not) (my being or myself) (or Amminadib, a proper name)
Some put the first three words together as meaning ―I do not know myself (anymore)‖ or ―I did not know
myself‖—or ―I am beside myself (with joy).‖ They then take the next two words to be ―She set me in (or as)
chariots‖ or ―You set me in (or as) chariots‖ (there is no preposition here in the Hebrew). Others put the first two
words together as meaning ―I knew it not (when)‖—that is to say, ―Before I knew it…‖
These interpreters then take the next three words to mean ―My being (implying my thoughts and feelings) set
me in (or as) chariots.‖ Placement in a chariot implied royal acceptance and public exaltation (compare 1 Kings
20:33; 2 Kings 10:15). Regarding the phrase ‗ammi-nadib, there has long been dispute as to whether it should
be taken as two words or as one word, a proper name. On the two-word view, The New International
Commentary on the Old Testament explains, ―Some have taken it as a construct phrase consisting of the word
‗people‘ (‗am) and nadib, a word often rendered ‗prince,‘ but more appropriately taken as noble, generous or
willing‖ (p. 186, note on verse 12). Thus the NKJV rendering: ―the chariots of my noble people.‖ However, it
should be noted that the word nadib is typically translated ―prince‖ (ruler) almost immediately after in 7:1 (batnadib here understood as ―daughter of a prince,‖ though some consider it ―noble daughter‖). A conceivable
alternative is ―set me in the chariots of my people‘s prince‖—which would seemingly be spoken by the woman
of being accepted by the man regaled as king (or as actually king if Solomon). Yet another possible meaning is
―set me in the chariots of my people as prince‖—which would be the words of the man referring to being made
to feel like a king, sitting as king at the wedding feast or perhaps being actually crowned king if Solomon
(though there is no other indication of an actual coronation).
The proper name interpretation, which is followed by the King James Version, goes all the way back to the
Greek Septuagint translation. The same commentary continues: ―Many have understood the word to be a
proper name, Amminadib, taken as a variant of the more frequently attested Amminadab [see Exodus 6:23;
Numbers 1:7; 2:3; 7:12, 17; 10:14; Ruth 4:19-20; 1 Chronicles 2:10; 6:22]. This rendition certainly is possible,
and, if correct, the figure of Amminadab would [it is supposed] have a similar function to [the mysterious] Prince
Mehi in Egyptian love poetry. The latter is a well-known lover, who is also associated with chariots. However,
two factors speak against this view. One, it is something of a last resort to appeal to a proper name in a difficult
text. Second, the Amminadab of the Bible has no special connection with love, and there are no other tales or
evidence to suggest that another Amminadab had those connections‖ (pp. 186-187, note on Song 6:12).
However, it may be significant that Nahshon of the house of Amminadab was the chief of Judah following the
Exodus and that the ruling lineage of Israel, that of David and Solomon, was traced back to him (see the
scriptural references above). Considering this, it is possible that being set in the ―chariots of Amminadib‖ is
perhaps a figurative reference to being made royalty. However, Amminadab‘s name is nowhere else used this
way.
How, then, are we to understand verses 11-12? Most see the woman speaking here (as the NKJV does)—
primarily because verse 13 seems a response to her. Adherents of the shepherd hypothesis usually claim that
the woman in verses 11-12 is recalling her abduction into Solomon‘s harem—in response to the women in
verse 10 asking how she happened to be there among the princesses. The idea is that she was roaming about
in the outdoors near her home when she came among the king‘s retinue and was taken away. Others think the
woman is merely expressing how it is that she came to be a bride—that she went from enjoying the springtime
of love with her beloved (compare 2:10-13) to being exalted to a queen in their wedding (either figuratively or, if
she is Solomon‘s bride, literally). Some who see the woman as Solomon‘s bride view her as dreaming of her
homeland and desiring to visit there—and that her desires materialize later in the Song. The thought here is that
Solomon‘s duties have kept them apart and that she wants him all to herself on a vacation away from palace
life—the chariots being either the means of actually fleeing away or representing her mental flight of fancy.
Yet, as noted earlier, it seems likely that the garden imagery has a sexual connotation, as elsewhere in the
Song. Or perhaps the blossoming here more generally relates to the budding of the loving relationship (as in
2:10-13)—which would include amatory expression in the case of a married couple.
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The Bible Knowledge Commentary states regarding 6:11-12: ―These verses tell the story of the couple‘s
reconciliation from the beloved‘s [i.e., the woman‘s] point of view. She knew that he [her lover] had ‗gone down
to his garden‘ (v. 2). So she went there to see if their love was still in bloom (v. 11). As a person would look in
the spring for new growth, buds on grape vines, and pomegranate blossoms, so she looked for fresh evidence
of their love. When she found him there his first words were words of praise (vv. 4-10), indicating that their love
was in fact flourishing‖ (note on verses 11-13). The chariots imagery in verse 12 would then simply mean that
she is now exalted and overjoyed after a period of distress. The Shulamite in such case would seem in verses
11-12 to be responding to the women‘s question in verse 10 about why she is now so radiant. Tommy Nelson
interprets verses 11-12 as the Shulamite‘s words in this way: ―I went to find out if there was still hope for
fruitfulness in our relationship, and before I knew it, my soul—my love, my husband, Solomon—had fully
forgiven me!‖ (The Book of Romance, p. 148). Thus we have the continuing theme of reconciliation.
On the other hand, it could be the man speaking in verses 11-12 (as the NIV notes). Consider again the chiastic
structure of this section (as shown in the chart from Glickman displayed earlier in our comments on the current
unit). Here we see that 6:11-12 is symmetrically parallel with 6:2-3, which concerns the man going to his
garden—an apparent reference to the woman (see also 8:14). Glickman sees 6:11-12 as referring to the
woman now going to the garden, which as described above may well be the case, but it could again be the
man. And if so, perhaps the reference is to the exact same thing as in 6:2-3, with him describing how overjoyed
and exalted it made him feel to be reconciled and intimate with his wife once more. Note also the vine (or
vineyard) as an image of the woman in 1:6—though it may be that the man could be pictured this way too (as
could perhaps the loving relationship between the two).
Song 6:13 transitions into the next subsection of the present unit (6:13–7:5 or 7:6). Recall that Hebrew Bibles
label this verse 7:1. Again, it is not obvious who is speaking. ―It seems a fair conclusion to suggest that the first
and second halves of the verse are spoken by different parties as we move from an imperative directed at the
Shulammite to a sentence that seems to question the command. In the first parallel line, noted by the fourfold
repetition of the verb return ([shubi]), the speakers are plural and request that the Shulammite come back into
their presence so that they may get a close look at her‖ (NICOT, p. 191, note on 6:13, English numbering). Just
who the plural speakers are is not clear. Note that the NKJV attributes the words to the man and his friends.
This is likely based on the fact that ―the verb form in the next colon [in the Shulamite‘s response] is masculine:
Why should you look?‖ (Carr, p. 154, note on verse 13). The sudden introduction of other men here, though,
seems rather odd. (Some even take these other men as the admirers of the Shulamite in 7:1-5. But other men
praising the sexual charms of a married woman in those verses seems extremely unlikely.) It should be
recognized that the masculine plural can indicate a group comprising men and women (as long as the group,
typically speaking, is not exclusively women—but see the relevant comments on 2:7). Since the daughters of
Jerusalem have been mentioned several times, it seems simplest to view the group of 6:13 as them and the
man. Shepherd hypothesis advocates see the group as Solomon and his other harem girls. Alternatively, a
chorus of both women and men (as was suggested for 3:6-11) could be singing the first part of the verse—
perhaps representing the wedding guests generally if these verses are still in the wedding context (though that
is questionable).
The opening of 6:13 is heavy with alliteration: Shubi, shubi, ha-Shulamit; shubi, shubi. Following this are two
forms of the word hazah (―gaze‖) and then ba-Shulamit. This is, we should note, the only verse in the Song (and
in all Scripture) that actually uses the term Shulamite—spoken by those calling to her and by herself or the man
in reply. As explained in our introduction, this word could perhaps refer to a person from the town of Shunem.
Others suggest a person of Shalem or Salem—i.e., Jerusalem. Yet it seems odd that the woman would be
designated this way when the daughters of Jerusalem are not called the daughters of Salem. As our
introduction further details, the term Shulamite seems more likely to be a female form of the name Solomon—
the Solomoness, as it were—both being related to the word shalom, meaning peace and well-being. Perhaps
this was a pet name for the actual bride of Solomon or a figurative title for a bride portrayed as a queen. Others
have proposed a meaning, based on an expanded sense of shalom, of perfect one, completed one or
consummated one. This would tie in to the meaning of the Hebrew word for bride or spouse in chapter 4, kallah,
literally denoting one who is complete. It should also be pointed out that some have seen the term Shulamite
here as a reference to another person.
As Gledhill explains: ―Others have suggested that the girl senses a rival here, that she is being upstaged by a
Shunammite who is being recalled by her companions. But it is all too easy to explain away awkward verses by
positing yet another intruding character, and thus adding to the complexity of the story‖ (p. 203). The term most
likely refers to the principal woman throughout the Song—the one who in 8:10 finds ―peace‖ (shalom) with her
beloved.
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There is dispute as to the specific sense of the repeated Hebrew word shubi in 6:13. The NKJV translates it
―return‖—as if she is going away and the call is for her to come back. Yet the word could have the meaning of
―turn‖ or ―turn around‖—implying that she is facing away and is asked to turn so as to be seen (or so that her
attention is redirected). Verse 10 saw the woman radiant in her happiness over her reunion with her lover.
Verses 11-12 is likely either the woman or the man giving details of their happy reconciliation in the deepening
of their loving and sexual relationship. Verse 13 in this vein is then thought by many to be calling for the woman
to return from the revelry of her thoughts. Alternatively, it could be that the man and the chorus are calling for
her return in a further unfolding of the reconciliation.
Some, however, think that the woman is being called back from daydreaming about her distant home. Others,
in a different take, believe the woman is retiring from the wedding festivity (perhaps going with her husband to
the bridal chamber) and is being asked by all the guests to come back or make an about face so that they may
continue to behold her resplendence mentioned in verse 10. Others, though, considering the mention of a
dance at the end of the verse, interpret the word shubi as meaning turn in the sense of dancing—i.e., whirl or,
as Marvin Pope in his Anchor Bible commentary has proposed, leap (though many reject this translation). Still
others interpret shubi here as a call of ―again‖ or ―encore‖—which would imply some activity being engaged in
(the dance it is thought).
The latter part of verse 13 is usually thought to be the response of the Shulamite (as in the NKJV), speaking of
herself in third person and asking what the onlookers would see in her as related to the dance mentioned here.
Some see her being self-effacing or playfully fishing for compliments here, asking what there is to behold about
her as she dances a dance—setting up the wasf or praise poem of the verses that follow. Others contend that
there is no dance—that she is rebuking the onlookers for wanting to gaze on her as they would on some camp
dancer (see below). However, the beginning of the wasf with praise of the woman‘s feet in sandals (7:1) seems
to indicate that she does dance here. On the other hand, some attribute the words here to the man (as the NIV
does). It is clear that he would not be asking what there is to see in the woman. So his words are taken as
either a rebuke for others gawking at her or a simple acknowledgement of their awe. Dr. Glickman takes the
mah at the beginning of the second part of 6:13 not as ―what‖ but, as at the beginning of 7:1, as meaning
―how‖—seeing the man as commenting to the group, ―How you gaze in awe upon Shulamith…‖ (p. 186).
What is the ―dance of the two camps‖? The NIV has ―dance of Mahanaim,‖ leaving the concluding phrase
untranslated. Mahanaim was a place on the east side of the Jordan River near Bithron (2 Samuel 2:29), which
some have identified, as we earlier noted, with Bether in Song 2:16. Mahanaim derived its name from the stay
there of Jacob and his family in Genesis 32—―Two Camps‖ denoting either his own family‘s and that of God‘s
angels or, as some view it, his family here split into two companies. Since this episode ended with the
reconciliation of Jacob and Esau, Glickman takes the reference to mean any dance in celebration of
reconciliation (p. 216). That could perhaps be hinted at here. However, it should be pointed out that while
Genesis 32:2 and other scriptural references to Mahanaim present the term as a proper name, Song 6:13
uniquely uses the term with the definite article—ha-mahanaim meaning ―the two camps‖ as opposed to the
geographic reference (just as you wouldn‘t say ―the Chicago‖).
Rejecting the geographical reference, some see in the terminology of the two camps a woman dancing between
military companies, entertaining troops in a promiscuous sense—and deem that the Shulamite does not want to
be viewed like this. Others, however, consider it some sort of belly dance the woman would perform for her
husband (considering the visibility of the body parts implied in the wasf that follows). This was not necessarily in
private. (Recall the 1956 movie The Ten Commandments, where the daughters of Jethro danced before Moses,
as would have been common in that society. See also Judges 21:16-24.) Some take the dance here to be part
of the seven-day wedding festivities. J.G. Wetzstein‘s observations in the 1800s of Syrian Arab wedding
traditions, which may have been passed down from biblical times, included special dances accompanied by
poems or songs—including a sword dance by the bride accompanied by a wasf (see Franz Delitzsch,
―Appendix: Remarks on the Song by Dr. J.G. Wetzstein,‖ ―Commentary on the Song of Songs,‖ Keil & Delitzch‘s
Commentary, pp. 622-626).
Some have argued that the two camps could be two lines of people between which the woman is dancing. Or
perhaps the two sets of family and friends at the wedding are meant (if that is even the context here). There is
simply no way to know.
We proceed next to the wasf (the descriptive praise song cataloging physical virtues) in Song 7:1-5 (and
perhaps verse 6), which extols the woman not from head to toe (as in other cases) but, just the opposite, from
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toe to head. It has been argued, reasonably so as we have noted, that the praise begins with the feet because
she is dancing the dance mentioned in 6:13 (attention thus being drawn to the feet first). That she is dancing
and not undressed in bed, as some believe, is likely from the mention of her feet being in sandals. Some even
think the ―curves‖ of the woman‘s thighs in 7:1 refers to movement, though this is disputed. The implied visibility
of some body parts here, as noted above, has led some to envision her not in thick robes but in the more
revealing garb of a belly dancer—form fitting with diaphanous veils. Some, it should be pointed out, regard
―navel‖ and the waist in verse 2 as actually denoting a lower area. If so and if the dance is before a plurality of
onlookers, the description would be from the mind and not from what is actually seen at the time. Some,
however, take her to be dancing nude (which would only be proper before her husband in private), yet the
sandals would seem to argue against that. But who knows?
In any case, it seems most likely (as in the NKJV speaker annotations) that the woman‘s true love, her
husband, is singing the words here. Note particularly the description of her breasts as twin gazelle fawns (verse
3), which is repeated from the man‘s earlier praise in 4:5 (likely given immediately before or uring the wedding
night)—just as 6:5-7 repeated elements from that same time (see 4:1-3). In the former repetition, the man was
essentially telling the woman that he feels the same about her as he did previously—and the idea would be the
same here, thus continuing the theme of reconciliation and reunion.
Of course, shepherd-hypothesis advocates usually argue that the beginning of chapter 4 was Solomon‘s
seduction—and some of them see him speaking here at the beginning of chapter 7 too. Yet others among
them, as well as some followers of the two-character progression, take the end of verse 5, ―a king is held
captive by your tresses,‖ to mean that the ―king‖ could not here be speaking. Yet this is rather weak reasoning,
as he could easily be speaking in third person—whether this is Solomon as seducer, Solomon as lover or
another represented as Solomon (just as the Shulamite is often thought to be speaking in third person at the
end of 6:13). Some, in consideration of the group calling to the Shulamite at the beginning of 6:13, understand
the same group to be speaking in 7:1-5. Some argue for a group of young men in both cases. But the idea that
they would be praising the woman‘s intimate parts as the usband looks on is untenable, being inappropriate and
even dangerous—particularly if these are, as some bizarrely imagine, young men catcalling the queen while
King Solomon looks on! As with the shepherd hypothesis generally, we should ask why lustful desire would be
set to lengthy, beautiful poetry to be sung. Others argue for the daughters of Jerusalem singing admiringly in
7:1-5. Again, however, the intimate references and the repetition already noted in the description of the breasts
argues strongly for the husband—and the mention of the king in verse 5 does not at all rule him out.
Furthermore, Glickman points out that this wasf is one of tenfold praise—signifying a full enumeration—set in
symmetrical parallel within the present unit to the tenfold praise of the woman for her beloved in 5:10-16. This
parallel strengthens the identification of the current praise segment with the an—it being his praise for the
woman in turn. The ten elements in this wasf are: 1) feet (verse 1a); 2) thighs (verse 1b); 3) navel (verse 2a); 4)
waist (verse 2b); 5) breasts (verse 3); 6) neck (verse 4a); 7) eyes (verse 4b-c); 8) nose (verse 4d-e); 9) head
(verse 5a); 10) hair (verse 5b-c).
The comparison of the woman‘s neck to an ivory tower in 7:4a recalls the man‘s earlier comparison of her neck
to the tower of David, described as an armory, in 4:4. The mention of ivory may be intended to convey the
sense of gleaming rather than pure whiteness. This nevertheless seems a rather odd way of describing a
woman black of skin, as some contend the Shulamite is based on her describing herself as having dark skin in
1:5-6. Indeed, as she plainly stated there, her darkened skin was a result of working outdoors. It may be that
significant time has passed since her initial appearance in the Song—so that she is no longer so dark (compare
also the likening of her to the white moon in 6:10).
The woman‘s eyes are described as ―the pools in Heshbon by the gate in Bath Rabbim‖ (7:4b-c)—this being a
town 20 miles east of the Jordan River in the territory of Reuben, now called Hesban.―Heshbon, once the royal
city of King Sihon (Nu 21:26), was blessed with an abundant supply of spring water. Bath Rabbim (‗daughter of
many‘ [or ‗daughter of great ones‘]) may have been a popular name for Heshbon‖ (NIV Archaeological Study
Bible, note on Song 7:4). Biblical archaeologist Bryant Wood has oted regarding this site: ―Remains from the
period of the divided monarchy, the Iron II age (ca. 900-600 B.C.), were also found. Pottery from the ninth and
eighth centuries B.C. came to light in two sites on the mound. One is an open-air water reservoir which is
undoubtedly the largest such Iron Age reservoir on Jordan‘s East Bank. The sections uncovered indicate that it
is 50 feet square and 18 feet deep with a capacity of nearly 300,000 gallons. It was probably one of the pools
mentioned in Song of Solomon 7:4‖ (―The Israelites and the King‘s Highway,‖ Archaeology and Biblical
Research, Spring 1990, p. 41).
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The comparison of the woman‘s nose to ―the tower of Lebanon which looks toward [faces or overlooks]
Damascus‖ (7:4d-e) is problematic for a few reasons. First, we don‘t know what is meant by the object of
comparison. Some suggest a fortification in Jerusalem built of Lebanon cedars, as was Solomon‘s national
armory, named ―the House of the Forest of Lebanon‖ (1 Kings 7:2)—though the dimensions of this particular
building do not resemble a tower (yet a tower may have protruded from it). In line with this is the suggestion that
the tower was a fortification on the north side of Jerusalem that faced Damascus—as Jerusalem‘s northern gate
was later known as the Damascus Gate. Others suggest an otherwise unknown mountain fortress in the high
Lebanon range to the north of Israel. And still others think the Lebanon mountain range itself is in mind—
towering above the land around.
The second, and larger, problem here is applying the imagery to the woman. How, we may wonder, is her nose
to be compared to any of these things? Of all the descriptions in the various wasfs in the Song, this one
probably seems to our modern sensitivities to be the most outlandish—a great tower or mountain rotruding from
a woman‘s face hardly seeming something beautiful. Some suppose the fortification imagery to symbolize her
face being set against the invasion of her person by unwanted advances (particularly with the Syrians of
Damascus having been at times enemies of Israel). Others take the comparison to be with a scene of awe or
grandeur—mountains or a grand fortress on a mountainside—though having no relation to shape or actual
appearance.
Yet just as some specifics of appearance are intended in the other descriptive comparisons, that would also
seem to be the case here. Dr. Carr says that the Lebanon range, ―solid limestone and 10,000 feet high, hardly
seems an apt comparison for a lady‘s nose. The simile has given commentators no end of trouble. Prominent
noses are not normally considered especially beautiful. Delitzsch…took this to mean symmetrical beauty
combined with awe-inspiring dignity,‘ since it ‗formed a straight line from the brow downward, without bending to
the right or left.‘ This is hardly convincing. Lebanon (cf. 3:3; 4:8) is one of several words derived from the
Hebrew root laben, ‗to be white‘ (cf. ‗frankincense,‘ 3:6). It was probably the whiteness of the limestone cliffs
that gave the mountain its name. This suggests that the imagery here is associated with the colour of her nose
rather than its shape or size. Her face is pale, like the ivory tone of her neck, not sunburnt (cf. 1:6)‖ (p. 159, note
on 7:4). This seems reasonable, as verse 4 would then have ―ivory tower‖ set in parallel to ―tower of Lebanon,‖
which in Hebrew sounds like ―white tower.‖
Yet the fortification concept of resisting ingress also seems applicable here in both cases—as in 4:4. Some take
the comparison of the woman‘s head in 7:5 to Mount Carmel, in the northwest of Israel, as a reference to her
holding her head high. However, the more likely comparison is to Carmel‘s beauty and lushness, the mountain
being heavily covered with forest—as the woman‘s head was covered by her beautiful hair, which is next
described. The description of her hair as purple could refer to the lustrous highlights of her flowing locks in
flickering lamplight (as she danced perhaps), her hair being earlier compared to goats that were most likely
black or dark brown (4:1; 6:5). Or ―like purple‖ may point to her hair‘s richness or regal quality—purple dye
being expensive and used by royalty—thus a fitting twine to figuratively bind a king (captivating the man).
The next sentence in 7:6, beginning with ―How beautiful…‖ (NIV), may conclude the wasf of the previous
verses, forming an inclusio with the ―How beautiful…‖ of the opening in verse 1. Some, however, take it as the
opening of a new subsection. It is, in any case, transitional. The next subsection (7:6 or 7:7 to 7:9 or 7:10) is the
last subsection of the present unit. Those who view verses 1-5 as spoken by a group believe the lover (or
Solomon as seducer in the mind of shepherd-hypothesis advocates) breaks in at verse 6, introduced by the
mention of ―king‖ in verse 5. Yet it seems more likely that no break in speaker has happened here—that the
lover sings 7:1-5, 7:6 and 7:7-9a.
Verses 7-8 speak of shinnying up the woman as a palm tree to take hold of her breasts—as the phrase the KJV
and NKJV render ―go up to‖ is literally ―go up in‖ or ―go up into‖ (J.P. Green‘s Literal Translation), usually
understood as ―climb‖ (NIV). Clearly the man here is intending sexual intimacy with the woman. Some see this
section describing present sexual relations between husband and wife. That seems likely in terms of the
formerly parted couple coming back together—now fully—particularly with the remark about sleepers, as we will
see. However, some argue that the intimacy is not here actually renewed—merely thought of and not realized
until after 8:4 or after the end of the Song. Some, of course, argue that the couple has never been married—
that the intimacy of 4:16–5:1 was a wish for the future, not yet a reality. And the intimacy here in 7:7-10 and in
the next sections is viewed that way as well. Then there are the followers of the shepherd hypothesis, who see
Solomon here continuing his attempted seduction of the woman. How, though, would an interloping seducer be
privy to the experience of kissing her, as implied in what follows? The rejoinder is typically that it is pure fantasy
on his part.
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The end of verse 8 describes the fragrance of the woman‘s nose as apples or a similar fruit—―nose‖ being the
proper translation of the word translated ―breath‖ in the NKJV (this being the same word translated ―nose‖ in
verse 4). Yet the breath coming from her nose may well be in mind. A similar statement occurs in Egyptian love
song number 12: ―The scent of your nose alone is what revives my eart‖ (Papyrus Harris 500, Group B,
translated by Fox, p. 21). Fox comments: ―A gesture of affection frequent in the ancient East (including the Far
East) was the nose kiss, in which the couple would rub faces and smell each other‘s nose‖ (p. 97, note on 1:2).
Others see the breath of passion here. The wording of 7:9 makes it clear that a change of speakers takes place
in the middle of this verse.
After the description of the interior of the woman‘s mouth as wine, she breaks in and says that the wine goes
down smoothly for her beloved. Those who understand a two-character progression here see the man speaking
his erotic intentions to the woman and then her joining in, completing his sentence—saying that she is happy to
give him the enjoyment he seeks. This ties in well to her statement about the wine flowing smoothly over or
through the ―lips of sleepers.‖ Some emend the text here to read ―lips and teeth‖ (e.g., NIV). But there is no
need for that. The word ―sleepers‖ denotes those who sleep together—married lovers, which strengthens the
argument that the couple is married here. Glickman translates the end of the verse to say, ―as we fall asleep‖
(p. 187). He stresses that this completes the theme of the unit. It began with the woman waking from sleep
separated from her beloved when he desired physical relations with her (5:2-8), and it now concludes with the
two falling asleep together after physical union.
Those who adhere to the shepherd hypothesis view this in a completely different way. They see Solomon
pressing his seduction through the beginning of verse 9 to the point that the woman can no longer take it. Her
breaking into the verse is then seen as her telling the lustful king that the wine of her mouth is not for him but for
her true love, who is not actually present. However, the sleeping imagery does not fit so well in this
interpretation.
Finally here we consider 7:10. As noted earlier, it seems to reasonably conclude this unit—though it could
transitionally open the next. Song 2:16 was the first occurrence of the refrain of mutual possession sung by the
woman. She reversed it in 6:3, transitioning into the central subsection of the unit we have ere been covering.
There she said, ―I am my beloved‘s, and my beloved is mine.‖ Now in 7:10, at the end of the unit, she declares,
―I am my beloved‘s, and his desire is toward me.‖ Shepherd-hypothesis advocates take this as her final stand
for her true love in opposition to Solomon‘s advances. But why, we should ask, has the woman here changed
the refrain to conclude with not her lover‘s possession of her but, it is now stressed, his desire for her? The
simplest explanation is that his desire for her has just been expressed in the preceding passage—which argues
strongly against the shepherd hypothesis. We should also observe that in the previous two instances of the
refrain, the lover is described as feeding among the lilies, which may imply kissing (see 5:13). In 7:10 there is
no mention of that—perhaps because it is already clearly implied in verse 9. This again favors the two-character
progression. In this view of the present unit, we see that the man had initially desired the woman but, after
perceiving her as refusing him, was gone—whether actually or just emotionally. But after she expressed her
longing for him, he followed with expressing his undiminished love for her again, his great admiration for her,
and now his intense desire for her anew—accompanied, it would seem, by kissing and sleeping together.
We should also note that the Hebrew word used here for ―desire,‖ teshuqah, occurs in only two other places in
the Old Testament—in Genesis 4:7, where sin is pictured as wanting to get at Cain, and, more significantly, in
Genesis 3:16 in the judgment on the primal couple, Adam and Eve, where the woman was told that her desire
would be toward her husband who would rule over her (not always in a good sense it would seem). Now the
Shulamite says that she belongs to her beloved and that his desire is toward her. Some see here an implied
reversal of the Edenic judgment—that is to say, that through the loving admiration and desire of a good
husband, the curse is mitigated or even alleviated (perhaps paralleling the reconciliation and relationship
healing that has occurred in this section). In reading the next unit, where we note more about verse 10 up front,
we will see the lovers go away together for the purpose of deepening their love and intimacy.
―Come, My Beloved, Let Us Go Forth to the Field‖ (Song of Solomon 7–8)
In this short unit the woman invites her beloved to join her in a trip into the countryside in the bloom of
springtime. (That she is speaking is clear from the wording.) In the symmetrical arrangement of the Song, as
explained by Dr. Craig Glickman in Solomon‘s Song of Love, this sixth major section of the Song (second to
last) is parallel to the second major section (2:8-17), in which the man asked the woman to come away with him
into the country in springtime. Thus there is a reversal of roles in her now taking the initiative to lead their love

712

to a new level. Interestingly, the refrain of mutual possession was part of the conclusion of the former section
(2:16)—expressing the total commitment of the couple—and its order reversed within the reconciliation of the
previous unit (6:3). Now a changed form of that refrain in 7:10, emphasizing desire, occurs right before the
present unit as a transition into it (or right at the beginning of it according to Glickman). Some see the present
unit as progressing further toward the sexual intimacy the lovers sought at the end of the former unit. Others,
however, believe sexual union was achieved in the former unit—but that now the woman is seeking to deepen
their love and intimacy.
Shepherd-hypothesis advocates, believing 7:9-10 is the Shulamite‘s rejection of Solomon‘s unwanted
advances, take the current unit as her then addressing her true love and purposing to return with him to her
childhood home (given the reference to her mother‘s house in 8:2). How he is suddenly present in this view is
unclear (perhaps she has sought him out without any description). Some deem him still absent. Commentator
Franz Delitzsch decries this view, and the three-character drama generally, quite sternly: ―The advocate of the
shepherd-hypothesis thinks that the faithful Shulamith, after hearing Solomon‘s panegyric [or elaborate praise,
given earlier in chapter 7], shakes her head [in verses 9-10] and says: ‗I am my beloved‘s.‘ To him she calls [in
verse 11], ‗Come, my beloved‘; for, as [19th-century German commentator H.G.A.] Ewald seeks to make this
conceivable: the golden confidence of her near triumph [in resisting the king] lifts her in spirit forthwith above all
that is present and all that is actual; only to him [her absent true love] may she speak; and as if she were half
here and half already there, in the midst of her rural home along with him, she says, ‗Let us go out into the
fields,‘ etc. In fact, there is nothing more incredible than this Shulamitess, whose dialogue with Solomon
consists of Solomon‘s ddresses, and of answers which are directed, not to Solomon, but in a monologue to her
shepherd; and nothing more cowardly and more shadowy than this lover, who goes about in the moonlight
seeking his eloved shepherdess whom he has lost, glancing here and there through the lattices of the windows
and again disappearing‖ (―Commentary on the Song of Songs,‖ Keil & Delitzch‘s Commentary, note on 7:12).
Indeed, where has this shepherd been throughout the woman‘s ongoing struggle in the palace? Feeding his
flock? Why has he not contended with Solomon regarding his imprisoned bride? Appeal might be made to the
shepherd as emblematic of Christ away in heaven. Yet the shepherd lad himself is not in heaven. And if Christ
were on earth, would He not strive for His Bride—for His people? Would Christ always be sneaking around?
Even while in heaven, Christ actively intervenes for His Bride! He does not stand impotently by and leave the
Church to face Satan‘s temptations alone. Given all this and other actors we have previously noted, the
shepherd hypothesis just does not seem very likely.
We also might wonder why, if the couple is already married in the three-character view here, would the woman
wish to return to the house of her mother (if this phrase be understood literally). Would she not want to return
with her beloved shepherd husband to their shared home after this terrible ordeal? Of course, some shepherdhypothesis advocates argue that they are not yet married. In that case, we should wonder at the erotic
implications of this section.
Some advocates of a two-character progression believe that the lovers in this section are not married and that,
in a rather different picture, they are trying to slip away to be alone together for intimacy—the presumption
being that they can‘t where they are and that if they were married they would simply go to their bedroom. Yet
why would the Song be celebrating an unmarried couple sneaking off to the woods for premarital sex? Such a
theme would not have been condoned in ancient Israel, particularly among those who canonized Scripture.
Some see the unmarried couple merely imagining future intimacy here—but given the detailed fantasizing it
would be better for the two not to meet in private!
We ought to recognize, moreover, that the presumption that a husband and wife could at any time just go to
their bedroom for fulfillment is a false notion. Even today it is common for married couples to want to ―get away‖
from regular duties and routines to be freer to concentrate on their relationship and enjoy togetherness
unencumbered. Many, understanding a ―getaway‖ in mind here, believe the wife is seeking to go on a vacation
with her husband—to travel into the countryside or, more specifically, to visit her childhood home. Some even
think she desires a permanent move. Still others comprehend the picture here as being that of the newly
married couple leaving the wedding feast with its temporary bridal chamber to go to their home—i.e., to their
new life together.
Many, it should be realized, understand the Shulamite to be speaking of the outdoors metaphorically—so that
the couple‘s bedroom is in actuality (or at least in the main) the setting for intimacy. The use in verse 13 of ―our
gates‖ or ―our door‖ (NIV) would seem to argue for this. As commentator Tom Gledhill points out: ―We have met
this theme of love in the countryside before (2:8-13). The whole of nature seems to be sprouting and
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blossoming, and the two lovers want to be part of that. Their love has blossomed and become fragrant, they are
ripe for love. Love in the springtime is a common literary motif. It seems to suggest that powers and urges that
have long lain dormant can now burst forth unhindered and without restraint. The imagery seems to indicate
that there is a time and a season for everything. There were times when restraint was necessary, but now it is
the time to embrace [Ecclesiastes 3:1, 5]. Romance in the great outdoors is also a picture of untrammelled
freedom and of closeness to nature. The literary fiction reminds us of our creatureliness and of our unashamed
delight in participating in the natural order of things‖ (The Message of the Song of Songs, pp. 211-212).
Furthermore, we should recall the metaphor in 2:10-13 of the springtime of romance following a ―winter‖ period
of separation. Even so, here in 7:11-12 the springtime romance follows a period of trouble in the relationship—a
winter of separation of a different sort.
In 7:11, the sentence ―Let us go forth to the field‖ has a bit of a wild connotation to it. Recall the earlier
adjurations by the gazelles and does ―of the field‖ (2:7; 3:5)—an image of lovers in the open country. ―Let us
lodge in the villages‖ in the latter part of the verse may seem a bit tamer. But we should realize that the word
rendered ―villages‖ here, kepharim, while it can refer to unwalled villages, occurs wo other times in the Song in
both singular and plural form in reference to fragrant henna plants (1:14; 4:13). Thus some see the end of 7:11
as meaning ―Let‘s spend the night among the henna bushes‖ or even ―among fragrant surroundings.‖ Perhaps a
pun is intended with villages. In any case, the henna bushes would seem to more closely follow the other
metaphoric imagery here. ―Of course,‖ as Gledhill continues, ―the fantasy of the lover‘s love-making is an
illusion, which must not be punctured by a crudely literal interpretation, where all such romantic notions are too
rapidly frustrated by the intrusions of nettle rash, soldier ants, bumble bees and stony ground, to say nothing of
ragged urchins peeping through the undergrowth‖ (p. 212). That is to say, nature as the setting for love is an
idealized picture. The wording of 7:12 appears to be taken from 6:11, as both mention going to see if the vine
has budded and the pomegranates are in bloom. The parallel mutually affirms the sexual and relationship
connotations of both passages—as does 6:11‘s parallel with going to the garden in 6:2. We should also recall
the vineyards in 7:12 as symbolic of the woman in 1:6 and 8:12. There, the woman says in 7:12, she will give
the man her love—dodi here referring to her loving acts or affections, the context here being clearly a sexual
one.
This is magnified in 7:13 with the mention of ―mandrakes,‖ alternatively spelled ―mandragoras.‖ In Hebrew, the
spelling is duda‘im, which is closely related to dodi in verse 12. Indeed, the Hebrew meaning seems to be ―love
plant,‖ and it is sometimes called a ―love apple.‖ The word occurs in Scripture only here and four times in
Genesis 30:14-16, where Rachel and Leah used mandrakes while competing to produce offspring for Jacob.
Yet in the Song ―it is their property as a sexual stimulant that is in view, here, and not their aid to reproduction‖
(Gledhill, p. 212). Not that these lovers really need an aphrodisiac—as stimulated with one another as they
already are. The mention of mandrakes is most likely a literary device to clarify that sexuality is the real
meaning here behind all the plant and springtime imagery.
Commentator Othmar Keel points out: ―The plant occurs frequently in Egyptian pictures from the New Kingdom
(1540-1075 B.C.)…. The ancient Egyptian love song also describes the effect of the love apple. The man sings:
‗If only I were her Nubian maid, her attendant in secret! She would let me bring her love apples [i.e.,
mandrakes]; when it was in her hand, she would smell it, and she would show me the hue of her whole body‘
[Cairo Love Songs, Group B, no. 21]. The woman‘s skin is described in another love song: ‗Your skin is the skin
of the mandrake, which induces loving‘‖ (The Song of Songs, Continental Commentaries, pp. 257-258, note on
7:13a).
Another of the Egyptian love songs mentions mandrakes in an interesting parallel to the blossoming of love we
have seen: ―If only my sister were mine every day, like the greenery of a wreath!… The reeds are dried, the
safflower has blossomed, the mrbb-flowers are (in) a cluster (?), the lapis-lazuli plants and the mandragoras
have come forth…. {The blo}ssoms from Hatti have ripened, the bsbs-tree blossomed,…the willow tree
greened. She would be with me every day, like (the) greenery of a wreath, all the blossoms are flourishing in
the meadow…entirely‖ (Cairo Love Songs, Group B, no. 21E, translated by Michael Fox, The Song of Songs
and the Ancient Egyptian Love Songs, p. 38).
The mention of all manner of pleasant fruits, new and old, at the couple‘s gates or doors has been seen by
some as a metaphoric reference to marital relations during the wedding feast. Marvin Pope notes in his Anchor
Bible commentary that there is a ―Talmudic reference to hanging fruits in the bridal tent (TB [Babylonian
Talmud] Abodah Zarah 12)‖ (Song of Songs, p. 650, note on verse 14b, Hebrew numbering). Even beyond this,
the figurative meaning of the whole passage provides the basis for the primary way the wording should be

714

comprehended here. The varied delectable fruits, new and old, are synonymous with the acts of love she is
offering at the end of verse 12. This would seem to strongly imply that the couple is already married—for the old
pleasant fruits symbolize the aspects of their physical relationship already experienced that they will continue in.
The new implies new elements to be brought in to their lovemaking—perhaps introducing more romance, more
adventure, more romping and play (as symbolized by journeying to the wild outdoors).
In Song 8:1, the woman expresses her desire that her lover be like her brother—note the ―like‖ (or ―as‖), not that
she wants him to actually be her brother. This may be playing off the man‘s earlier affectionate references to
her as ―sister‖ (4:9-5:2). ―Who nursed at my mother‘s breasts!‖ in the next line of 8:1 may imply on some level
that she wishes she had known the man her whole life—that she had grown up with him (so that she would not
have missed any time with him). Yet the main reason she wishes he were like her brother (or, rather, that he
would be viewed like her brother) is explained in the latter part of the verse—she wants to kiss him freely in
public. As The New American Commentary states: ―The point is that she wishes she were free to display her
affection openly. In the ancient world this would have been impossible for a woman with any man except a
father, brother, or other near relative, the kissing of whom would not be construed by the public as a quasisexual act. The freedom to kiss in public would not apply to her husband‖ (p. 424, note on verse 1). The New
International Commentary on the Old Testament concurs but explains that this is deduced mainly from the
passage itself: ―The verse likely reflects some kind of cultural norms for public intimacy. That is, it might be
permitted to touch, hold hands, and kiss a brother, but not a lover (or perhaps even a husband) since the latter,
as opposed to the former, would have erotic implications, likely thought unseemly in public. The problem,
however, is that we must infer this custom from the verse since we do not know in any kind of detail the
customs of the day‖ (p. 204, note on verse 1). Of course we do see this in later Middle Eastern custom. The
New American Commentary further notes: ―Fox (Song, 166) incorrectly assumes that this [verse] proves that
the couple ‗is not betrothed, let alone married.‘ But the open display of affection between the sexes is frowned
upon in many societies (e.g., traditional Oriental [i.e., Eastern] society) regardless of whether the couple is
married‖ (p. 424, footnote on verse 1).
In 8:2, we have the image of the woman desiring to lead the man into her mother‘s house, a picture we saw
earlier in Song 3:4. In the NKJV and other English versions, the word ―lead‖ here is rendered in the subjunctive
form as ―would lead‖—following, as with the verbs in the two prior lines at the end of verse 1, from the beginning
of verse 1. That is, if the man were perceived like her brother, then she would kiss him in public, would not be
despised for doing so and, in the present clause, would lead him and would bring him to her mother‘s house.
We have already, in commenting on verse 1, made sense of why the man being as the woman‘s brother would
allow her to kiss him openly. But why would it enable her to lead him to her mother‘s house? Why should she
not be able to freely do this anyway, since this implied going to a place of privacy? It could be that the issue of
concern, though not spelled out here, was that of leading him by the hand. Recall her dreamlike thoughts in 3:4:
―I held him and would not let him go, until I had brought him to the house of my mother.‖ Perhaps, as noted
above, a married couple holding hands was also looked down upon. Others, however, interpret this differently.
In The New American Commentary, Dr. Duane Garrett contends: ―The mood of her words here [at the
beginning of 8:2] is not subjunctive but indicative and indeed determined, as shown by the juxtaposition of the
two verbs; and it should be translated: ‗I will lead you; I will take you to the house of my mother.‘ Since she
cannot express her love with a kiss openly, she will express her love much more fully privately‖ (p. 425, note on
verse 2).
The latter interpretation seems likely given the connotations here—since there seems to be little question that
she is indeed going to lead him to this place as she desires. Some, as noted above, take the mother‘s house
here to be the couple‘s literal vacation destination, it being referred to as the Shulamite‘s mother‘s house
because—as explained in our previous comments on 3:4—either her father was not in the picture (compare
1:6) or young women were considered to be raised in their mothers‘ homes (compare Genesis 24:28; Ruth 1:8).
Alternatively, some see the woman as desiring to move back home or near home, taking the man with her (this
supposedly being their logical residence together if he were like her brother). Of course, we must not forget the
amatory subtext of this unit. The mother‘s house, taken literally, seems an odd choice for a romantic
rendezvous. The Bible Knowledge Commentary says that in Song 8:2 the Shulamite ―playfully assumed the role
of an older sister (I would [or will] lead you—the verb nahag is always used of a superior leading an inferior) and
even the role of the mother. The lady of the house would give special wine to the guests. So the beloved [i.e.,
the woman] shared the characteristics of a sister, an older sister, and a mother in her relationship to her
husband. The Song also portrays the lovers as friends (cf. 5:1, 16). Thus the lovers had a multifaceted
relationship‖ (note on 8:2-4).
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In trying to make sense of the mention of the mother‘s house here, we should also recall the earlier use of the
imagery of the woman taking the man to her mother‘s house in 3:4—which was followed by the charge to the
daughters of Jerusalem in 3:5 (likely concerning physical relations), just as the current use of the mother‘s
house imagery in 8:2 is followed in verse 4 by a form of the same charge. In our comments on the earlier
passage, we noted the possibility that the reference points to a groom visiting a bride‘s parents‘ house as
initiating a marriage. Some might apply that in the present case to the couple eing not yet married and looking
forward to the intimacies of marriage. Yet, if they are already married, the imagery could imply that they want to
be as if newly married (on a second honeymoon, we might say today). Alternatively, it was noted in the prior
case that some interpret ―mother‘s house‖ or ―motherhouse‖ as meaning the womb, which would make the
reference a sexual one.
It was also pointed out, though, that the next phrase in 3:4, ―and into the chamber of her who conceived me,‖
made the womb meaning difficult, as the mother‘s womb would then seemingly be meant instead of the girl‘s
(but not out of the question since the girl could have been referring to the same part of her own person as that
in which her mother conceived her). A similar difficulty with respect to the womb interpretation occurs in 8:2, the
next clause seeming to refer more directly to the mother: ―she who used o instruct me.‖ However, this phrase,
telammedeni, could also be translated as ―you would teach me‖ (Jerusalem Bible; Roland Murphy, The Song of
Songs, Hermeneia Commentaries, p. 180) or ―you will teach me‖—thus referring to the man. Some wish to
emend the Hebrew text here. Gledhill comments: ―The troublesome telammedeni can easily revert to teladeni
by dropping the ‗m,‘ thus meaning, ‗she gave me birth‘‖ (p. 216)—seen to correspond to ―her who conceived
me‖ in 3:4 (and similar meanings in 6:9 and 8:5). But dropping a consonant from the Masoretic Text is
unwarranted—as is the Greek Septuagint changing the entire line in 8:2 to repeat the phrase from 3:4. It seems
more likely that the wording in 8:2 was carefully chosen to be close to the former wording in 8:2 but with a
significant difference. The wording may even be intentionally ambiguous as to person. In one sense, the
Shulamite, who was reared nd taught by her mother in the ways of love, will now take on the role of teacher of
her husband in the bedroom. Yet on the other hand, the woman who was formerly taught by her mother will
now learn muchmore about the ways of love from her husband assuming the teaching role. Thus, the indication
may be that they will instruct one another in their shared adventure.
Concerning the giving of wine to drink in the next line, this may refer on some level to the role of the lady of the
house playfully assumed, as mentioned above. Of course, this should be seen in a figurative sense. ―The
second line of the verse utilizes the by-now-well-attested theme of drinking intoxicating liquids to signify
physical intimacies (1:2; 5:1; 7:9). Sexual activity is both sensual and intoxicating, and so is drinking spiced
wine and pomegranate wine‖ (NICOT, p. 204, note on 8:2). Note particularly that she refers to the juice of her
own pomegranate. This is clearly an erotic symbol. We earlier saw the woman‘s sexuality represented as an
orchard of pomegranates (4:13). And note the symbolism in one of the Egyptian love songs, where trees of an
orchard are describing lovers meeting there: ―The sister and brother make {holiday}, {swaying beneath} my
branches; high on grape wine and pomegranate wine are they, and rubbed with Moringa and pine oil‖ (Turin
Love Songs, no. 28, in William Simpson, ed., The Literature of Ancient Egypt, p. 312).
In verse 2 ―there is also an interesting word/sound play between ‗I would make [or ‗will have‘] you drink‘
(‘aššaqeka…) and ‗I would…kiss you‘ (‘eššaqeka…) in 8:1‖ (NICOT, note on verse 2). And this follows
‘emsa‘aka (―I would find‖) in verse 1. Moreover, ―‗pomegranate (rimmoni), and ‗right hand‘ (wimino) [in verse 3]
have similar sounds‖ (Gledhill, p. 216).
Song 8:3 repeats the statement in 2:6 (about the man holding the woman) that preceded the refrain of
adjuration to the daughters of Jerusalem in 2:7. It now precedes an altered form of that refrain. Some, as in the
NKJV translation, take the words in both cases as referring to present reality, which is reasonable. Others see
in both cases a wish, translated, ―Oh, may his left hand be under my head and his right hand embrace me‖
(Glickman, pp. 178, 188). This is also quite reasonable. In the latter case, the realization of the desires
expressed in this unit would still be yet to come—perhaps immediately following without direct comment. It is
even possible that the ambiguous wording, though the same, could allow for a wish in the former case and
present reality in the latter—the context being different.
The present unit concludes in 8:4 with an altered form of the adjuration refrain to the daughters of Jerusalem
that concluded earlier units in 2:7 and 3:5. In this case there is no mention of the gazelles and does of the field
as before. Perhaps more interestingly, as Dr. Glickman notes, is that the refrain at 8:4 ―replaces the word
rendered ‗not‘ (im [literally ‗if‘ but meaning ‗not‘ in oath formulas]) that precedes ‗arouse‘ [or ‗stir up‘] and
‗awaken‘ in the earlier refrains with a different word (mah)…. Most translations note that this new word
preceding ‗arouse‘ and ‗awaken‘ (mah—‗what, why, that‘) can on rare occasions indicate negation. Then they
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translate 8.4 like before: ‗Do not arouse…until it pleases.‘ But in light of the subtle but very instructive
differences in the occurrences of other refrains…the translator must consider whether the variation yields a
change of meaning as well. The grammars and lexicons that suggest this new word may imply negation can
cite examples only where the negation arises out of a rhetorical question like, ‗How can I do this wrong?‘
meaning ‗I can‘t do this wrong.‘ But that rarely occurs, and it would be awkward that the imperative ‗promise me‘
(or ‗swear to me‘ [or ‗I charge you‘]) would introduce it. Furthermore, if Shulamith had wished to request a
promise ‗not to arouse,‘ she could simply have used the same word for ‗not‘ she used in the earlier refrains….
Quite significantly, the only other place where [mah] follows the verb ‗promise me‘ [or ‗I charge you‘] (in 5:8), it
bears the sense of ‗that‘‖ (pp. 226-227). Let‘s note that third adjuration out of the four in the Song: ―I charge you,
O daughters of Jerusalem, if you find my beloved, that you tell him I am lovesick‖ (5:8; compare 2:7; 3:5; 8:4).
The Hebrew word rendered ―that‖ in 5:8 is mah. As noted earlier, some see here a negative sense: ―do not tell
him.‖ But most understand the meaning as ―that‖ in the positive sense (i.e., ―that you do‖ or ―that you will‖)—
which makes a good deal more sense. With this usage in the third adjuration, ―the songwriter appears to
intentionally prepare the reader for the different sense of the refrain in 8:4, when mah occurs twice‖ (Glickman,
p. 227).
Thus 8:4 seems to more reasonably be translated as ―I charge you, O daughters of Jerusalem, that you stir up
and that you awaken love when it pleases‖ (not ―until it pleases‖ as before—since the Hebrew word here can
mean either when or until depending on the context). Glickman, understanding mah as denoting adverbial
intensity, translates 8:4 as follows: ―I want you to promise me, O young women of Jerusalem, that you will
surely arouse, you will surely awaken love when love pleases to awaken.‖ The previous wording of the refrain in
2:7 and 3:5, seeming to be a warning against premarital intimacy (and perhaps even against stirring up loving
feelings too early in a relationship), is valid and important. But it s also important to not hold back from love and
intimacy when the right person and marriage at last does come. The Song thus gives us the appropriate
balance: ―No way‖ before it‘s time and ―all the way‖ when it‘s time! Glickman comments: ―Perhaps in light of the
obvious benefit of acting when the time is right and Shulamith‘s unfortunate experience on the night recounted
after the wedding night, she desires to state the refrain in its positive form here. In light of the instructive
transformations of other refrains in the Song, the resounding encouragement to seize the opportunity for real
love when the opportunity arises is a climactic conclusion to this refrain‖ (pp. 227-228). As the curtain rings
down on this unit, it is not clear whether the lovers are already together in their intimacy or whether they are
heading off together (literally or figuratively) for that purpose.
―Set Me as a Seal Upon Your Heart‖ (Song of Solomon 8)
We come now to the concluding section of the Song, which evidently looks back on the relationship and also
looks ahead. In considering the unit‘s opening in 8:5a, we should recall that the third unit of the Song closed in
3:5 with the adjuration refrain to the daughters of Jerusalem and the next, the fourth and central unit (probably
concerning the wedding of the couple), opened in 3:6 with ―Who is this coming out of the wilderness…?‖—this
being likely a reference to the woman (compare also 6:10). Even so, the unit before the present one closed in
8:4 with a form of the adjuration refrain and this last unit opens in verse 5 with ―Who is this coming up from the
wilderness…?‖—clearly defined in this case as the woman, since she is ―…leaning upon her beloved‖ (same
verse).
Recall from our comments on the preceding unit that some believe the couple was there heading off on a
romantic getaway to rekindle their romance—some understanding the destination to be the woman‘s childhood
home. Proponents of the shepherd hypothesis see the couple leaving the palace and harem in Jerusalem and
permanently returning to the area of the woman‘s childhood home. In either case, 8:5 is often considered to be
the couple coming up from the wilderness in approaching the childhood home.
Taking verses 8-9 to be the words of the Shulamite‘s brothers is considered to buttress this view—the idea
being that these words are spoken during a visit to the home of the woman‘s family. This is part of the reason
that some attribute verse 5 (as the NKJV does) to an unnamed relative—often viewed here as witnessing the
couple‘s arrival at the country homestead. The other reason is that the speaker is taken to be the same in the
latter part of the verse—where the speaker, a single individual, is deemed from the wording to have been
present at the birth of the person being addressed. This is likely a mistaken notion,as we will see. Furthermore,
we should consider that the Song is not a drama in the sense that we might expect a brief walk-on role. It is a
song sung in parts—and it seems odd that there would be a man waiting to sing this one small part. (Though
one man singing here who also sings elsewhere with a male chorus is perhaps conceivable.)
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Others who believe the lovers leave on a getaway vacation, whether to the countryside generally or to the
woman‘s childhood home particularly, see verse 5 not as early in the getaway but as the end of it. That is, they
see here the man and woman returning to Jerusalem from vacation (which is understood to have occurred
between verses 4 and 5 without description). In this view, the beginning of verse 5 is read as being spoken by
residents of Jerusalem—most likely the chorus representing the daughters of Jerusalem, who were just
mentioned in verse 4. This would parallel the chorus of women singing, as they probably do, ―Who is this [or
she]…?‖ in 3:6 and 6:10.
Some, as we earlier saw, recognize the getaway intended by the woman in the previous section to be purely
figurative, so that no literal trip was being proposed. In this view, the husband and wife were either going to their
new life together after the wedding feast or, more likely, intending after a period of trouble in marriage to
reconnect with one another in their own home and bedroom. This could mean that the eginning of verse 5 is to
be understood figuratively as well—the man and woman returning from the countryside signifying their
reemergence among people after a period of private lovemaking. Or the man and woman coming up from the
wilderness together might signify their reunion after the period of distress. The Bible Knowledge Commentary
states: ―A final picture of the Song‘s couple is presented here.
The wilderness or desert had two symbolic associations in the Old Testament. First, the wilderness was
associated with Israel‘s 40-year period of trial. In their love the couple had overcome trials which threatened
their relationship (e.g., the insecurity of the beloved, 1:5-6 [more so in 3:1-5]; the foxes [if that was really a
problem], 2:15; and indifference [or perhaps simply misunderstanding], 5:2-7). Second, the desert or wilderness
was used as an image of God‘s curse (cf. Jer. 22:6; Joel 2:3). The couple‘s coming up out of the wilderness
suggests that in a certain sense they had overcome the curse of disharmony pronounced on [the primal couple]
Adam and Eve (Gen. 3:16b)‖ (note on Song 8:5). Along these lines, the first emergence from the wilderness in
3:6 perhaps symbolized coming from the betrothal period separation and difficulties and, in the wedding
ceremony, inheriting the ―Promised Land‖ of marriage.
This second emergence from the wilderness could be seen as a renewed inheriting of that Promised Land—a
renewed marriage. Only now their emergence from the wilderness is not merely through the institution of
marriage (as symbolized by the public wedding) but through leaning on each other, working out their difficulties
and growing together in love and intimacy (shown by the two coming up together rivately). Again, it would make
sense here that the chorus sings the beginning of verse 5—not as literal witnesses of a return from the
wilderness, but as friends noting the special togetherness of the couple. The NIV lists the singers here as the
―Friends‖—referring to the chorus.
Who, then, is singing in 8:5b, who is being addressed, and how is this part of the verse to be understood? As
mentioned above, the NKJV attributes both parts of the verse to a relative—thought, because of the wording in
the latter part, to have been present at the birth of the person being addressed. (The idea is that the speaker
points to a literal apple tree and says to one of the newly arrived lovers, ―That‘s the spot where you were born
[or conceived].‖) There are a few points we should observe.
First of all, the object suffixes of this verse are all masculine—the ―you‖ addressed being apparently the man.
Some dispute this, however, on a thematic basis. They correctly point out that other references to being brought
forth by the mother in the Song apply to the woman (3:4; 6:9; 8:2). There is, however, an earlier mention of the
man‘s mother in the context of the wedding, she being the one who crowns him and thus sends him off into
marriage (3:11). And this may apply here in a figurative sense with the woman as the speaker, as we will see
momentarily. Yet another reason people insist on the man not being the one awakened and brought forth, in
either a literal or figurative sense, is that they find this difficult to reconcile with the man as a type of Christ (or
God in Jewish allegory). How, in a spiritual sense, could the woman, as the Church or Israel, (or a relative, for
that matter) have wakened Christ (or God)? Would it not be the other way around? Of course we then get into
disputes about Israel or Mary giving birth to Christ. And would this not also be an issue with the mention of the
mother in 3:11? Or how about the woman proposing to lead the man in 3:4 and 8:2? Indeed, a preconceived
notion about spiritual parallels should not be the basis for ignoring Hebrew grammar. Marvin Pope in his Anchor
Bible commentary correctly points out that the retention of the masculine suffixes in the Jewish Masoretic Text
here despite this running counter to centuries of Jewish allegorical interpretation, supports a solid early tradition
for the masculine suffixes (Song of Songs, p. 663, note on verse 5c). This is not to say there is no typology
ere—but it probably should not be applied strictly to every line or passage. It thus seems best to take the
grammar of 8:5b at face value and understand the man as the one being addressed.
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Second, the phrases in verse 5b represent key themes in the Song. ―Awakened‖ occurs earlier in the
adjurations to the daughters of Jerusalem about not awakening and then awakening love (2:7; 3:5; 8:4) and
also in the erotic central passage of the Song, where the woman calls for the north wind to awake and blow on
her garden (4:16). The ―apple tree‖ (or a comparable fruit tree, as it is not certain just what fruit s meant by the
term ―apple‖ in both places—some suggest apricot) was used of the man as being the place of love and
intimacy in 2:3—the fruit there and in 2:5 being symbolic of sensual pleasure. And being brought forth by the
mother is, as already noted, mentioned of the woman in 3:4, 6:9 and 8:2 (the former and latter verses here
occurring in a sexual context and perhaps having an erotic meaning). So it seems most likely that the sentence
in 8:5b is to be taken in a figurative sense of sexuality—especially on the heels of an emergence from the
wilderness that is also probably a metaphor concerning the relationship. Surely a relative is not making all these
erotic connections. This is most likely private communication between the lovers—probably the woman (as the
NIV notes) speaking to the man, as per the grammar. As before, some of the prior references alluded to
concern the experience of the woman—though both were involved in these and there may be a mutual
application, especially as the last section concerned the woman taking the initiative to lead the man in a
renewal of romance and intimacy.
Third, the repetition near the end of the verse seems to emphasize not just being conceived, but the labor of
birth, as the NIV translates it. As Dr. Craig Glickman explains: ―The word for ‗to labor‘ in birth [as he translates it]
may also mean ‗conceived‘ or simply ‗to be pregnant.‘ The noun derived from the word means ‗labor pains,‘
which favors the meaning of the verb as ‗to labor‘ in birth. Perhaps the songwriter intends both meanings,
having a play on words with a single word‖ (Solomon‘s Song of Love, p. 228). Here, again, may be a figurative
picture of the pain of labor giving way to the joy of new life.
Putting all of this together, it would seem that the woman is telling the man that she awakened him sexually
during the delight of intimacy with him—and that he was born anew through this experience (or perhaps that he
was, so to speak, born to be loved by her). More specifically, she may be speaking of having reawakened him
sexually in a rebirth during their recent intimacy—the idea possibly being that she herself has followed the
pattern of his mother in giving new life to him (in their revived relationship) after going through a period of
distress. Directing attention toward the apple tree, besides its implication of sensual delight, would seem to
indicate a return to the joy of love in the opening section of the Song (again see 2:3). That is to say, after
coming up from the wilderness in a renewal of marriage, the lovers find that they have arrived back at the love
they once knew. This truly is a beautiful picture. Of course, it is contingent on seeing some chronological
progress in the Song from the beginning until this point. A number of interpreters deny this, but it helps a great
deal in making sense out of what is being described throughout.
Continuing the apparent theme of renewing the marriage (as, again, coming up from the wilderness in 8:5 was
an image previously associated with what seems to be the wedding of the couple in 3:6-11), we are next, in 8:67, given a call to renewed commitment and an abstract description of the nature of love, which in context refers
to the various aspects of the love between a man and woman in marriage—including the mutual attraction,
passionate desire, romantic feeling, companionship, concern, and commitment that bind them together. As the
pronouns in verse 6a are masculine singular, it is clear in context that the woman is speaking to the man—and,
given the ―for‖ here, that she speaks through the end of verse 7 (as is generally acknowledged).
She asks him to set her as a seal on his heart and on his arm (verse 6a). Engraved stone or metal seals, used
for identification (Genesis 38:18) and signature purposes, were carried on one‘s person—just as people in the
Western world today don‘t leave home without wallet and driver‘s license. The word for ―seal‖ in Song 8:6 ―is an
Egyptian loanword. Such objects could be worn on strings about the neck (Gen 38:18) and thus lie over the
‗heart‘; they were also worn as rings on the hand (Jer 22:24)‖ (Roland Murphy, The Song of Songs, Hermeneia
Commentaries, p. 191, footnote on Song 8:6). Interestingly, the boy in one of the Cairo Love Songs may have
used similar imagery: ―If only I were her little seal-ring, the keeper of her finger! I would see her love each and
every day…{while it would be I} who stole her heart‖ (Group B, no. 27 or 21C, translated by Michael V. Fox, The
Song of Songs and The Egyptian Love Songs, p. 38). Here the picture is of perpetual closeness with the person
loved.
Song 8:6, however, does not mention the finger but the ―arm.‖ Some picture a bracelet. Yet a ring on the finger
could be meant if the word literally translated ―arm‖ is interchangeable here with ―hand,‖ ―just as in 5:14 ‗hand‘
was understood as ‗arm‘‖ (Murphy, footnote on 8:6). Yet the nuance of ―arm‖ is surely deliberate in this brilliantly
crafted work. If the woman herself is pictured as a seal, then it would seem she wishes to be over the man‘s
heart (in private affections) and on his arm (in the sense of holding onto his arm and being presented on his
arm in public). Their arrival in 8:5 was marked by her leaning on him, evidently on his arm. On the other hand,
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―set me as a seal upon your heart…upon your arm‖ may have the sense of ―impress me as a seal onto your
heart and arm.‖ In this case, the idea is that she be indelibly stamped onto his heart (that is, onto his emotions
and inner commitment) and onto his arm (meaning, as with God‘s commandments in Deuteronomy 6:6-8, onto
his actions). And, considering the identification imagery, she may have been asking that the man be completely
identified with her—that in observing him, all would see a man wholly devoted to her (her name being
figuratively tattooed on his arm, as we might think of it today). Moreover, there may be a sense here of a mark
of ownership—that the man would willingly belong, and be seen as belonging, to her (in this apparent
recommitment to marriage with its mutual possession).
The remainder of Song 8:6-7 gives the basis of the commitment the woman desires of the man—clearly implied
to be the basis of her own feelings. The first two lines about the seal are connected by the word ―for‖ to the next
two lines about love being as strong as death (in not letting go of those in its grasp) and, likewise, jealousy (i.e.,
proper jealousy in the sense of guarding the exclusivity of the committed relationship) being as ―unyielding as
the grave‖ (NIV)—the word ―cruel‖ in the KJV and NKJV probably being a wrong nuance in this case of the
Hebrew word here that literally means ―hard.‖ Glickman notes a short chiastic or symmetrical pattern: a: heart;
b: arm; b′: strong; a′: jealousy unyielding (p. 228). This abstract statement about the nature of love, continuing
through to the end of verse 7, is quite remarkable here—there being nothing else like it in the Song. Having tied
the whole of the Song together in the description of the renewal of the relationship in verse 5, the segment that
follows forms the secondary high point of the Song (the climax being the central passage, 4:16-5:1). Here in
8:6-7, in what is likely aimed at the audience in an instructive sense, we are told not only about the unbreakable
grip of love and accompanying jealousy, but that love is a flame of God, as the words in the last line of verse 6
can translated ―a flame of YAH.‖ If this translation is correct, this is the only direct mention of God in the Song.
The translation issues here, and the import of this segment, are considered in detail in our introduction, and you
may wish to review that here. Though this translation is disputed, it reasonably fits here—and the wording may
be intentionally ambiguous so that the mention of God is very subtle. In any case, it is clear that God is the very
author of human love and sexuality.
The last two lines of verse 6 go with the first two lines of verse 7. So intensely does true love burn that ―great
waters‖ (mayyim rabbim) cannot put it out—these being representative in other passages of Scripture of
destructive forces and applying most naturally here, since water would typically extinguish a flame. This is not
to say that love can never die—for it clearly can and does die out through neglect and wrong choices of the
lovers themselves. But when true love is burning, it cannot be quenched.
At the end of verse 7 we are further told that love cannot be bought. If a man gave everything he had for love, ―it
[or ‗he,‘ this could be translated] would be utterly scorned‖ (NIV). Shepherd-hypothesis advocates take this as a
summary of what has happened throughout the Song. The New Bible Commentary: Revised contends here:
―True love is not only unquenchable, it is also unpurchaseable. Solomon had made every effort to buy her love
with all the luxuries of the court, but to no avail. The Shulammite speaks from experience‖ (note on verses 8:67). Yet there are ways to understand this passage that do not require a three-character interpretation. If
Solomon is the lover in the Song, the woman could simply be making a point that it was not his wealth that drew
her to him in love as some might assume—that he, rather, won her over naturally because no one can be
induced to true love through bribery. On the other hand, if a poor shepherd and vineyard caretaker girl are
being extolled in the Song as if they are king and queen, the girl may be contrasting her man with the real
Solomon, commenting that true love is not really about wealth and splendor. Murphy makes another suggestion
here, pointing out that this pronouncement of disdain on one seeking to buy love ―may seem somewhat
anticlimactic after the preceding lines, but in the biblical world, where the mohar, or bride-price, played a
significant role, the reference was appropriate. Moreover, the practices associated with the bride price seem to
figure in the background of vv 8-12‖ (p. 198, note on verses 6-7). We will consider this shortly.
The next segment here, 8:8-10, seems to spring out of nowhere. While these verses go together based on the
same matter under discussion carrying through them, it is not clear who is speaking and who is being
discussed. Let‘s first consider what is being talked about, as this is fairly easy to discern. In verse 8, a group or
an individual speaking on behalf of a group mentions having a little sister with no breasts—probably indicating
that she is very young. Concern is expressed as to what to do for this sister in (or perhaps in consideration of)
―the day when she is spoken for‖—which seems to indicate the day that commitment is made to her in betrothal
or marriage (or at least the time when such is possible). Some note a similar expression in 1 Samuel 25:39
regarding David and Abigail. In fact, this meaning would follow well in the context of the commitment sought in
Song 8:6.
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Verse 9 is either a response by another part of the group here or a continuation by the same speaker or
speakers if the question at the end of verse 8 was posed rhetorically. If she is a ―wall,‖ verse 9 says, the group
will build a silver battlement on her—and if a ―door,‖ the group will enclose her with cedar boards. Some
assume that the ―wall‖ imagery here corresponds to the girl having no breasts and believe that the intention is to
enhance her flat-chested appearance. But this is clearly not the case. The ―if‖ here clearly indicates a condition
not presently apparent. Of course some then assume that the concern is whether the girl will remain
undeveloped. But this is not the point either. In verse 10 a girl who does have breasts (which are reckoned as
towers) is presented as a ―wall‖ (so no flatness is intimated here). Moreover, the imagery of building of
battlements on this wall shows what kind of wall is meant, making the meaning plain. ―The wall (the Hebrew
word [and the battlements imagery] signifies a fortified city wall, not the wall of a house)…suggests defence,
impregnability, repulsion of intruders. Metaphorically it represents chastity, unavailability, self-protection and
preservation‖ (Tom Gledhill, The Message of the Song of Songs, p. 236).
Indeed, in the context of preserving a young girl for marriage, the wall imagery could reasonably apply only to
the guarding of her virginity. The battlements, normally meaning further stone courses (though some picture
turrets here), could entail extra support in maintaining virginity. Yet their being silver would seem to refer more
to adornment as a reward or gift (perhaps a bridal gift)—the courses atop the wall being the place in this
metaphoric picture to place such adornment.
There is a bit of confusion about the ―door‖ (or ―gate‖) imagery. Some regard this in the same sense as the
wall—that it also implies a barrier to entrance. The enclosure with cedars is then reckoned to be, as before,
extra security and/or, as a reward, adornment consisting of cedar paneling. Others, however, regard the door or
gateway as promoting access—an image of being open, or sometimes open, to seduction and unchastity. The
need, it is deemed in this case, is to board her up—to sequester her from that potential. This seems more
probable. For consider: In presenting the image of a door beside that of a wall, are both really intended in the
same light? It seems hard to get around the idea that you can get through one of these. There certainly is not
the same degree of impregnability. Furthermore, the woman in verse 10 selects only one of these to describe
herself—the wall. The implication seems to be that she has not been a door. And boarding over a door makes
more sense than decorating it with paneling. The word ―enclose‖ here means ―confine‖ (Strong‘s No. 6696).
Who is saying all this, and who is the little sister? Most understand, as in the NKJV speaker annotations, that
the Shulamite‘s brothers (mentioned in 1:6) are speaking in 8:8-9 (or that she is quoting them—with her
continuing to speak after verse 7) and that verse 10 is her comment in reply. Many holding this opinion see
verses 8-9 as a flashback to the brothers discussing the Shulamite when she was young. Others, however, see
them presently discussing another sister. On the other hand, some consider that the woman is speaking (to or
on behalf of her brothers) of a younger sister in the present—verse 10 referring to her being a personal
example to the sister. Still others see the female chorus singing here as the daughters of Jerusalem regarding a
young girl among them, a ―sister,‖ figuratively speaking, among them (they all being ―daughters‖)—perhaps
representative of young girls generally. Again, verse 10 would be the Shulamite pointing to herself as an
example. Others have proposed a group of men, suitors (being supposedly the companions of verse 13),
discussing the Shulamite in verses 8-9 as a young ―sister‖ in a figurative sense—each aiming to sequester her
until marriage. This view is the most unlikely, as there has been no hint of such suitors at any point prior (and
verse 13 does not support the idea, as we will see). What, then, of the other views here?
Regarding the Shulamite and her brothers having a younger sister, we should consider the earlier words of the
man in 6:9: ―My dove, my perfect one, is the only one, the only one of her mother, the favorite [or ‗pure one,‘
this probably ought to be] of her mother.‖ At face value, it would appear that the Shulamite is an only daughter
(not an only child, as we know she had brothers). Some argue for the supposed interpretation of ―favorite‖ here
as being parallel to the concept of one and only—unique or being essentially the only one the mother sees. Of
course, this would be rather sad for a second daughter. (And the idea that a second daughter would be too
young to be prized or noticed by her mother is absurd.) Furthermore, ―favorite‖ does not seem a reasonable
meaning of the Hebrew word here, since the same word is translated in the next verse as ―clear‖ (you would
never say ―favorite as the sun‖). A second sister would be necessary only if the Shulamite were clearly shown
to be speaking her own words in 8:8. Yet since there are easily other alternatives, there is really no basis for a
second sister.
While it is possible that the daughters of Jerusalem are speaking of a young one among them, why would one
be singled out? Would there not be many such young girls? Perhaps the idea is that one represents many,
each to be considered individually. Older sisters could and did, of course, influence younger ones. But did older
sisters have the authority that seems to be indicated here? ―Responsibility of brothers for a sister is well
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established in the Bible, especially in matters pertaining to sexuality and marriage, as in the case of Rebecca,
Gen. 24:29-60; Dinah, Gen. 34:6-17; and the daughters of Shiloh, Judg. 21:22. Song 1:6 clearly reflects the
fraternal authority of the brothers over the Shulamite‖ (Ariel and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs, pp. 214-215,
note on Song 8:8). Such authority is magnified in the absence of a father. Even if older sisters had similar
authority over younger sisters, we should consider that this is attested to nowhere else in Scripture and that
such an image has no correspondence to earlier imagery in the Song—whereas the common opinion that the
brothers are speaking does.
In encountering verse 8, we properly recognize a change of speakers since the Shulamite, who was previously
speaking, had no other sister. Then, in considering who the little sister is, we consider that the Shulamite herself
is earlier referred to figuratively as ―sister‖ by her beloved. And, more importantly, we recall that she earlier
referred to herself as being under the authority of her brothers (1:6)—making her their younger sister. Thus,
without inventing new information, it is most natural to assume (barring some conflict) that they are in 8:8-9
speaking of her. A potential conflict immediately emerges with respect to the chronology. We consider that the
Shulamite is no longer a young girl under their care, but is evidently married to her beloved. However, we also
note that we have already met with reflection on past events a few verses prior, as the lovers returned to the
theme of the apple tree (from 2:3) in 8:5—getting back, as we earlier noted, to the love they once knew. This,
we should recognize, is a facet of the overall symmetrical arrangement of the Song—particularly
correspondence between the last major section (8:5-14) and the opening section (1:1–2:7). And now we have
further correspondence in what is evidently additional reflection. In 1:6, the earlier mention of the Shulamite‘s
brother‘s authority over her, she said that they were angry with her and made her a vineyard keeper so that she
was not able to attend to her own vineyard (her own person, particularly her appearance in context). Putting this
together with 8:8-9 gives us a better picture here. It seems that part of their motivation was to safeguard her
purity.
Some believe the Shulamite‘s brothers were angry with her in Song 1:6 because she had failed to protect her
virginity—and that her work in the vineyard, where they could see her, was her sequestering. Yet the Shulamite
declares herself a wall in 8:10, so this seems unlikely. Perhaps the brothers were mistaken (not necessarily
thinking she committed immorality but imagining based on something that happened, perhaps some perceived
flirtation, that she might). Or perhaps she earlier mistook their assignment of her to vineyard work as their
anger—when it was merely a way to help her maintain her chastity (through having duties that took up her time
and energy and kept her in public view). She seems to appreciate their past efforts in verse 12, as we will see in
a moment.
Those who regard verses 8-9 as the words of the brothers but see only a female chorus in the Song typically
imagine that the woman is here quoting the brothers. Yet there is no indication of a quote here, such as we find
in 2:10. Indeed, this would be extremely confusing to listeners since the woman sings the previous verse (8:7).
How could an audience reasonably comprehend a new speaker here without a new singer? The man singing
would not make quick sense of it. These factors make a good case for a male chorus singing here (and
probably earlier in parts of 3:6-11). This does not mean that the brothers, in the storyline of the Song, are
actually present in 8:8-9. Those who consider 8:5 as picturing the arrival of the lovers at the Shulamite‘s country
home often imagine her family gathered together with them in 8:8-10 and the group reminiscing here. Likewise,
some who see the lovers returning to Jerusalem in 8:5 imagine a family visit. Those who comprehend a
wedding feast setting still ongoing—or having just ended—think that the family is still gathered together in
verses 8-10. Yet we ought to realize that the brothers‘ words in verses 8-9, constituting a memory or reflection,
do not require any such gathering or visit.
Verse 10, as already noted, is typically taken to be the words of the Shulamite. Where her words are typically
translated ―I am a wall,‖ some render this ―I was a wall‖ (NRSV), which is possible, as the verb is only implied.
Indeed, this seems to fit better in context. In reply to her brothers having in the past wondered if she would be a
wall or a door, she says she was a wall, with her breasts as towers (meaning that they were unreachable and
guarded atop her fortress wall). Yet this was until she became in ―his‖ eyes (which can logically only mean the
eyes of her lover—perhaps referring to the one who spoke for her, as verse 8 anticipated) as one finding
―peace.‖ That is, the lover (the husband) was, through terms of peace, allowed entrance into her fortress. His
advances were not repelled but embraced. Some take peace‖ (shalom) here in the sense of wholeness and
contentment, and this may be implied in a secondary sense. Yet the primary meaning in the metaphor seems to
be that of opposing forces coming together, there being no further need of defensive fortifications guarding
chastity (at least within marriage—there still of course being a need to defend against threats from outside). The
peace and unity here may also tie in to the ongoing reconciliation of the past few chapters—the idea being one
of having recaptured that earlier peace that came through marital union (physical and otherwise).

722

It is interesting to note the phrase ―one who found peace [shalom]‖ at the end of verse 10 as a designation for
the woman. This may specifically relate to the reference to her in 6:13 as ha-Shulamit (the Shulamite),
possibly—especially if a feminine form of Shelomoh (Solomon)—derived from shalom. Indeed, the last word in
8:10 is shalom, ―peace,‖ and in the next verse, verse 11, is Shelomoh (Solomon). Indeed, ―his eyes‖ in verse 10
is thought by some to refer to Solomon since his name immediately follows. So we may have some implied
wordplay here: ha-Shulamit finding shalom in Shelomoh. This, it would appear, happened with initial union in
marriage—and it has now happened again, in a parallel sense, through the renewal of love and intimacy.
Shepherd-hypothesis proponents view the woman‘s statement in an entirely different light of course, usually
taking it to mean that Solomon finally ceased his attempted seduction of her and allowed her to be with her
beloved shepherd.
Continuing in Song 8:11-12, we note that these two verses clearly go together (each mentioning Solomon,
vineyard, thousand and fruit), though there is dispute as to who is speaking and what is truly being portrayed.
Solomon, we are told in verse 11, had a vineyard in Baal Hamon, a name otherwise unknown. In verse 12,
Solomon is addressed and mention is made of ―my own vineyard.‖ How are we to take these verses—literally or
figuratively? And why are they here? As with verses 8-10, this segment that follows seems at first glance to
come out of the blue. Yet considering the reflection we have already noted—and the symmetry between this
closing section of the Song (8:5-14) and the opening section (1:1–2:7), it is natural and appropriate to look for
more of the same.
Solomon, we should note, is mentioned twice here (8:11-12) and also twice in the opening section (1:1, 5)—
both these positions being exactly opposite to three mentions of his name in the central section of the Song
concerning the apparent wedding procession (3:7, 9, 11). The word translated ―keepers‖ or ―those who tend‖
(8:11-12), thus appearing twice here in this segment, occurs elsewhere in the Song only in the opening
section—in that case also appearing two times together as ―keeper‖ and ―kept‖ (1:6). This former instance is
part of the segment that also mentions Solomon (1:5-6). Furthermore, it should be recognized that the word
―vineyards‖ and then ―my own vineyard‖ at the end of 1:6 parallels the two mentions of ―vineyard‖ in 8:11 and
―my own vineyard‖ in 8:12. On top of this, we should observe that 1:6 is also the verse that mentioned the
Shulamite‘s brothers assigning her work—parallel to their authority over her we have already noted in 8:8-9. All
of this very strongly indicates that 8:8-12 should all be taken together—as parallel to 1:5-6.
This can help us to understand what is going on in 8:11-12. In 1:6, the girl was sent by her brothers to work in
the sun in literal vineyards—and this prevented her from devoting as much energies as she would have liked to
her own personal vineyard, a figurative reference to her own person (her appearance being at issue here). This
gives us good reason to see the vineyard of 8:11 literally and the personal vineyard of verse 12 as a figurative
reference to the speaker‘s person. Indeed the vineyard of verse 11, in this parallel, would seem to be one that
the girl was sent to work in—followed by reference to her own person in the vineyard of verse 12. However, the
related wording between verses 11 and 12 indicate that the vineyard in verse 11 is to be understood figuratively
on some level, as we will see. Thus it may be that a literal situation in verse 11 is being used in a symbolic
manner.
A literal interpretation of the vineyard in verse 11 most naturally implies a literal interpretation of Solomon here
as well. It does not follow that a poor shepherd or even an average citizen would have a great vineyard leased
to keepers who were to bring a return of 1,000 silver coins for the fruit sold. The lord of this vineyard would be a
wealthy individual, and King Solomon makes a great deal of sense in that light. Solomon is the likely author of
Ecclesiastes, and the writer of that book lists among his great works the planting of vineyards and the making of
gardens and orchards with pools and all kinds of fruit trees (2:4-7). That Israelite kings had a penchant for
possessing vineyards is also evident in the story of Ahab‘s desire for Naboth‘s vineyard in 1 Kings 21. We may
also note David‘s appointment of officials to oversee vineyards and wine production, evidently to supply state
needs (1 Chronicles 27:27). Solomon‘s administration was surely no different in this. So it may well be (putting
the whole story together in Song 1:5-6 and 8:8-12) that the king placed one of his vineyards into the care of the
Shulamite‘s brothers and that they delegated some responsibilities to her.
In this scenario, Baal Hamon in verse 11 would be a literal place—though it is probably also a figurative
reference. On the literal side, we should note that even though ―Baal-hamon‖ is not specifically attested to
elsewhere, there are other geographic names in Scripture beginning with Baal—for example, Baal-hermon,
Baal-meon, Baal-peor, Baal-perazim, Baal-hazor. Some see a resemblance to a place mentioned in the
Apocrypha, which is written in Greek: ―As pointed out by a number of commentators, Judith 8:3 mentions a
place called Balamon, possibly a Greek equivalent to Baal-hamon, which is near Dothan. In this regard, it is
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interesting that the Septuagint translates the Song of Songs‘ reference as eelamon‖ (New International
Commentary on the Old Testament, p. 219, note on Song 8:11). This is the same as ―Khirbet Balama, modern
Ibleam…about a mile south-west of Janin [in the northern West Bank]…. This site was occupied as early as the
pre-conquest Canaanite period‖ (Lloyd Carr, The Song of Solomon, Tyndale Commentaries, p. 174, note on
verse 11). This being taken as the location of the vineyard in which the Shulamite worked is thought by some to
buttress the view of the word Shulamite being equivalent to Shunammite, since Shunem was about 15 miles
away. But that‘s quite a distance for people without modern cars. It certainly doesn‘t make sense as a daily
commute.
Alternatively, some take Baal-hamon as an altered form of Baal-hermon in the far northern territory of
Manasseh on the east side of the Jordan River (Judges 3:3; 1 Chronicles 5:23). This location is understood to
be parallel with ―Baal Gad in the Valley of Lebanon below Mount Hermon‖ (Joshua 11:17; compare 13:5) and
typically equated with modern Banyas, a beautiful, lush place of springs and waterfalls in the Golan Heights.
Mention of Baal-hermon here is thought to parallel the several uses of the word Lebanon in the Song,
particularly in 4:8 as possibly signifying the woman‘s homeland: ―Come with me from Lebanon, my
spouse…from the top of Senir and Hermon.‖ Of course, it may be wondered in that case why the Song would
not simply say ―Baal-hermon‖ in 8:11 and not ―Baal-hamon‖ when the spelling Hermon‖ is used in 4:8. It may be
that the songwriter, perhaps Solomon himself, intentionally changed the spelling here to, in a clever wordplay,
inject a figurative meaning.
In any case, it seems highly likely that there is a figurative meaning in this name—exclusively if no physical
location is intended. For commentators point out that the term Baal-hamon means ―lord (or possessor) of a
tumult (or crowd or multitude)‖ or, alternatively, ―lord of abundance (or wealth)‖—these definitions fitting
Solomon. He was the lord of a multitude and of abundant wealth. Moreover, the term baal or ―lord‖ could
designate ―husband,‖ and the abundance could well apply to the wife as the fruitful vineyard—so that the name
could apply to the actual Solomon or a nameless groom represented by him.
A figurative meaning here would give us a very strong parallel with the Song of the Vineyard in Isaiah 5:1-7.
The actual word order at the beginning of Song 8:11 is ―A vineyard was to Solomon in Baal-hamon (possessor
of abundance).‖ Isaiah 5:1b, written well after the Song of Solomon and perhaps alluding to it, eads: ―A vineyard
was to my Beloved in a horn of fatness‖ (J.P. Green, The Interlinear Bible)—or on a fruitful hill, as it is often
interpreted. This correspondence may also imply other parallels—such as Solomon (or one referred to as
Solomon) being the beloved in the Song. And since in the Song of the ineyard God is the Beloved (Husband) in
relation to His people Israel as His vineyard, it may be that we have here a scriptural basis for understanding
the marriage in the Song of Songs as typifying, on some level, divine marriage.
If the actual King Solomon is the lover in the Song, neither of verses 11-12 can be attributed to the male lead. It
might in this case be possible that a chorus sings verse 11 and the woman sings verse 12, but it is generally
reckoned in this view that the woman is singing both verses. Support for this comes from erse 10—where ―his
eyes‖ is understood to anticipate the mention of Solomon in verse 11. That she would refer to Solomon now by
name without having done so previously (all the other times using ―my lover‖) does perhaps seem odd. Yet it
may be that it is appropriate for the businesslike discussion here of ownership, profits and payment.
Those who believe the actual Solomon is the lover here comprehend a figurative comparison being made to a
literal financial arrangement. The idea is that the brothers, as caretakers, were to bring a return of 1,000 silver
coins for selling the fruit of the vineyard. (Interestingly, Isaiah 7:23 mentions a thousand vines being worth a
thousand silver coins—yet that is the sale value of the vineyard itself, as opposed to the expected return from
produce in Song 8:11.) In verse 12, the woman mentions her own vineyard probably indicating her own person,
as in 1:6) but then says that ―the thousand‖—i.e., the same thousand previously referred to (not ―a thousand‖ as
in the KJV and NKJV)—goes to Solomon and 200 to the keepers, the woman‘s brothers. The wording here is
sometimes taken to mean that each caretaker was to bring a return of 1,000 coins and then keep 200. Yet it is
clear from verse 12 that the thousand was the total value of the vineyard‘s produce. What, then, of the 200? If
each keeper received 200, as some believe, this would be a problem if there were five brothers, as the profit
would be eaten up. In fact, though, we don‘t know how many there were. Others suggest that 200 (a fifth of the
1,000) was the total payment to the keepers. Of course we can‘t know, and it‘s not important. The point is that
the caretakers eceive fair payment for their efforts—and the 200 does seem to indicate that an actual sum is in
view (whereas the thousand by itself might be viewed in purely figurative terms).
Of course, a figurative parallel is understood here. As Solomon‘s literal vineyard gave him profits in part through
the efforts of its caretakers, so would his figurative vineyard, his wife, yield up her profits to him (willingly, she
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seems to be saying)—again, thanks in part to the work of the caretakers, her brothers, who should properly be
compensated. This seems to indicate a change in attitude on her part regarding their having made her work in
the literal vineyard. (Indeed, some deem her grateful in thinking that if they had not made her work there, she
would never have met her future husband—though this is an assumed embellishment.) Some even regard that
the money to the caretakers here is an allusion to the bride price or gift a man would give to his bride‘s family
(compare Genesis 24:22; 24:53; 29:18; 34:12; Exodus 22:17; 1 Samuel 18:23-25). This was of course a small
price to pay next to the great reward reaped from receiving a wife! (as represented by the thousand coins). Of
course, in no way is this to be taken as having bought love—which cannot be done, the point stressed in Song
8:7. That may be why there is emphasis in verse 12 showing that the woman‘s vineyard is her own—to give
freely.
Shepherd-hypothesis advocates see the actual King Solomon referred to in 8:11-12—yet they of course do not
reckon him as the woman‘s beloved. They typically see the vineyard of verse 11 in both a literal and figurative
sense. Literally, they deem it the place where the Shulamite was working in 1:6—and the place she was noticed
by the king (since she was working in his vineyard). Figuratively, they conceive of the vineyard and the name
Baal-hamon as representing either Solomon‘s wealth and kingdom or his vast harem. In the first view, verses
11-12 are taken to be the words of the woman, telling Solomon in verse 12 that he can keep his wealth and
power with which he tried to seduce her—that he cannot buy her person, her own vineyard, which belongs to
her (this seen as parallel to the end of verse 7, which transitioned into the segment now in question). The 200
for the caretakers in this conception allow for, nonetheless, honest earning in working for the king, such as by
her brothers. In the second conception, of the vineyard as the harem, the idea is that Solomon put it into the
care of eunuchs, whom the Shulamite has had to deal with (though there has been no prior mention of them).
The thousand coins are seen to be the physical enjoyment the king derives from all his women (often thought to
symbolize his 1,000 women—yet the 60 and 80 of 6:8 makes that problematic as seeming to represent a much
smaller number at this point). In this view, either the Shulamite or her beloved shepherd is thought to be
speaking. If the woman, she is in verse 12 telling the king that he may have his ―profit‖ from his harem but he
will not derive any profit from her personal vineyard—or, in a slight variant, ―You‘ve got all those others so just
let me be.‖ If the shepherd is seen as speaking, he is saying the same thing but referring in verse 12 to the
woman as his own vineyard. The keepers receiving 200 here, whether the Shulamite or the shepherd is
speaking, are deemed to be the eunuchs getting their personal compensation out of the deal—yet it seems
rather odd that these new characters would be introduced here at the end in a summary conclusion.
Those who understand an alternative two-character progression in the Song wherein a nameless groom is
portrayed as Solomon sometimes interpret verses 11-12 in much the same fashion as those who see the literal
Solomon as the lover (considering the woman to be singing in both)—except that the verses are taken either in
a wholly figurative sense (the vineyard entrusted to caretakers here seen as applying only to the wife and not to
a real vineyard) or in an analogous sense, with an actual vineyard arrangement of the real Solomon overlaid
onto the characters here (the family in reality having no connection to actual Solomon). On the other hand,
there are some who take some earlier references to ―king‖ and ―Solomon,‖ such as those connected with the
wedding in 3:6-11, as applying to a nameless groom but who nonetheless consider Solomon in 8:11-12 not as
the groom but as the real Solomon—in the sense of a foil or contrast. In this light, verses 11-12 are thought to
portray Solomon negatively—as in the shepherd hypothesis view—as one who did try to buy love many times
over (counter to the point in verse 7) or one who maintained a harem for personal profit. In this conception the
groom is thought to be commenting that Solomon can have his big vineyard, the harem (so large it must be
entrusted to others) while he will be happy with his own—this being the woman. The 200 are then taken as a
knock at Solomon—to say that others who are taking care of his women are getting some of their fruit (this
being not the eunuchs but other lovers). Yet such an interpretation does not seem consistent with the other
imagery here.
All things considered, it is probably best to take verses 11-12 as sung by the woman and referring either to the
real Solomon as her lover (prior to his polygamous corruption) or to a nameless groom as her lover here
portrayed positively as Solomon. The 200 here seems best explained by the bridal gifts typically presented to a
woman‘s relatives. This goes well in line with the reflection of this section regarding the relationship of the
couple in the Song—here highlighting the arrangement of the marriage as the natural outcome of the
preparatory work of the woman‘s family in rearing her and helping her to maintain her chastity. All are ultimately
blessed through this noble effort.
Finally we come to 8:13-14, the last two verses of the Song. There is no ambiguity here as to who is speaking.
The grammatical gender of a number of the words make it clear that the man is speaking in verse 13 and that
the woman is speaking in verse 14. Yet still there is dispute as to what is intended. In verse 13, the woman is
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said to ―dwell in the gardens.‖ Some debate is made regarding the word rendered ―dwell.‖ That could be a
correct sense, but others argue for ―stay,‖ ―linger‖ or ―sit‖—seeing the implied permanence of ―dwell‖ to go
beyond what is intended, particularly as some infer from this verse that the man is cut off from the woman while
she is in the gardens (which is reckoned to be a condition that does not last). This perspective, however, may
be wrong. The garden motif appeared earlier in 4:12–5:1 as symbolizing the woman as a source of every kind
of sensual pleasure. The imagery reappeared in 6:2, with the lover returning to the garden, probably again in a
sensual context—and then once more in verse 11, where the visit to the garden, whether this is by the woman
or the man, is to examine the blossoming of the relationship in terms of love and intimacy (see also 7:12). The
plural ―gardens‖ in 8:13 may imply something different from these earlier singular references—yet it may be
simply a way to ensure that we do not envision her in a fixed place or static situation in her cultivation of her
sexuality and relationship with her husband (and perhaps other aspects of life as well).
The ―companions‖ here are masculine plural—which can denote an all-male group yet also a mixed group of
men and women. The particular Hebrew term used for the friends here occurs elsewhere in the Song only in
1:7, where it refers to the man‘s companions, portrayed as fellow shepherds. The companions in 8:13 are
listening for the woman‘s voice. The man then asks to hear her voice. It should be recalled that he made the
same request in 2:14, following his invitation to her to join him in the newness of spring (verses 10-13),
symbolizing the budding of their love. In 2:14, her being as a dove in the rocky clefts indicated some apparent
inaccessibility—perhaps indicating that she had not yet fully given herself to him yet. Thus, his desire to see
and hear her on that occasion may have symbolized his request that she join completely in a life together with
him. It is based on that imagery that some see in 8:13 an indication again of inaccessibility. Moreover, the
mention of the companions listening for the woman‘s voice has ledsome to believe that they have the same
intention as the man. Some imagine here a group of rival suitors vying for the woman‘s affections. But there is
no other hint of that elsewhere in the Song—and such an interpretation is not at all necessary. In fact if the
companions be linked to those in 1:7, we might ask why the man‘s friends would be trying to court his bride? Of
course, it might be argued that 8:13 is flashback to early in courtship, but that does not tie in well to verse 14—
which appears a response to verse 13.
It could well be that the companions of verse 13 are a mixed group of men and women. Indeed, the specific
word used would appear to link the meaning with the man‘s friends in 1:7. Yet in the symmetrical arrangement
of the Song, we might expect that since 8:8-12 corresponds to 1:5-6, something following 8:8-12 would
correspond to something preceding 1:5-6. Indeed, commentator Robert Alden noted this in his chart on the
chiastic arrangement of the Song‘s lyrics, which is reproduced in our introduction. The companions of 8:13 are
there shown to correspond to the female friends in 1:4b. Yet perhaps both the woman‘s friends of 1:4b and the
man‘s friends of 1:7 are intended in 8:13. Some picture all the wedding guests as being in mind here—if the
wedding feast setting is still intended. Even if an all male group of the man‘s friends is meant, this would not
imply rival suitors.
The New American Commentary suggests: ―This may imply that she has moved out of her old world—the world
of her brothers and of the Jerusalem girls—and has entered his‖ (p. 430, note on verse 13). Furthermore,
―‗Friends pay heed to your voice‘…simply means that all attention is fixed on her‖ (same note). If there is any
sense of the man being cut off from the woman here, it seems only to do with the fact that they are together
with others in public and therefore cannot share the secret togetherness of their relationship. So in asking to
hear the woman‘s voice, the man may be seeking to hear something that the others who are listening never
could—her expressed desire for intimacy, which is exactly what she answers with in verse 14. Recall that the
man‘s request to hear her voice in 2:14 was followed by her call whether coy or serious) for catching the little
foxes (2:15), her refrain of mutual possession (2:16) and then her concluding request that he be like a gazelle
or young stag on the mountains (2:17).
In chapter 8, the man‘s request to hear the woman‘s voice (verse 13) is followed immediately with her
concluding request that he be like a gazelle or young stag on the mountains (verse 14)—without intervening
dialogue or remarks as before.
In this last verse of the Song of Songs, we end as we began in 1:1-4a with the woman seeking escape and
intimacy with the man. As noted above, the wording of 8:14 is very close to the woman‘s words in the latter part
of 2:17. In full the earlier verse stated, ―Until the day breaks and the shadows flee away, turn, my beloved, and
be like a gazelle or a young stag upon the mountains of Bether [separation or perhaps cleavage].‖ There she
seemed to be looking forward to the consummation of marriage yet to come. Then, on what appears to be the
wedding day, we see further mountain imagery from the man: ―Until the day breaks and the shadows flee away,
I will go my way to the mountain of myrrh and to the hill of frankincense‖ (4:6). As was pointed out in earlier
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comments on these verses, the mountains here are taken by some as an erotic symbol. Some see them as
representing the woman‘s breasts, lower parts or body generally. But others reckon them to imply some
sensual wonderland, such as being in the land of Punt in the Egyptian love songs—or what people often mean
today when they say, ―I‘m in heaven.‖ The imagery of a gazelle or stag on mountains (2:17) and then mountains
of spices (4:6; compare 4:13–5:1; 6:2) combine in 8:14 at the Song‘s conclusion.
It should be pointed out that the word translated ―Make haste‖ here actually means ―Flee.‖ Some imagine that
the woman might be telling the man here to go away from her—with similar ambiguity to that found in the word
―turn‖ in 2:17. Yet it seems obvious that if she is telling him to go in 8:14, she means that she will be right
behind him. More likely, since the place she tells him to go is one that elsewhere obviously symbolizes intimacy
with her, she is more likely telling him to leave from wherever he is, from whatever he is doing, to be with her to
romp and play in the enjoyment of physical relations.
The impression here is one of ongoing physical relations within the marriage bond. Some interpreters, we have
previously noted, believe the couple has never as yet been married—and take all the singing of intimacy to be
anticipation of the future wedded bliss. Yet it is hard to believe that all of the erotic language and innuendo in
the Song would be shared between an unmarried couple—particularly given the social setting of the Song‘s
composition. We certainly have anticipation here at the end—yet it appears to be of more to come within the
blessings of a marriage relationship that already exists. And with that, the Song is over. ―The lack of closure at
the end of the poem has the effect of prolonging indefinitely the moment of youth and love, keeping it, in Keats‘s
phrase, ‗forever warm‘‖ (Ariel and Chana Bloch, The Song of Songs, p. 19).
So much to say, then, for so short a book as the Song of Solomon! And still we are no doubt left wondering if
we truly comprehend it. Of course, it is probably not vital that we do in all respects—or God would have made
the meaning plainer for us. It seems far more important that it make an impression on us, that we get the gist of
it and that our lives are appropriately impacted by it.
The Bible Knowledge Commentary summarizes well: ―The Song of Songs is a beautiful picture of God‘s
‗endorsement‘ of physical love between husband and wife. Marriage is to be a monogamous, permanent, selfgiving unit, in which the spouses are intensely devoted and committed to each other, and take delight in each
other. ‗For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be united to his wife, and they will become
one flesh‘ (Gen. 2:24). The Song of Songs shows that sex in marriage is not ‗dirty.‘ The physical attractiveness
of a man and woman for each other and the fulfillment of those longings in marriage are natural and honorable.
But the book does more than extol physical attraction between the sexes. It also honors pleasing qualities in the
lovers‘ personalities. Also moral purity before marriage is praised (e.g., Song 4:12). Premarital sex has no place
in God‘s plans (2:7; 3:5). Faithfulness before and after marriage is expected and is honored (6:3; 7:10; 8:12).
Such faithfulness in marital love beautifully pictures God‘s love for and commitment to His people.‖
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ISAIAH
Introduction to Isaiah (Isaiah 1)
The prophet Isaiah was contemporary with Hosea. They delivered their prophecies during the reigns of the
same four kings of Judah (1:1; Hosea 1:1). Hosea also mentions a king of Israel during Uzziah‘s reign, perhaps
because the primary focus of Hosea is the people of the northern kingdom. Isaiah‘s message is directed toward
Judah and Jerusalem, and those nations that interact with them. Yet sometimes, it should be noted, Jerusalem
is a reference to all 12 tribes of Israel, as they were at one time united under it. In any case, although the
message was relevant for the people of Isaiah‘s day, it was also written as a prophecy for the end-time nation of
Judah, Israel and the other nations of the world.
Isaiah‘s actual calling appears to be recorded in chapter 6, and occurs in the final year of Uzziah‘s reign. The
first five chapters serve as a long introduction to the book. The name ―Isaiah‖ means ―The Eternal Saves‖ or
―The Eternal Helps‖ and the deliverance of Judah and Israel, as well as the gentile nations, is a central theme of
the book. Isaiah is called the messianic prophet for an obvious reason—his many wonderful prophecies of the
coming Deliverer, the Messiah, and the Messiah‘s coming reign over all nations. That Messiah would, as all
professing Christians understand, be revealed as Jesus Christ. Speaking of Jesus, John 12:41 says that Isaiah
―saw His glory and spoke of Him.‖ (Isaiah is quoted or referred to 85 times in the New Testament—from 61
separate passages.)
Isaiah is referred to 13 times as the son of Amoz, which may suggest that his father was a man of some
prominence. According to Jewish rabbinic tradition in the Babylonian Talmud, this Amoz was a brother of
Judah‘s King Amaziah. If so, this would make Isaiah first cousin to King Uzziah, and a grandson of King
Joash—and thus a man of the palace, being of royal blood. Growing up in such an environment, he would have
been familiar with international relations and other affairs of state. According to the Babylonian and Jerusalem
Talmud, Isaiah was martyred when King Manasseh, apostate son of Hezekiah, had him fastened between two
planks and ―sawn asunder‖ (to which Hebrews 11:37 appears to refer).
―Critical‖ scholarship—that based in the view that the Bible is not the inspired Word of God nor written when it
claims to be—has denied Isaiah‘s authorship of chapters 40-66. Instead it attributes this section to a later
unknown author it calls ―Deutero-Isaiah,‖ i.e., ―Second Isaiah‖ though not actually named Isaiah. Others have
argued for a third author (Trito-Isaiah) for chapters 55-66. The New Testament, however, quotes from all three
sections of the book, attributing each quote to the one biblical prophet Isaiah himself (compare Isaiah 1:9 and
Romans 9:29; Isaiah 53:1 and Romans 10:16; Isaiah 65:1 and Romans 10:20).
Why do critics try to post-date Isaiah? Mainly because Isaiah accurately prophesied future events. (For
example, Isaiah names the Persian ruler Cyrus 200 years before he came to power, Isaiah 44:28; 45:1.) The
critics, you see, have a choice: they must either admit that an overseeing supernatural power and intelligence
inspired these prophecies or find some other way to explain them. They have gone with the latter solution—
redating the prophecies, moving the date of composition forward a few centuries so that the prophecies appear
to have been written after all of the prophesied events had already occurred. This has been true of ―higher
criticism‖ for most prophetic books.
But with Isaiah, resolution is not achieved by merely pushing the date forward. The critics have had to distort
the book—attributing various parts of it to the fraudulent writings of between two and five authors! Why? To
understand, we must remember the ―fundamental axiom of criticism.‖ Having decided that a prophet cannot
foretell the future, it is essential for the critics that the ‗pseudo-author‘ be writing for his own generation. Starting
with this assumption, the scholar then looks to history for a historical context into which each prophet can be fit.
But that alone doesn‘t work with Isaiah, as there is no historical situation into which the book as a whole can be
squeezed (i.e., Isaiah appears to have been writing across multiple generations and periods). The answer?
Isaiah had to be sawn asunder! Applying literary criticism, a ―first Isaiah‖ is supposedly distinguished from a
―second Isaiah‖—and a ―second‖ from a ―third‖—solely on the basis of changes in writing style.

728

But writing style isn‘t the real crux of the matter. Nothing definite can be determined by counting particles,
articles, conjunctions or any other ―characteristic traits‖ of a person‘s writing. The fact is that an accomplished
author‘s writing style will change over the years, and with the subject matter—so evidence based on writing
style is tenuous. To illustrate the problem, modern computer-based literary analysis has mistakenly claimed that
Ian Fleming didn‘t write James Bond, and that the works of the 20th-century writers Graham Greene and G.K.
Chesterton had ―more than one author.‖ So literary variation can‘t legitimately be the main reason for the critics‘
determination. Clearly, the real criteria for breaking Isaiah down into sections are the fulfilled prophecies it
contains. No one, they assume, could have written them as ―prophecies.‖ And anyone who wrote them as
―histories‖ had to have been present in several eras of Israelite history.
―Though Your Sins Are Like Scarlet…‖ (Isaiah 1)
As the book opens, we see in the first chapter God‘s utter exasperation with Judah and Jerusalem. The
message here is directed primarily to the southern kingdom of Judah, as only Jewish kings are mentioned
(verse 1), the ―faithful city‖ (Jerusalem) is reprimanded (verses 21-26) and the sacrificial temple system is
discussed. The sacrificial system has ceased to serve its purpose of focusing the people on God and the need
for righteousness (compare Micah 6:6-8). Indeed, the people display a form of religiosity—yet it is form without
substance (compare 2 Timothy 3:5).
Those with antinomian—anti-law—mindsets often twist verses 13 and 14 to support their contention that Jesus
Christ came to earth to abrogate God‘s laws. They would interpret these verses to mean that the observance of
God‘s Sabbath and festivals were never worth much in the first place. But such a misinterpretation contradicts
much of the rest of the Old Testament and New Testament.
The point here is that the character of the people has degenerated to the point that the manner in which they
keep the Sabbath and religious festivals has become offensive to God. Their attitudes and approach had so
degenerated that the Holy Day observances were hardly recognizable to God as having originated with Him.
They were no longer His feasts, but the wayward people‘s feasts. Indeed, besides observing God‘s true
festivals in a wrong manner and attitude, Israel had even instituted its own substitute holidays and participated
in pagan observances. And the people of the modern nations of Israel have followed in the same course—both
in practice and attitude. Note the combination of ―iniquity‖ (lawlessness and evil) and ―the sacred meeting‖—
what incongruity, hypocrisy and blasphemy!
Because of the people‘s defiance, we see that God has ceased listening to their prayers. This is a theme
echoed through many of the prophets. Neither the leaders nor the general populace are properly executing
righteous judgment and relieving those who are oppressed. God will not accept such hypocrisy.
Such conditions exist even today. In the United States, for example, spirituality is widely sought—yet most of
those seeking it pursue everything but God‘s actual truth and live in increasing disobedience to Him. Yet God
pleads with His people to change—and promises that someday, whatever it takes, they ultimately will.
The word pictures of Isaiah 1, as in much of Isaiah, are powerful and memorable. The metaphors of an owner
(verse 3) and of sickness and injuries (verses 5-6), and the similes of total forgiveness (verse 18) are famous
passages, although most of the world has not responded to the important lessons.
Swords to Plowshares (Isaiah 2)
One of the other contemporaries of Isaiah and Hosea is Micah, whose prophetic book we will be reading from
soon. The well-known passage that begins Isaiah 2 is repeated in Micah 4, although Micah adds another
element, as we will later see. The prophecy in both passages concerns the establishment of the ―mountain of
the LORD‘S house‖ (Isaiah 2:2). Though at times literal, mountains in prophecy are often symbolic of kingdoms
or governments (compare Daniel 2:35, 44). The mountain of God‘s house being established above the
mountains and hills thus represents the Kingdom of God taking control over the kingdoms and smaller nations
of this world, when a voice in heaven will announce, ―The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of
our Lord and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever!‖ (Revelation 11:15).
Outside the United Nations headquarters in New York stands a famous statue of a man beating his sword into a
plowshare. Indeed, ―Swords to plowshares‖ is a popular UN motto. But the international organization has not
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really even begun to recast the world‘s implements of war into farming tools or other peaceful equipment. In
fact, as much as ever, the world is frantically beating plowshares into swords and pruning hooks into spears
(Joel 3:10). The efforts of a wayward mankind will not bring about world peace. Rather, as Isaiah later attests
to God of Christ‘s return to this earth, ―LORD, You will establish peace for us‖ (Isaiah 26:12). But it will not come
instantaneously. Rather, as Isaiah 2:4 and other scriptures show (compare Zechariah 14:16-19), it will take
some time to break the hardhearted recalcitrance of humanity. Yet it will be accomplished.
From the Messiah‘s future throne in Jerusalem, which will be the new capital of the world, the Word of God will
be proclaimed to all the earth (Isaiah 2:3), including ―the law‖—God‘s law. Most of modern Christendom holds to
the inconsistent and incoherent teaching that God does not require obedience to His laws in this age, in spite of
the myriad scriptures showing that Christ confirmed, amplified and emphasized these laws during His earthly
ministry and that He will enforce them throughout the entire earth after He returns in power and glory.
There is a constant shifting in Isaiah between the problems of the nations due to their wickedness and the
promises of the glorious future that will occur once God has corrected the problems and mankind as a whole is
taught to live by His laws. While chapter 2 begins with the description of peace to come, it soon returns to the
chastisement of Israel for letting their wealth, military might and idols fill them with pride—for which God will
humble them (verses 5-22).
Indeed, two major recurring themes in Isaiah are how disgusted God is with the ―proud and lofty‖ and His
abhorrence of oppression of the weak through might. The arrogant and tyrannical of this world are in for a rude
awakening. They will be brought low and humbled when the omnipotent God ―arises to shake the earth mightily‖
(verses 19, 21). Godly leaders use authority to serve those under their charge, just as Jesus later taught the
early leaders of the Church of God.
Punishment and Eventual Restoration (Isaiah 3–4)
These chapters appear to be a continuation of the prophecy started in chapter 2. God will remove the people‘s
food (3:1) and their leadership (verses 2-15). With immature, incompetent and inexperienced rulers (―babes,‖
verse 4) and everyone oppressing or seeking selfish advantage over each other (verse 5), a state approaching
anarchy will prevail. The people will turn to those who appear outwardly successful (verse 6). But they either
simply don‘t want to get involved or, perhaps, are themselves overwhelmed by the increasing mess (verses 68).
By the look in the eyes of the people, along with their words and deeds, it is clear that they are arrogant and
defiant against God and His law—indeed, brazenly and shamelessly as Sodom (verses 8-9)—and they will reap
what they sow (verses 10-11; compare Galatians 6:7-8). The immature leaders lead the people astray and
exploit the poor (verses 12-15). The ―daughters of Zion‖ are vain, haughty and wanton, obsessed with
appearance, fashion and materialism, drawing undue attention to themselves (verse 16). While perhaps a literal
reference to the women, this may also be a figurative reference to Israel and Judah in general. Sadly, they will
get more attention than they seek—as we see them left stripped and violated in fitting repayment of their antiGod moral revolution (verses 17-26). Verse 17 could imply sexually transmissible diseases.
Isaiah 4:1 may indicate a lack of children, as was prophesied of Israel by Hosea (compare Hosea 9:11-16). The
verse seems to imply that there will be a lack of husbands and fathers—perhaps because many men die or
because very few men will commit to marriage and family in the dire circumstances into which society will
ultimately crumble.
Verses 2-6 give the wonderful hope of the future Kingdom of God—the promises of good times to come once
God has cleaned up the people. ―The Branch of the LORD‖ is here a dual reference—both to the earth yielding
its fruit and to the Messiah, Jesus Christ, a ―branch‖ of the family of David, yielding spiritual fruit (compare 11:15; Jeremiah 23:5; Zechariah 3:8; John 15:1-8). War-wracked Jerusalem will, in the glorious age of Christ‘s
1,000-year reign over the earth (compare Revelation 20:4-6), finally see true peace and safety.
This future age is pictured in the observance of God‘s Feast of Tabernacles (see Leviticus 23:33-43 and our
booklet God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind). And at that time, the inhabitants of Zion
will dwell beneath the tabernacle of the cloud and fire—the same that led Israel through the wilderness as they
trekked to their permanent home (Exodus 13:20-22; 40:34-38; Numbers 9:15-23). The cloud and fire gave
constant reassurance of God‘s presence plus practical shade in the day and light at night.
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A tabernacle represents a temporary dwelling. And even the millennial Jerusalem will be a temporary
dwelling—as its inhabitants will await the permanent habitation of the New Jerusalem that will follow the
Millennium (compare Revelation 21–22). Yet the millennial Jerusalem will become the most dazzlingly beautiful
temporary dwelling imaginable. And the millennial age will be, in essence, one long and increasingly expanding
―Feast of Tabernacles‖—wherein the actual Feast of Tabernacles will be observed year by year, first in
Jerusalem and eventually throughout the whole world (Zechariah 14:16-19).
Song of the Vineyard and Impending Woes (Isaiah 5)
God begins this chapter with a song of Israel as a vineyard. This analogy is used elsewhere in Scripture as well
(compare Psalm 80:8, 14, 15; Jeremiah 2:21; Hosea 10:1; Matthew 21:33-46). ―It is a mournful song indeed,‖
notes The Bible Reader‘s Companion, ―as God laments the necessary abandonment of the ‗garden of His
delight,‘ the people He has cared for so patiently‖ (Isaiah 5 chapter summary). Despite His loving care, the
people bring forth not the pleasing fruit of righteousness, but the bitter fruit of sin. So six ―woes‖ follow—
indictments of those ―who monopolize land ownership (vv. 8-10), live profligate [unrestrained, self-indulgent]
lives (vv. 11-17), make evil their life‘s work (vv. 18-20), distort [the definitions of] good and evil (v. 20), are selfimportant [believing themselves wise] (v. 21), and corrupt justice (vv. 22-25)‖ (same note).
Verse 10 illustrates how unproductive the land would become. Estimates of the modern equivalent of a bath
vary, but a number of sources give it as six gallons (22 liters). This is not much of a yield from 10 acres. Even
more dramatic, a homer of seeds (about six bushels full) would produce only one ephah—a tenth of a homer
(compare Ezekiel 45:11) or just over half a bushel—of produce. Yet worse punishment lay in store for this
nation in rebellion against God.
The moral failure of Judah, and the house of Israel, can be seen today as well. Calling evil good and good evil
(verse 20) is an earmark of our day. Adherence to God‘s definition of right and wrong is now called intolerance.
Traditional values are labeled backward and repressive. The patriarchal family is called chauvinistic. Opposition
to the murder of the unborn is branded anti-choice or restricting a woman‘s freedom. Rejection of
homosexuality is called homophobia, hatemongering and bigotry. On the other side, an acceptance of all views
except the belief in absolute truth is referred to as being open-minded, accepting and understanding. The
denigration and marginalizing of husbands and fathers is called equality. Promiscuity and perversity of every
form is lauded as freedom and self-expression. Homosexuality itself is simply an ―alternate lifestyle.‖ Support for
abortion is labeled pro-choice. And what amounts to murder of the elderly or infirm is called euthanasia (or
―good death‖).
For their arrogant rebellion, viewing their way as better and more righteous than that defined in God‘s law of
true love, God‘s anger burned against the people of ancient Judah and Israel. Just so, His anger burns against
our societies today. His anger, of course, is different from that which a human ruler might feel at subjects who
don‘t keep his word. Ego taints human anger. But God‘s anger is because people are hurting themselves and
each other. They are so wrongheaded and stubborn that He has to take drastic action to bring them around to
change. And as He brought foreign armies to carry out His judgment on the people back then—so will He do in
our future. Though it was apparently not yet an accomplished fact when Isaiah wrote the words, it was, in the
eyes of God, as certain as done. That‘s why the captivity of the people is recorded in the past tense (verse 13),
even though it appears that it had not yet happened. For God calls ―those things which be not [yet] as though
they were‖ (Romans 4:17).
Isaiah Sees the Lord and His Seraphim; Monarchies in Transition (Isaiah 6)
Here we read the story of Isaiah‘s calling in the year Uzziah died. As with Ezekiel some years later (see Ezekiel
1; 10), Isaiah sees a vision of God on a throne, attended by spirit beings, at the heavenly temple. These angelic
spirits, identified as seraphim, could be a different class or type of angel from the cherubim in Ezekiel. The
seraphim are not described extensively, except that they have six wings instead of Ezekiel‘s four. However,
these beings may not be so different after all.
The word seraph has been left untranslated here. It literally means ―burning one.‖ Yet it is rendered elsewhere
in Scriptures as ―fiery serpent,‖ indeed with another word later in the book of Isaiah as ―fiery flying serpent‖
(14:29; 30:6; compare Numbers 21:6, 8; Deuteronomy 8:15). Notice Numbers 21:6 in the Tanakh, the newer
Jewish Publication Society translation of the Holy Scriptures: ―The LORD sent seraph serpents against the
people.‖ It is commonly thought that fiery (i.e., burning) serpents connotes the sting of their bites. Yet it may
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actually refer to the reflective quality of their glassy scales, by which they are shiny. Interestingly, the Hebrew
word for serpent, nachash, literally means ―shining one.‖ Indeed, a literal translation of Numbers 21:6 would be:
―And sent Yahweh among the people the shining ones, the burning ones, and they bit the people.‖ And notice
verse 8 in the Tanakh: ―Then the LORD said to Moses, ‗Make a seraph figure and mount it on a standard.‘‖ And
Moses made a bronze nachash or serpent (verse 9). In fact, the word for bronze is another form of nachash,
apparently because of its shiny quality. In any case, it appears that seraph and nachash are interchangeable
terms (see also E.W. Bulinger, The Companion Bible, Appendix 19).
What then of the seraphim Isaiah sees? According to Vine‘s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New
Testament Words, ―it may imply either a serpentine form (albeit with wings, human hands, and voices) or
beings that have a ‗glowing‘ quality about them‖ (1985, Old Testament Section, ―To Burn‖). Of course, every
angel, it should be noted, is a shining being of light (compare Revelation 10:1), described as a ―flame of fire‖
(Hebrews 11:7). All of this is rather interesting when we consider that Satan is referred to in Scripture as a
serpent and even a ―fiery red dragon‖ (Revelation 12:4, 9). This seems too much like ―fiery flying serpent‖ (i.e.,
seraph) to be mere coincidence. And yet Satan is distinctly referred to in Ezekiel 28:14-16 as a cherub.
Perhaps, then, a cherub and a seraph are the same thing. Granted, there do appear to be a few minor
differences between the creatures Isaiah and Ezekiel saw—and later the apostle John (compare Revelation
4:6-8). In that case, perhaps cherubim are a class of seraphim, yet different from the class Isaiah saw.
However, it could be that Ezekiel‘s cherubim were actually the same creatures Isaiah saw, but viewed in a
different activity so that Ezekiel did not see the extra pair of wings Isaiah and John did. Or perhaps these
creatures are capable of shape shifting even in the spirit realm—sometimes having six wings and sometimes
four, sometimes having four faces and sometimes one. Though we may not be able to ascertain a reason for
this, we should not suppose it out of the question—since righteous angels are even able to appear to us as
human beings, which is not their natural form.
In any case, the main focus of Isaiah‘s vision was not the seraphim. It was the One they praised—the King, the
Eternal God of Hosts. Hearing such wonderful praise for God, Isaiah knew painfully well that he was the only
one there who did not, and had not his whole life, uttered such praise. He knew that he was a sinner whose life
had not honored God. His speech had no doubt been wrong and impure on many an occasion. But with a coal
from the altar, Isaiah was symbolically cleansed, illustrating that God forgave his sins. This should remind us
that all sin is forgiven only through sacrifice—indeed, through one sacrifice—for the sacrifices on the temple
altar pointed to the ultimate sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
Interestingly, only with a censer of burning coals from the altar could Israel‘s high priest enter the Most Holy
Place on the Day of Atonement—using it to burn holy incense, producing a cloud of sweet-smelling smoke
representing the prayers of God‘s people (Leviticus 16:12-13; compare Revelation 5:8). Thus, God seems to
have granted Isaiah a personal atonement or reconciliation with Him, in which the prophet appeared, through
vision and prayer of cleansed lips, in God‘s very throne room. And like Isaiah, we too can, through repentance
and prayer, ―come boldly before the throne of grace‖ by the same sacrifice (Hebrews 4:16; 9:6-14).
Isaiah is then permitted to participate in the heavenly court. God is looking for a ―volunteer‖ to carry His
message to Judah, and Isaiah is willing after God cleanses him. But in a warning cited several times in the New
Testament (Isaiah 6:9-10; compare Matthew 13:14-15; John 12:37-41; Acts 28:24-29), it is to be a message
God knows they will not heed. Indeed, He pronounces utter devastation and national captivity (Isaiah 6:11-12).
Yet, while ancient Israel and Judah were invaded and the people taken captive, their cities were not, for the
most part, utterly devastated (save for Jerusalem eventually and a few other major settlements)—and the
people still today have not truly heeded Isaiah‘s words—indicating that this prophecy is primarily a reference to
coming end-time devastation (compare Ezekiel 6:6).
Isaiah 6:13 is translated awkwardly in the New King James Version. It is easier to follow in the Living Bible‘s
paraphrase: ―Yet a tenth—a remnant—will survive [following the captivity of the previous verse]; and though
Israel is invaded again and again and destroyed, yet Israel will be like a tree cut down, whose stump still lives to
grow again.‖ This parallels Amos 5:3, which is addressed to the house of Israel. While two thirds of the modern
descendants of Israel and Judah apparently will die initially from war and famine in the end time, another third
will evidently be taken into captivity (compare Ezekiel 5:12, which we will examine in more detail when we come
to it in our reading). And of that last third, these verses seem to say that only a tenth will remain to flourish anew
and multiply under the rule of Jesus Christ.
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As mentioned above, Isaiah was called the same year that Uzziah (or Azariah) of Judah died (ca. 740 B.C.).
Uzziah‘s son Jotham then became chief ruler (his son Ahaz apparently assisting him as coregent)—although
Jotham had already been functioning as king for 12 years while his father Uzziah remained in seclusion with his
leprosy. Furthermore, this was the same year that Pekahiah of Israel was replaced, in yet another northern
kingdom coup, by Pekah. This usurper reigned over Israel from around 740 B.C. until his death around 732
B.C. But since a reign of 20 years is attributed to him (2 Kings 15:27), it is evident that he must have reigned as
king for 12 years prior ―in his own district during the unsettled days of Shallum, Menahem, and Pekahiah (752740 B.C.)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 15:27). Pekah will cause some grief to Judah, as we will soon
see. But more importantly, it is his reign that will witness the beginning of the end for Israel.
―Behold, the Virgin Shall Conceive‖ (Isaiah 7)
Israel and Syria are mounting a new offensive against Judah, either sometime later in 734 B.C. or, more likely,
in 733 B.C. (as Assyria invades Israel immediately after, in 733). Isaiah, with his son Shear-Jashub (meaning
―Remnant Shall Return‖), is sent to meet Ahaz and tell him that the Syro-Ephraimite alliance will not prevail.
This was announced not for the sake of Ahaz himself but for the line of David. God would not allow the line of
David to be removed at this time. Furthermore, it was time for Israel‘s national punishment—and this would
serve as a warning to all Judah.
Isaiah 7:8 says Ephraim, representative of the northern tribes, would cease to be a people—a visible nation—
within 65 years. If the message was delivered around 733 B.C., then this prophecy was given around 11 years
before the final fall of Samaria (722 B.C.). And while that would fit a time frame of ―within 65 years,‖ 65 seems a
peculiar number of years to indicate an indefinite period. So where does counting 65 years from 733 B.C. put
us? The year 668 B.C. At this time the Assyrian king Esarhaddon (681-668 B.C.) was succeeded by his son
Ashurbanipal (668-626 B.C.), called Osnapper in the book of Ezra. And these two kings were responsible for
resettling the land of the northern kingdom with people from other parts of the Assyrian Empire who became
known as Samaritans (compare 2 Kings 17:24; Ezra 4:2, 10)—though they were completing a process that had
begun earlier. No doubt there still were a few Israelite escapees left in the land following the Assyrian
deportations. But even they were no doubt completely overwhelmed by the introduction of great numbers of
foreign settlers. And the Israelite tribal territory names, such as Ephraim, then disappeared from the land. This,
then, would seem to be the most likely fulfillment of Isaiah‘s prophecy.
During the course of the prophecy, Isaiah tells Ahaz to ask for a sign from God that this would happen. When
he refuses, God gives His own sign, over which there has been much debate: ―Behold, the virgin shall conceive
and bear a Son, and shall call His name Immanuel…‖ (Isaiah 7:14). Throughout Christianity, this is rightly
understood to refer to Jesus Christ‘s supernatural conception in the womb of Mary, who was a virgin at the time
of conception—for Matthew 1:23 quotes the prophecy in this regard. However, Jews, who don‘t believe in the
virgin birth of Jesus—or that He even was the Messiah—assign different meanings to the prophecy. And even
many Christians allow for a secondary, partial fulfillment that was more immediate to when the prophecy was
spoken than was the coming of Christ, which was yet more than 700 years away.
Controversy surrounds the Hebrew expression translated ―the virgin,‖ ha‗almah. Some maintain that this word
may be translated ―young woman of marriageable age.‖ Yet the early Greek translation of the Old Testament,
the Septuagint, rendered the word as parthenos, ―a word that has the specific meaning of ‗virgin.‘ But what does
the Hebrew mean? When all the passages in the Old Testament are investigated, the only conclusion one can
come to is that the word means ‗virgin.‘ To date, no one has produced a clear context, either in Hebrew or in the
closely related Canaanite language from Ugarit (which uses the cognate noun glmt), where ‗almah can be
applied to a married woman. Moreover, the definite article with this word must be rendered ‗the virgin‘—a
special one God had in mind. Added to this is the question of what would be so miraculous (‗sign‘) about a
‗young woman‘ having a baby?‖ (Kaiser, Davids, Bruce and Brauch, Hard Sayings of the Bible, 1996, note on
Isaiah 7:14).
Yet some fulfillment of this prophecy in Isaiah‘s day is still plausible. For it may be that a particular woman was
a virgin when Isaiah spoke but would soon marry and bring forth a son. The miraculous sign in this case (and
remember that it‘s a sign that Ephraim would be gone within 65 years) would not be so much the birth itself—
but that Judah‘s dreaded enemies, Israel and Syria, would be spoiled lands forsaken by their kings in a very
short time, while the child was still an infant. And indeed, Israel and Syria were waylaid within the next couple of
years by Assyria.
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Some have put forth the possibility that Isaiah was telling Ahaz that Ahaz‘s royal wife would bring forth an heir,
referring to his illustrious son, the righteous Hezekiah. Of course, this would have to have been a woman not
yet married to Ahaz in order to have been a virgin. But the real problem with this idea is that various
chronologies of the period reveal that Hezekiah was already born when the prophecy was given—and was even
already between 9 and 22 years old. Of course, the reference could still have been to another son of Ahaz who
was not yet born.
Others believe the reference was to a new son of Isaiah. For, while the prophet already had a son, he fathers
another son in the very next chapter, Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz (meaning ―Quick to the Plunder, Swift to the
Spoil‖). And a very similar prophecy to the one in chapter 7 is given about him: ―…for before the child shall have
knowledge to cry ‗My father‘ and ‗My mother,‘ the riches of Damascus and the spoil of Samaria will be taken
away before the king of Assyria‖ (8:4). He even appears to be addressed as ―Immanuel‖ (8:8), although some
believe this is a reference to Judah as a whole. In either case, Immanuel (meaning ―God With Us‖) would refer
to God‘s intervention and guiding of events. (Incidentally, for the prophesied child of chapter 7 to be Isaiah‘s
new son of chapter 8, the prophetess of 8:3, the child‘s mother, would have to have been a new wife of Isaiah—
not the mother of any previous children.)
Given such possibilities, it may be that a child born in Isaiah‘s day was part of what God intended by the
prophecy of Isaiah 7. But we might wonder why the sign to Ahaz was not simply the soon-coming defeat of
Syria and Israel. Why even include the child? And here we come to a much deeper meaning of the prophecy.
This sign was not just for Ahaz. It was for the whole ―house of David‖ (verse 13). The Lord, it says, ―will give you
[the Hebrew is plural] a sign…‖ (verse 14). And as the prophecy concerned the deliverance of God‘s people, He
gave them the sign of their ultimate deliverance—the Son born of the virgin. This Son would be an heir of
David. And even beyond that, He would be the true Immanuel, for He would be very God made flesh (―Mighty
God,‖ as the ―Child…born‖ and ―Son…given‖ of Isaiah 9:6 is called, which appears to tie directly back to the
Son of Isaiah 7:14). Moreover, His coming into the world would be a sign that all dread enemies would one day
be no more.
―It is not uncommon,‖ explains The Nelson Study Bible, ―to have one level of fulfillment in the immediate future,
and a final fulfillment many years later in the person and work of the Savior, Jesus. Thus the pregnancy of
Isaiah‘s new wife and the birth of her son (8:3) could have been a sign to King Ahaz. However, this would have
been a fulfillment, not the fulfillment. The prophecy was completely fulfilled in the coming of God‘s only Son to
the earth. He is the only Child who can truly be called Wonderful, Counselor, and Prince of Peace ([again] see
9:6)‖ (―INDepth: Immanuel,‖ sidebar on Isaiah 7:14).
Verses 18-25 of chapter 7 may be dual, focusing on the invasions and destruction of Israel in both Isaiah‘s time
and in the latter days—―in that day‖ (verses 18, 21, 23).
―Bind Up the Testimony‖ (Isaiah 8)
Chapters 7–12 is a major section of Isaiah containing ―a series of prophecies related specifically to the SyroEphraimite wars—the invasion of Judah by Rezin and Pekah. These prophecies aimed to call Judah back to
faith in God‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 7:1–12:6). Of course, these prophecies have a much broader
application than this, but they were given in this time frame and no doubt carried some significance for those
who heard them. That the prophecy of this chapter is tied to the previous one is most easily discernable from
the reference to Immanuel (8:8; compare 7:14). The name means ―God With Us,‖ a phrase repeated in verse
10 as a warning of destruction to all the enemies of God‘s people, including Assyria.
Verses 13-15 discuss how Isaiah (and those trying to follow in his steps) was to trust in God who would be his
help, but that God would be a stumbling block to Israel and Judah. The apostle Peter later discusses the same
subject, and he quotes from this passage in making his point, applying it to Jesus Christ, who was God in the
flesh (1 Peter 2:7-8). Combined with Isaiah 28:16, verse 14 also finds its way into Paul‘s writings (Romans
9:33).
We then see the words: ―Bind up the testimony, seal the law among my disciples‖ (Isaiah 8:16). This may refer
back to verse 1, where Isaiah was told to write the prophecy on a scroll. Perhaps Isaiah‘s followers were to
protect and preserve his words. Yet in verse 20 we see the statement: ―To the law and to the testimony! If they
do not speak according to this word, it is because there is no light in them.‖ Here ―the law‖ is generally
understood to refer to the first five books of the Bible, while ―the testimony‖ refers to all Scripture beyond them.
―This word,‖ then, is the Word of God. If people want to seek God, they must search His Word and heed those
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who faithfully teach and live by that Word. Instead, people were looking to paganism and the occult for
answers—just as they do today—which was clearly a violation of the law and the testimony (verses 19-20).
Isaiah‘s book is indeed part of the testimony constituting Holy Scripture. Yet it may be that this prophecy was
intended to imply far more than the inclusion of his book. In fact, it would seem to imply the completed written
revelation of God, laying down the full requirements of His laws. Perhaps it is God speaking in verse 16, saying
His disciples would seal or complete His revelation to mankind. In that case, this would appear to be referring to
God‘s written revelation being finished by the disciples of Jesus Christ in the New Testament. This seems quite
reasonable considering the other prophecies of Christ in immediate proximity.
Verses 17-18, explaining how Isaiah and his children are signs to Israel, are quoted in part in the book of
Hebrews (2:13).
―Unto Us a Child Is Born‖ (Isaiah 9–10)
Verse 1 makes it clear that this is a continuation of chapter 8, the ―gloom‖ having been brought up in 8:22.
Chapter 9 begins with the prophecy of a ―great light‖ upon the lands mentioned, which even Jewish teaching
has acknowledged as being a messianic reference. Matthew cited it as being fulfilled by Jesus (Matthew 4:1316). When the prophecy was written, the northern kingdom territories of Galilee and Naphtali were about to be
enslaved and taken captive: ―The ancient tribal allotments of Zebulun and Naphtali (Josh. 19:10-16, 32-39),
which included Galilee, were the first to feel the brunt of the Assyrian invasions (2 Kin. 15:29). The three
phrases at the end of the verse—the way of the sea, beyond the Jordan, Galilee of the Gentiles or ‗nations‘—
indicate administrative districts of the Assyrian conqueror Tiglath-Pileser III as a result of the three campaigns
he waged in the west around 733 B.C.‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Isaiah 9:1). The oppression of these lands
changed hands over time, in Jesus‘ day being under the dominion of the Edomite Herods, who themselves
were subject to Rome.
A few verses later, it is explained that the reason light will shine upon these lands is the birth of a Child, a Son
(verse 6)—seemingly the same Son mentioned in Isaiah 7:14. Yet this is clearly no child of Isaiah the prophet or
of anyone else of his day, for this Son is called Mighty God. This, then, is a reference to Jesus Christ alone. Yet
some may find the term ―Everlasting Father‖ confusing. Jesus is not God the Father, even though Trinitarians
mistakenly argue that they constitute one and the same being while somehow existing as distinct persons. The
Father and Son are indeed divine members of the same one God—that is, the one God family—albeit two
distinct Beings (see our free booklet Who Is God? for a fuller explanation). And some may be surprised to learn
that like God the Father, Jesus is the Father of all creation—for God the Father created all things through Jesus
Christ (Ephesians 3:9). This is how Jesus, as God and Creator, was the Father of Adam and thus mankind
(compare Luke 3:38). And it is why He is called the Everlasting Father.
In the same passage, that is, Isaiah 9:6-7, we have a perfect example of how a prophecy can skip ahead in
time with no obvious indication. For the reference to the Child being born is to Jesus‘ first coming in human
flesh 2,000 years ago, while His rule of a government is a reference to His second coming, which has not yet
occurred.
This wonderful promise of the future, however, is followed by a series of four chastisements of Israel for their
present disobedience—each ending with the same statement about God‘s anger we first encountered in Isaiah
5:25: ―But His hand is stretched out still.‖ While the unwary people contemplated aggrandizements of their
buildings (9:9-10), God had already set events in motion that would carry the people away. The Syrian king
Rezin‘s adversaries (verse 11), the Assyrians, would soon swoop into Israel, with the subjugated Syrians then
pressed into Assyrian service (verse 12).
The Israelites would be taken as prisoners of the enemy (10:4). In siege and then captivity, with little food to go
around, the Israelites would be set against one another in a fight for survival (9:18-21). The end of verse 21
seems to indicate that Judah is part of this infighting in captivity—though it is possibly a reference to Israel‘s
former attacks on Judah, for which Israel is being judged. It should be noted that the Assyrians, under a later
ruler Sennacherib, did deport vast numbers from Judah 20 years after the fall of Samaria—so that many Jews
then joined the northern tribes in captivity. Yet the ancient invasion and captivity of Israel and Judah by Assyria,
it should be mentioned, was a mere forerunner of end-time events yet to come. That this prophecy has a dual
application to the last days appears likely from the description of the emergence from captivity at the time of
Christ‘s return (see 11:1–12:6). The ancient captivity of Israel came to an end more than 2,000 years ago—but
this was not accompanied by the coming of the Messiah or even a return to dwell and remain in the Promised
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Land. In fact, the descendants of Israel have never returned en masse to the Holy Land. Thus, a captivity
ending with the Messiah‘s coming and a resettlement of the Promised Land must be yet future.
(It should also be noted that only a small percentage of Jews returned from the later Babylonian captivity. The
majority remained in Babylon and their descendants later migrated to other lands. Of the small number who did
return from Babylon, their descendants were later expelled by the Romans. Thus, for the most part, the Jews of
the world have remained scattered. The minority who have returned to the land of Israel in the past century
certainly does not fulfill the prophecy of Israel and Judah returning as a whole from captivity at the coming of
the Messiah.)
Thus, there is a future captivity coming. Let us, therefore, take warning. For as it was in Isaiah‘s day, God‘s
hand is stretched out still.
Assyria, the Rod of God‘s Anger (Isaiah 10)
Again, there is indication that the prophecy is a continuation of the one begun in chapter 7 to Ahaz. Remember
that Isaiah was accompanied by his son Shear-Jashub, meaning ―Remnant Shall Return.‖ And here we find
these very words in 10:21. Similarly, verse 6 contains the phrase ―to seize the spoil, to take the prey,‖ which is
reminiscent of the name of Isaiah‘s second son Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz‖ (―Quick to the Plunder, Swift to the
Spoil‖), introduced in chapter 8.
Assyria is used by God to punish Israel. Verse 11 states the Assyrian leader‘s intention to attack and plunder
Jerusalem as well as Samaria. As mentioned in the comments on our previous reading, the Assyrians under the
later king Sennacherib invaded Judah around 20 years after the fall of Samaria. We will soon go through this
episode in detail when we come to it in our regular reading. Sennacherib is successful in destroying and
plundering a major portion of Judah. He actually besieges Jerusalem, but in the end God miraculously
devastates his army. Isaiah 10 certainly appears to apply to these events.
But there is a broader picture here we should also consider. This chapter seems to flow right into the next one,
Isaiah 11, which clearly concerns the end-time return of Christ and the establishment of His Kingdom over all
nations. Indeed, as already explained, Isaiah 7–12 seems to be one long, related section of prophecy.
Throughout it, we find a number of messianic references, building to a crescendo in the clearly millennial
prophecies at the end. All of this provides a basis for looking on much of the prophetic material in these
chapters as dual in interpretation—applying to the events of Isaiah‘s day, but as a forerunner of even greater
events that will transpire in the end time. Thus, while God speaks in Isaiah 10 of bringing Assyria against Israel
and Judah, he may well have been referring both to the ancient invasions that took place in Isaiah‘s time and to
another Assyrian invasion of the end time. Indeed, the next chapter shows Israel returning from Assyrian
captivity at Christ‘s second coming (11:11), so this seems rather likely.
We might ask, then, who are the Assyrians today? The ancient Israelites who were taken into Assyrian captivity
eventually migrated into northwest Europe (see our booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy to
learn more). Likewise, the Assyrians, after their empire fell in 612 B.C., migrated into Europe behind them. The
Roman naturalist Pliny the Elder located the Assyrians north of the Black Sea in his day, the first century A.D.
(Natural History, Book 4, sec. 12).
A few hundred years later, Jerome, one of the post-Nicene Catholic fathers, applied Psalm 83:8 to the
Germanic tribes invading western Europe along the Rhine: ―For Assur [the Assyrian] also is joined with them‖
(Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, Letter 123, sec. 16). And of the Germanic peoples, Smith‘s Classical
Dictionary states: ―There can be no doubt that they…migrated into Europe from the Caucasus and the countries
around the Black and Caspian seas‖ (―Germania,‖ p. 361). Indeed, a significant portion of the Germanic people
of Central Europe today appear to be descended from the Assyrians of old. (A more detailed study paper on
this subject is currently in the works, though it will not be available for some time.)
To bring divine punishment on the Israelites from a foreign power in Isaiah‘s day, Assyria was the logical
choice. Ancient Assyria, as we‘ve seen, was the preeminent empire of the day. It was also one of the most
warlike and imperialistic nations in history. ―Its imperialistic ethic was embodied in the Middle Assyrian
coronation ritual, in which the officiating priest solemnly charged the king: ‗Expand your land!‘‖ (―Assyria,‖ The
Oxford Companion to the Bible, 1993, p. 63). And lest we think such national motivation is just ancient history,
we should remember Adolf Hitler‘s more recent cries for lebensraum (―living space‖). Of course, many nations
have engaged in imperialism and territorial expansion in modern times. Nevertheless, it is significant that this
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thread is still found in the modern history of the Assyrian people along with other Europeans. In fact, in the
years ahead, a resurgence of imperialism is prophesied to grip the European continent.
Various biblical prophecies show that a European-centered revival of the Roman Empire—called ―the Beast‖
and Babylon—will be the dominant power in the world just prior to the return of Jesus Christ (see Daniel 2, 7,
11; Revelation 13, 17–18). From Isaiah 10 and other prophecies that seem to indicate the Assyrian ruler and
people as important players on the end-time scene and as the principal agents of wrath against Israel, it
appears that these Central European people will constitute the leading force in the coming power bloc—as was
the case in a number of past revivals of the Roman ―Beast‖ system. Indeed, it makes even more sense when
we realize that they make up around one third of the population of Europe—clearly a dominating force. Yet
there certainly will be other national groups making up the coming European empire as well.
Europe‘s subjugation of the Israelite nations of the end time will be fierce—as a look back at ancient times
reveals. Panels from Assyrian archaeological sites depict graphic scenes of the gruesome savagery with which
these ancient conquerors treated their subjugated peoples. Even so, God indicates here in Isaiah 10 and in
other prophecies, such as Nahum, that the Assyrians of the end time will go overboard in their harsh treatment
of the modern Israelites. Indeed, this must be the case since the time of trouble yet to come on the peoples of
Israel will be worse than anything that has ever happened before (Jeremiah 30:7; Daniel 12:1; Matthew 24:21).
Failing to see themselves as tools in God‘s hands, His rod of punishment on Israel, the Assyrians arrogantly
view their subjugation of Israel as a mere conquest of their own doing in their struggle to take over the world
(Isaiah 10:5, 7, 15)—and so it will also be in the end time. The same basic attitude is shown in Habakkuk 1 to
be shared by the Babylonian Chaldeans. And, as we will see when we later consider a prophecy of Babylon in
Isaiah 13, the Babylonian Chaldeans will make up another significant portion of the latter-day European
alliance.
But in considering the problems of the Assyrians and Babylonians, let us not lose the focus that God is severely
displeased here with His own people Israel, calling them ―an ungodly nation…the people of My wrath‖ (10:6).
Despite the blessings He has showered on them, they flagrantly sin and rebel against Him. That is why God
sends these other peoples to deal with them. Afterward, God will punish the Assyrians and Babylonians as well
for their arrogance and cruelty—and Israel will at last go free. (Later in Isaiah, we will see Assyria and Israel
dwelling happily with one another under the rule of Jesus Christ, 19:24-25.)
The slaughter of Midian in Isaiah 10:26 is a reference to the defeat of the Midianites by Gideon and Israel‘s
release from Midianite oppression (Judges 7:25). The same story was alluded to in Isaiah 9:4. We also see
mention of the Red Sea crossing and Israel‘s release from Egyptian oppression. These are used as types of the
release from Assyrian oppression (10:27).
Verses 28-32 are describing a journey from Aiath, or Ai, about 10 miles north of Jerusalem, to Nob, which
overlooks Jerusalem. Indeed, each city listed is one step closer to the Jewish capital. This describes the terror
of the inhabitants of those areas as the Assyrian forces inexorably march on Jerusalem. Though disputed, this
could be the route Sennacherib‘s invasion would take. (We do know that he plundered a large part of Judah.)
But it could also describe the final advance of a future Assyrian commander on Jerusalem from the gathering
place at Megiddo in the north of Israel (compare Revelation 16:14-16; 19:19; Zechariah 14:12). In either case,
God will destroy the enemy (Isaiah 10:33-34).
Ushering in World Peace; the Second Exodus (Isaiah 11–12)
This wonderful section concludes the prophecies begun in chapter 7 relating to the Messiah. With the power of
God‘s Spirit, He will judge the earth, establish righteousness and bring to reality the dream of ages, world
peace—even throughout the whole of nature, transforming the world into an Edenic paradise (compare Isaiah
51:3; Ezekiel 36:35).
Indeed, Isaiah 11:6-9 explains that the very nature and perhaps even physiology of many animals will be
changed, thus requiring, it would seem, a restructuring of the global ecosystem. Isaiah repeats this amazing
prophecy in Isaiah 65:25. But, it should be noted, the animals here may well also be symbolic of the nations of
the world, with their peacefully dwelling together representing an end of war between people.
The lamb, kid, calf, fatling, ox and cow are often used in Scripture to symbolize the generally peace-loving
Israelite peoples. The wolf (the wild dog-kind) may be a reference to the descendants of Esau or to certain
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other Arabs (the Edomite Herod was referred to as a fox by Christ in Luke 13:32). And the great cats (leopard
and lion) and the bear are used in Daniel 7 to symbolize great gentile kingdoms. These parallels are perhaps
most clearly seen in Jeremiah 5:6, where the lion, wolf and leopard are widely understood to represent Israel‘s
enemies. In God‘s millennial reign the wild nature of the ―beasts‖ among men will be changed, as was
figuratively portrayed by Nebuchadnezzar when he (the Babylonian lion, compare Daniel 2 and 7) was made to
eat grass with the oxen (4:33).
Isaiah 11:9 dramatically foretells the time when the knowledge of God will be universal. Just as there are no
gaps in the oceans where water doesn‘t flow, not a single individual will be missed by Jesus Christ and His
glorified saints as they educate and evangelize the world. Paul loosely paraphrases verse 10 in his letter to the
gentile Romans to show their inclusion in God‘s Kingdom (Romans 15:12).
Isaiah 11:11 describes the wonderful second Exodus that will follow the end-time captivity of Israel and Judah.
The people are shown returning from these locations: Assyria (designating Central Europe in the end-time
context of this prophecy); Egypt; Pathros (southern Egypt); Cush (Sudan and Ethiopia or perhaps greater parts
of Africa); Elam (which could denote Iran or perhaps, based on end-time settlement, Eastern Europe); Shinar
(Mesopotamia and, therefore, Iraq, northeastern Syria and southeastern Turkey); Hamath (in northwestern
Syria); and ―the islands of the sea.‖ This last location could also be translated ―coastlands of the sea‖ (NRSV). It
is understood to mean from all around the world. When we compare this prophecy with others showing the endtime Israelites dwelling in the ―isles afar off‖ (Jeremiah 31:10; see 41:1, 8-9) and that God will bring them back
―from the coasts of the earth‖ (31:7-9), this last location in Isaiah 11:11 must denote their latter-day
homelands—the British Isles, Northwest Europe, Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, Canada and the United
States.
Putting this account together with other passages, it is evident that most of the Israelites who are still alive when
their countries are conquered and invaded will be carried away captive to other lands soon before Christ‘s
return. Notice again that those returning from their homelands are listed last—evidently the minority. Assyria is
mentioned first—as the place of captivity. So why are other lands mentioned?
As is mentioned in Hosea 9, two major factors will likely contribute to the scattering of captive Israelites
throughout what appear to be Muslim territories. First, Revelation 18:11-13 shows that end-time Babylon, of
which modern Assyria will be a leading player, will engage in slave trade, no doubt of the captive Israelites and
perhaps other peoples. Second, since the end-time European ruler, known in Daniel 11 as the ―king of the
North,‖ will sweep down and occupy a number of Muslim territories (verses 40-43), it seems likely that the
Europeans will set up military bases and labor camps in these areas and then ship down Israelite slave labor
from Europe to work at them. Of course, it could also be that some Israelites and Jews will be taken captive by
Muslim powers even before the final European invasion.
Isaiah 11:12-14 shows the Israelites returning to take back the Holy Land. Verses 15-16 describe the return as
a miraculous one, guided by God with great power as He led the Israelites out of Egypt of old. Again, God will
smite the Red Sea but this time also ―the River‖—commonly understood to mean the Euphrates—as His people
will be returning to the Promised Land from both the south and the north. Thus, there will be a highway—an
unimpeded path—for those coming from both directions.
Chapter 12 is very short, but contains the beautiful scripture, ―Therefore with joy you will draw water from the
wells of salvation‖ (verse 3)—pointing ultimately to the offering of God‘s Spirit to all mankind (compare 44:3;
John 7:37-39).
Furthermore, Isaiah 12 is one of many passages in the Bible that exhort us to worship God with music and
singing (verses 5-6). In fact, the Bible shows that one of the most important uses of music should be to worship
God. Today, with modern recording and playback technology, there is more listening to music (which can be
fine and good depending on the music), but regrettably there is much less singing and making music. And
sadly, only a very small percentage of music is sacred music—music that is reverential to God. And not all of
that is even biblically accurate in lyrics, with so-called gospel or Christian music—and even many church
hymns—often misrepresenting God‘s Word. It is as important to sing the truth as it is to speak the truth.
Finally, notice this interesting phrase in verse 2: ―For YAH, the LORD, is my strength and song [or ―song of
strength‖]; He also has become my salvation.‖ The same words are found in Exodus 15:2 and Psalm 118:14,
which means that they occur in each of the three parts of the Old Testament: the Law, the Prophets and the
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Writings. Often a stirring melody or rousing anthem is able to strengthen and encourage us. Yet in nothing will
we experience greater strengthening than in God Himself.
(Incidentally, some take the reference to the Hebrew ―YAH‖ and similar scriptural references as proof that this or
the fuller form Yahweh—or some variant spelling of the word—is how we must always refer to God. But this is
not biblical. We have a free reprint article on the subject of sacred names for those who wish to study the matter
further.)
Babylon, the Glory of Kingdoms (Isaiah 13–14)
Returning to the book of Isaiah, we come to ―the burden against Babylon‖ (verse 1). The word burden paints the
picture of the prophet being heavily laden with a message from God that he simply must deliver because it is
too heavy to carry.
As was mentioned in the previous highlights, the Assyrians sacked Babylon in 689 B.C. Some see the prophecy
of Isaiah 13 as a reference to that episode. However, in verse 17 we see the Medes, not the Assyrians, as the
ones conquering Babylon. And this did not happen until much later. The Babylonians eventually conquered the
Assyrians, overthrowing the Assyrian capital of Nineveh in 612 B.C. Then the Neo-Babylonian Empire ruled the
Middle East until its defeat by the Medes and Persians in 539 B.C. This was the fall of ancient Babylon. And the
prophecy does seem to anticipate this event, though it was written around 180 years in advance of it.
However, the passage appears to be primarily directed to a time long after that. It is heavily concerned with the
Day of the Lord—a time yet future, which immediately precedes the return of Christ (verses 6, 9; compare Joel
1:15; Revelation 6:12-17). Indeed, the return of God‘s people to the Promised Land in Isaiah 14:1-2 was not
fulfilled by the return of the Jews from Babylonian captivity in the days of Ezra. Only a paltry 50,000 then
returned (Ezra 2:64-65), and a few more later—perhaps only 15 percent or so of the Jews in Babylonia. Notice
further that Isaiah 14:1-2 says ―the house of Jacob‖ and ―Israel‖—referring to all 12 tribes, not just the Jews.
And in the return from Babylonian exile, the Jews did not then take their oppressors as slaves, as this prophecy
says would happen.
It seems clear, then, that while the destruction of historical Babylon is in view here, Isaiah‘s prophecy at this
point is referring primarily to end-time Babylon—which is not merely a single city or province but an economic,
political, religious and military power bloc centered in Europe that will seek to rule the world (Revelation 17–18).
The leading national force in this union, as explained in the highlights for Isaiah 10, will be modern Assyria—
apparently the Germanic peoples of Central Europe. Surprisingly, the European Union actually uses the symbol
of the Tower of Babel to represent its forming superstate.
But Assyria is not the only ancient nation with a surprising identity today. Babylon itself may be found
elsewhere. As explained in the previous highlights, a great many Babylonians were relocated to SyroPhoenicia, including Samaria, even before the Chaldean Neo-Babylonian Empire. When Babylon finally fell to
the Medes and Persians they set it up as their winter capital. Later, when Alexander the Great conquered the
Persian Empire, he too set up Babylon as the capital of Asia in his Greek empire.
When his successor in the region, Seleucus, took over, he declared himself the king of Babylon and made
Babylon his first capital. Soon he decided to move the capital to a new location north on the Tigris River and
invited those of Babylonia to relocate there. Later, he moved his capital west to Antioch in Syria. In fact, he built
30 new cities throughout his empire, most of them in Syria, and the vast majority of Mesopotamia relocated to
them. Thus, though Seleucid Syria was a Greek kingdom in name and language, it was predominantly
Babylonian in fact—with large numbers of Phoenicians of old Tyre and Sidon still dwelling along its
Mediterranean Coast.
Great numbers of the Babylonian and Phoenician Syrians were later taken to Rome as slaves. Amazingly, in
the centuries just before and after Christ, a massive change happened in the Roman population. Through wars
and other socioeconomic factors, Italy‘s native population dwindled. Many of the local freeborn citizens who
were left migrated to other parts of Rome‘s growing empire. At the same time, Rome brought in vast numbers of
slaves, mostly from Syria. The first-century Roman satirist Juvenal wrote of them: ―These dregs call themselves
Greeks but how small a portion is from Greece; the River Orontes [in Syria] has long flowed into the Tiber [in
Rome]‖ (Satire 3, line 62). Over time it became popular to free slaves in Rome—and thousands upon
thousands of freed slaves, who were skilled at various trades, displaced even more of the freeborn citizenry.
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So, as incredible as it may seem, Italy eventually became almost entirely Syrian or—in actuality—Babylonian
and Phoenician.
As for the Syrians who had not been taken from the Eastern Mediterranean as slaves, they gained notoriety as
merchants and traders, carrying on in the tradition of the Phoenicians of old. Eventually, this lucrative pursuit
would cause great numbers of them to spread throughout the entire Roman Empire—particularly through Spain,
southern France, northern Italy, etc. (see Franz Cumont, Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism, 1911, pp. 107109)—so much so that a great part of southern Europe is, in fact, Babylonian and Phoenician. Yet the center of
modern Babylon is still Rome. So when God identifies Rome and its empire as Babylon in Revelation 17–18
(and as Phoenician Tyre in Ezekiel 27), He means what He says!
Eventually we will see modern Babylon (or Tyre) and modern Assyria fused together into the same power (as
indeed has already happened in times past, such as with the Hitler-Mussolini Axis in World War II). This endtime power will conquer the modern-day Israelite nations and deport their remaining populations. The reference
to the Medes coming against Babylon (Isaiah 13:17) may have an end-time fulfillment as well. They may be part
of the massive force led by ―the kings from the east‖ (Revelation 16:12) that attack the ―kingdom‖ of ―the beast‖
(verse 10). We will consider this further when we later read another prophecy of Babylon‘s fall in Isaiah 21.
Babylon will be destroyed and abandoned—apparently referring to its end-time capital, Rome (Isaiah 13:19-22).
The reference to wild animals dwelling in its ruins may be dual, as we will see later.
Clearly, Isaiah 14:1-2 is referring to the same future time—when end-time Babylon falls, Jesus Christ returns to
this earth and all Israel returns to the Promised Land. The Israelites‘ prophesied enslavement of the Assyrians
and Babylonians, who had previously enslaved them, will be much different from the wretched picture of slavery
our world has sadly witnessed in the past. For this coming short-term slavery, under the rule of Jesus Christ the
Savior, will actually be to the benefit of the enslaved enemies. For at that time the Israelite slaveholders, with
God‘s Spirit poured out on them, will be converted in their hearts and minds to the ways of Christ. The gentile
slaves, then, will see Christian kindness in action and learn the true ways of God. Once they learn and accept
them, they too will be freed to live in the liberty of the truth of God. What a wonderful world God has in store for
all peoples!
O Lucifer, Son of the Morning (Isaiah 14)
The prophecies against Babylon continue—specifically against the ruler of Babylon. It is obvious from verses 13 that this has a primary fulfillment in the final ruler of end-time Babylon, a world dictator over a resurrected
Roman Empire of the last days who is called ―the Beast‖ in the book of Revelation (see 19:19-20). The ancient
kings of Babylon were forerunners of this final ruler. As ancient Babylon was conquered in one day by the
Medes and Persians (as foretold by the famous miracle of the handwriting on the wall recorded in Daniel 5), so
will end-time Babylon and its ruler meet sudden end at Christ‘s return (Revelation 18–19).
Yet the final ruler himself is portrayed in Isaiah 14 as a type of someone else. His name, in verse 12, is given as
Lucifer. But actually this is a Latin name—meaning ―Light-Bearer.‖ It is a translation of the Hebrew Heylel. This
word, based on related Hebrew words, seems to mean ―Brightness‖ or ―Praising‖—or, if the word is considered
as Heyl-el, perhaps even ―Brightness of God‖ or ―Praise to God‖ (though such translations are not normally
given because most scholars reject the angelic identity this could imply).
It also appears that Heylel was the Hebrew name for the ―Day Star,‖ that is, the planet Venus. Some now even
see in the name Helel ben Shahar (son of Dawn) a reference to a pagan deity represented by the planet Venus.
In any case, we are left with the picture of a grand star, likened to Venus, that wants to be grander than the
other stars: ―I will exalt my throne above the stars of God‖ (verse 13). To really understand the picture here we
need to know a little about astronomy.
Venus is the brightest object in the sky except for the sun and moon. We now understand it to be a planet. But
to the ancients it was classed as a star—simply because their words for star meant a small, shining point of
light in the sky. Notice that the reference in verse 12 is ―Day Star, son of the morning.‖ The planet Venus is still
referred to as either the morning star or the evening star—because it is visible only just before sunrise or just
after sunset. Before dawn, Venus rises from the eastern horizon. But before it is able to climb into the sky (to
rise above the other stars and be the highest), the light of the rising sun—the ultimate physical daystar—causes
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Venus to disappear in the growing light of day. After sunset, Venus appears just above the western horizon—
but it sets (or is brought down to the ground) very quickly.
The individual pictured in these verses exalts himself with five ―I wills‖ (verses 13-14). He aspires to universal
domination—―to be like the Most High‖ (verse 14). This attitude certainly applied to the rulers of ancient
Babylon, who viewed themselves as exalted above all other human rulers (compare Daniel 4:29-37)—and it
likely similarly applies to the unbridled arrogance of the final end-time ruler of Babylon. But it applies most of all
to the spiritual ruler of Babylon of all ages—the power behind the throne—Satan the devil. We are told in the
book of Revelation that it is Satan, the serpent and dragon of old, who gives power and authority to the Beast
(13:2). Indeed, the various ―heads‖ of prophetic Babylon through all ages (compare Revelation 13:1; 17:3)—the
succession of gentile world empires—are pictured as emerging from the devil (12:3).
That the devil is primarily meant in this passage in Isaiah 14 is also supported by the fact that Jesus appears to
refer to verse 12 when He says, ―I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven‖ (Luke 10:18). Furthermore, ―stars‖
represent angels elsewhere in prophecy (see Revelation 1:20). Indeed, ―a third of the stars of heaven,‖ meaning
angels, were cast to the earth with Satan in his revolt against God in eons past (12:4). We learn more of
Satan‘s rebellion in Ezekiel 28:11-17, where, again, a human ruler is first used to typify him (in fact, as we will
later see, that human ruler of Tyre is none other than the same end-time Beast).
Yet it is not entirely clear whether the revolt against God pictured in Isaiah 14 refers to the ancient struggle that
predated man‘s existence (again, see Revelation 12:4) or the one that will occur when Satan and his demons
again attempt to assault God‘s heaven three and a half years before Christ‘s return (see verses 7-14). Many
scholars note that the language in Isaiah 14:12 is in the form of a lament, an expression of mourning over a
great loss. This would reflect God‘s grief and sense of loss over the companionship of this trusted cherub
(Ezekiel 28:14) and the rebellion Satan had instigated, indicating this passage refers to that initial rebellion.
However, it is also possible that the primeval satanic rebellion described here is related as a forerunner of the
similar latter-day assault described in Revelation 12. The outcome is the same either way. Satan failed
miserably the first time—and he will fail again at the end. For more information, request our free booklet Is
There Really a Devil?
Lucifer, the aspiring daystar—who was brightest of the ―morning stars‖ (see Job 38:7) and even now still
appears as an ―angel of light‖ (2 Corinthians 11:14)—is no match for the ultimate ―Morning Star,‖ the ―Sun of
Righteousness,‖ Jesus Christ (see Revelation 22:16; Malachi 4:2), or the ultimate ―Father of lights,‖ God the
Father (see James 1:17).
One of the ironies of the passage in Isaiah 14 ―is the idea that to be like the Most High (v. 14) is to be selfexalted, whereas it [in truth] is to be self-giving (cf. Phil. 2:5ff.). The ugliness as well as the brevity of the false
glory is powerfully shown in vv. 16-21‖ (The New Bible Commentary: Revised, 1970, note on Isaiah 14:20-21).
In reading what is said about the downfall of the ruler of Babylon, realize that all of it applies to both the human
ruler and Satan—if not in fact then in type.
Verses 22-23 describe the destruction of Babylon. Interestingly, after its fall ancient Babylon did become an
abandoned place of marshes as the Euphrates River gradually changed course and moved farther away from
the city (a process begun when Babylon‘s conqueror Cyrus of Persia removed dikes that kept the river in a
particular course). Isaiah referred to it before the fact as the ―Wilderness of the Sea‖ (Isaiah 21:1, 9). In fact, this
is part of the reason that Alexander the Great‘s successor Seleucus moved his capital from Babylon shortly
after establishing it there (see previous highlights). Yet there will probably be a greater fulfillment of this
prophecy when end-time Babylon is cast down. Perhaps such a fate will befall the modern capital of Babylon,
apparently the city of Rome.
Revelation 20:1 tells us that Satan, and by implication his demons, will be bound for 1,000 years in a particular
place—called a ―pit‖ or ―abyss‖—which Leviticus 16:22 typifies as an ―uninhabited land‖ or ―wilderness.‖ The
confinement prophesied for the demons will keep them away from the human beings living during the reign of
Christ and His saints—and keep human beings away from them. Perhaps the mention of wild and weird
animals and birds at Babylon in conjunction with its desolation (Isaiah 13:21-22) is meant to typify or even
indicate demons there (see Revelation 18:2). In fact, regarding a parallel passage, The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary reports that at least one scholar ―attempts to render the assonance of tsiim ‘eth ‘yim (siyyim etiyyim, ‗desert creatures and hyenas‘) by ‗goblins and ghouls‘…. [Another scholar] considered them, not as
animals, but probably demons of the desert‖ (footnote on Jeremiah 50:39).
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Finally, God relates destruction to come on Assyria (verses 24-25), which, as with so many of these prophecies,
seems to indicate both ancient and future punishment. End-time Assyria is largely synonymous with end-time
Babylon, since they represent the same power bloc. The forces of this power will be broken in God‘s land
(Israel) and on God‘s mountains (Jerusalem and its environs)—and this punishment will affect all nations (verse
26). This is supported by other prophetic passages (Revelation 16:14, 16; Joel 3:1-2, 12-14).
When the end-time Assyrian yoke of oppression and slavery is broken, God‘s people will be free. At the same
time, the power of Satan will be overthrown. God‘s land and mountains (verse 25) will then be the whole earth
(Revelation 11:15). And with Satan‘s power broken everywhere, all people will at long last be free.
As a final note on the passage, it should be mentioned that the word rendered ―hell‖ in verse 9 is the same word
left untranslated in the rest of the chapter—sheol (see verses 11, 15). While some attempt to read into these
verses a shadowy or fiery underworld, the Hebrew word sheol is often translated ―the grave,‖ which is the true
meaning of the word. And in the grave human beings have no consciousness (Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10). Indeed,
the dead are portrayed in Scripture as ―sleeping‖ until the resurrection (Daniel 12:2; 1 Corinthians 11:30; 2
Peter 3:4). To learn more about this particular subject, send for our free booklets What Happens After Death?
and Heaven & Hell: What Does the Bible Really Teach?
The Year King Ahaz Died; A Viper Against Philistia (Isaiah 14–16)
The next item in the book of Isaiah is a prophecy against Philistia dated to ―the year that King Ahaz died‖
(14:28). Thus, the death of Ahaz in 715 B.C. finally comes. Whether or not he had reasserted himself in the
years since Hezekiah‘s reign began is not known, although there is reason to think so, as we‘ll see.
In any case, we see here that just being king did not automatically carry with it the adulation of the people.
Although the people often followed in the idolatrous ways of a wicked king, they sometimes were able to
recognize his questionable behavior. In this case in particular, Hezekiah provided such a contrast to this evil
king and had led the people to a renewed commitment to God. However, it was now 13 or 14 years since
Hezekiah‘s great Passover and there is no way to know whether or not the commitment of the people had
remained steadfast.
Still, the people‘s opinion of Ahaz was shown through the nature of the burial they gave him. He was buried in
Jerusalem, but not in the royal cemetery with those given a place of honor (2 Chronicles 28:27). Hezekiah
himself was likely involved in the decision of course—and perhaps Isaiah as well. A similar fate had been
accorded Jehoram (who had been married to, and influenced by, Ahab‘s daughter Athaliah, 2 Chronicles
21:20).
Returning to the book of Isaiah, the specific dating of the prophecy to the year Ahaz died may be a clue that
elements of this particular prophecy were actually meant for the people of that day. Ahaz was pro-Assyrian. In
former days, he had been a vassal of the Assyrian king Tiglath-Pileser III. In fact, Tiglath attacked and defeated
the Philistines in 734 B.C. at the urging of Ahaz. But Tiglath had died 12 years before this prophecy was
given—in 727 B.C., shortly after Ahaz himself was essentially replaced as king of Judah by Hezekiah.
Yet perhaps Ahaz had, as earlier suggested, reasserted himself at some point. We do know that in 720 Sargon
II of Assyria demanded tribute of Judah and that Judah appears to have capitulated. It is possible that Ahaz‘s
hand had been strengthened in the wake of that. In any case, some commentaries suggest that upon Ahaz‘s
death, the Philistines sent a mission to Hezekiah to propose a rebellion against Assyria—that this is who is
meant by ―the messengers of the nation‖ in verse 32.
Verse 29 seems to be slightly mistranslated in the King James and New King James Versions. Notice it in J.P.
Green‘s Literal Translation: ―Do not rejoice, O Philistia, all of you, for the rod of your striking [that is, your own
military power] is broken, because a viper comes forth from the root of a [or the] snake, and his fruit [or
offspring] shall be a fiery flying serpent.‖
References to a snake or serpent, a viper and a ―fiery flying serpent‖ or dragon would seem to point to Satan
(Revelation 12:4, 9; see highlights on Isaiah 6)—and, by extension, to the gentile empires empowered by him
(see highlights for the previous reading). In fact, dragon-like creatures were prominent emblems in Assyria and
Babylon.
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The usurper Sargon II had actually stormed through Philistia twice in recent years (720 and 716 B.C.). He
seems to be the ―viper‖ that ―comes forth‖—that is, presently continues to come forth—against the Philistines,
causing their power to be broken. Indeed, he had just come the previous year! What makes the Philistines think
they can now defeat him?
The viper is seen coming from the root, or the roots, of a snake or serpent—or of the serpent—and thus sharing
the same origins of this serpent. Prior knowledge of this serpent would seem to refer to the Philistines having
been bitten before—as they were by Tiglath-Pileser III. If that is so, notice that the viper is not the serpent
Tiglath‘s son. Rather, the viper comes from the same roots the serpent did. This could well apply to Sargon II,
who, not the son of Tiglath, was an Assyrian general of noble roots.
Sargon had already come against the Philistines twice. And he would do so again, in a much greater way, two
years later in 713-712 B.C.—to put down a Philistine rebellion at Ashdod and neighboring areas (see Isaiah
20:1).
Then notice the warning about the viper‘s draconian offspring (verse 29). Sargon‘s son—Sennacherib—would
utterly crush a later Philistine rebellion in 701 B.C., the same rebellion in which Hezekiah also took part. The
fact that smoke (probably either rising dust from the Assyrian armies or smoke from the fiery destruction they
would bring) is coming from the north (verse 31) is another indication that an invasion from Mesopotamia is
meant—as that is the direction from which such invasions came.
How does the passage say the Philistine entourage should be answered? Besides the foregoing, that the only
place the Philistines could go for refuge would be Zion, or Jerusalem (verse 32). Amazingly, only Jerusalem did
not fall to Sennacherib‘s invasion, as we will later see.
Of course, since prophecy is often dual in application, it is possible that these verses have relevance for the last
days—that an end-time Assyrian ruler, coming from the same roots as Tiglath-Pileser and his immediate
successors, could again fulfill the prophecy in some way. Further prophecies against the Philistines can be
found in Jeremiah 47, Ezekiel 25:15-17, Joel 3:4-8, Amos 1:6-8, Zephaniah 2:4-7 and Zechariah 9:5-7.
The Burden Against Moab; ―Let My Outcasts Dwell With You‖ (Isaiah 14–16)
Isaiah 15 and 16 are addressed to Moab. Terrible devastation is going to befall its people. Beyond that, there
are multiple ways to possibly understand this passage, none of which is certain.
Reliance on the pagan temple of Dibon in the north of the country (15:2; 16:12) is foolishness. God calls it
Dimon in 15:9, which ―sounds like blood in Hebrew‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, 1997, note on verse 9)—and
explains that its waters will indeed be full of blood.
―Three-year-old heifer‖ in verse 5 could also be translated ―Third Eglath‖—designating an unknown city. But the
translation ―three-year-old heifer‖ does fit the context: ―The expression ‗three years old‘ implies one at its full
vigor (Gen. 15:9), as yet not brought under the yoke; as Moab heretofore unsubdued, but now about to be
broken‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, 1961, note on Isaiah 15:5).
Moabite fugitives flee to Zoar, in southwest Moab on the south end of the Dead Sea—a border city with Edom
and Judah. We then see them in the way of Horonaim, ―a town of Moab not far from Zoar…. It means ‗the two
poles,‘ being near caves‖ (note on verse 5). Lack of water and fertile land have driven them south (verse 6), and
they continue to the ―Brook of the Willows‖ (verse 7). ―Margin has ‗valley of Arabians‘; i.e., to the valley on the
boundary between them and Arabian Petrea; now Wady-el Araba. Arabia means a ‗desert‘‖ (note on verse 7).
Yet God sends lions after even the escapees (verse 9). Some equate this with Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon,
represented as a winged lion in vision (see Daniel 2, 7). But the remnant of Jacob in the end time is also
referred to as a lion (Micah 5:7-8).
That Isaiah 15–16 is an end-time prophecy there can be no doubt. For 16:4-5 contains a clear picture of the
reign of the Messiah, Jesus Christ. Also, you should read Jeremiah 48:1-5, 28-36 at this point. While it might
appear from the end of Isaiah‘s prophecy that the events mentioned would transpire within three years of when
he delivered it (see Isaiah 16:13-14), we should notice that Jeremiah wrote long afterward and gave, in many
respects, the very same prophecy. This adds to the certainty of this being a prophecy of the last days. Yet the
prophesied destruction on Moab might seem to contradict another end-time prophecy.
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Daniel 11:40–12:3 also contains a prophecy of the ―time of the end.‖ In these verses, the ―king of the North‖—
the final human dictator of the last days (known as ―the Beast‖ in Revelation)—will invade and occupy many
Middle Eastern countries. ―But these shall escape from his hand: Edom, Moab, and the prominent people of
Ammon‖ (verse 41). These ancient regions largely constitute the modern nation of Jordan. So do the
Jordanians escape or are they destroyed? How do we resolve this?
The forces of this end-time Beast power will invade the various Middle Eastern nations a few years prior to
Christ‘s return, as other prophecies show. But the punishment on Moab appears to come in the final year before
Christ‘s return: ―‗…upon Moab, upon it I will bring the year of their punishment,‘ says the LORD‖ (Jeremiah
48:44). A related prophecy pertaining to Edom names this the Day of the Lord: ―For it is the day of the LORD‘s
vengeance, the year of recompense for the cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:8).
Thus, Ammon, Moab and Edom will initially escape destruction from the Beast power. But during the Day of the
Lord, the final year before Christ‘s return, they and the Beast power itself will experience devastating
punishment from God for their treatment of God‘s people Israel, i.e., both physical and spiritual Israel. That year
will be the time of the blowing of the seven trumpets of Revelation (see Revelation 6:12-17; 8–9; 11:15)—a time
of terrifying, cataclysmic events. And it appears that part of the punishment on these nations will be inflicted by
a somewhat resurgent Israel and Judah (compare Isaiah 41:14-15; Micah 4:13; Jeremiah 51:19-24; Zechariah
12:6; 14:14). We will consider this in more detail when we come to Jeremiah 51 in our reading.
Moving on, the first verse of Isaiah 16 says, ―Send the lamb to the ruler of the land….‖ This could be a
reference to the ancient tribute of lambs that Moab used to pay to David (see 2 Kings 3:4). Perhaps it is a way
of saying to Moab, ―Submit to Judah again if you want to be protected.‖ Or maybe the ―ruler of the land‖ is now
the Messiah of verse 5, who is of the line of David as mentioned—and Moab is being told, in this manner, to
submit to Him. It is also possible that the lamb itself refers to Jesus Christ, the ―Lamb of God‖ (compare Isaiah
53:7; John 1:29; Revelation 5:6). Perhaps He is here pictured being sent by God the Father to Jerusalem to
take over from the present ruler of the land. Still, it is also possible that the lamb refers to the remnant of Moab
as a taunt—that, continuing from the previous verse, if they flee through the wilderness through Judah, they will
be like a lamb ravaged by ―lions‖ (Isaiah 15:9).
We also see mention in 16:1 of Sela, meaning the ―rock.‖ God elsewhere tells Moab to ―dwell in the rock‖
(Jeremiah 48:28). Yet He earlier gave the same instruction to Israel (Isaiah 2:10). The reference in Isaiah 16:1
could represent a figurative picture of people hiding in rock caves (as in Isaiah 10:19-21 and Revelation 6:1517)—either from God, to no avail, or from danger in general—or refuge in an actual place called Sela in Edom
(2 Kings 14:7). That place today is known by its Greek name with the same meaning, Petra. The city of Petra is
Jordan‘s prime tourist attraction, as its ancient inhabitants, the Nabataeans, carved tombs, temples and even a
massive amphitheater right out of the rock walls of this secluded and sealed-in valley. There is no place like it
on earth.
Some see Isaiah 16:1-4 as an indication that Petra is the location of a prophesied place of future protection for
God‘s Church or a faithful remnant of Israel (compare Revelation 12:14-16; Isaiah 26:20-21; 33:15-17; 42:11;
Zephaniah 2:1-3, 8; Matthew 24:16; Luke 21:21, 36). However, there are too many variables and unclear
elements to be sure. First of all, as already mentioned, there is no certainty that a specific place is even meant
in Isaiah 16:1. And if it is, there is no way to be sure that the place is Petra as opposed to some other location
designated as a rock. However, it does seem likely that Petra is meant if ―Brook of the Willows‖ is alternately
understood to mean, as mentioned above, the Wadi al-Arabah—which would put it in the right vicinity.
Interestingly, an international correspondent for WorldNetDaily wrote an article on the famous ―rose-red city‖ of
Petra, noting that the Israelis believe it may indeed serve as a place of refuge for them in the future. He
reported: ―WorldNetDaily traveled to Petra with the Amman-based Mossad intelligence agent Avi Rubin—a
former airborne commando in the Israel Defense Force. Rubin explained that Petra might be the ultimate
defensive position in a regional war. ‗It is an outstanding defensive position. Airborne assault would be most
difficult. It is what I would call a natural defensive position. The Roman legions, the Crusaders, the Arabs and
now the IDF, Iraq and the Jordanian army all recognized this,‘ said Rubin. ‗The most important defensive
feature is called ‗the Shiq,‘ which is about 2,000 meters long. {Today, the passage is marked by the ‗Indiana
Jones‘ souvenir shop.} It is a narrow passageway which leads into the city. It has very high, sheer walls which
will protect the Israeli population as they enter the city from the west. The rocks of Petra can help protect from
gunfire, bombing, artillery and perhaps even absorb some radiation‘…. Rubin said that both the IDF and the
Mossad had examined Petra from a strategic and military perspective‖ (Anthony LoBaido, ―A City for ‗End
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Times‘: Is Petra Hiding Place for Israeli Remnant During Armageddon,‖ WorldNetDaily, April 24, 2001, on-line
at www.worldnetdaily.com/news/article.asp?ARTICLE_ID=22539).
Yet while the King James and New King James Versions give the sense of Moab hiding the ―outcasts‖ in these
verses, other translations make the passage an appeal to hide and protect the refugees of Moab. While that
might seem unlikely, since it appears that God calls them His outcasts and has sent lions after the outcasts of
Moab, these other translations view ―my outcasts‖ as a Moabite appeal—in other words, ―Let us dwell with you,
Judah,‖ which Judah then rejects.
Another puzzling element is the fact that the Moabite fugitives are first seen running far south—and are then
stated to be cast out of their hiding place at the ―fords of the Arnon,‖ which would be quite a ways to the north
again, up near Dibon. Perhaps this indicates that they go southwest into Edom or Judah but that the Jews, who
will apparently be resurgent to some degree during the Day of the Lord (see Zechariah 12:6; 14:14), then chase
them back into Moab. (This would actually make it more likely that the inhabitants of Sela, if it is Petra, are not
the Moabites.) Or perhaps the Moabites actually try to assault those in Sela to take over their place of refuge
(compare Zephaniah 2:1-3, 8)—and God drives the Moabite invaders out of there and into the open, forcing
them to flee back north.
In any event, it still seems most probable that Isaiah 16:3-4 is an appeal by God rather than the Moabites—for
Moab to hide His outcasts. Moab, in this scenario, gets into trouble for denying them refuge (though God, it
would seem, secures it for them anyway). Then, when it comes time for Moab‘s outcasts to seek refuge, God, in
this same scenario, denies them—just as they formerly denied Him.
What, then, of Isaiah 16:13-14 saying Moab‘s destruction would take place ―within three years‖? While this may
have referred to an event in Isaiah‘s day—The Nelson Study Bible suggesting ―the quelling of a rebellion
against Sargon in 715 B.C.‖ (note on verses 13-14)—we should again keep in mind Jeremiah‘s much later use
of basically the same prophecy. Perhaps Isaiah‘s words regarding three years, then, are for the future. It could
be that the time frame of ―now‖ in verse 14 is the point at which Moab is supposed to hide God‘s outcasts
(verses 3-4). This would be the beginning of the Great Tribulation, which, as other prophecies show, will occur
three and a half years before the return of Christ. The Day of the Lord apparently begins two and a half years
from this point—again, one year before Christ‘s return (see previous highlights for Hosea 6:2). And this means
the Day of the Lord commences ―within three years‖ from the beginning of the Tribulation. So it is possible that
this is what is intended.
Speculation about how and where God will protect His people during the coming Great Tribulation and Day of
the Lord is always interesting. However, it‘s not important that we know the answers in advance, or else God
would have made them clear. What is important is that we keep our hope and faith in the spiritual Rock, Jesus
Christ (see 1 Corinthians 10:4; Psalm 18:2; Matthew 16:18; Romans 9:33; Ephesians 2:20; 1 Peter 2:6-8).
Christ‘s consistent teaching is that a Christian‘s primary focus should be on spiritual preparedness (Matthew
24:44; 1 Thessalonians 5:2-6). Further prophecies against Moab can be found in Isaiah 25:10-12, Jeremiah 48,
Ezekiel 25:8-11, Amos 2:1-3 and Zephaniah 2:8-11.
Prophecy Against Damascus and Israel; The Invading Multitude;
Message to Ethiopia (Isaiah 17–18)
As we saw in the prophecies of Isaiah to Ahaz (Isaiah 7), Syria and Israel were allies. Chapter 17 starts out as a
prophecy against Damascus, the capital of Syria, but by verse 3 the subject is Ephraim and the rest of Israel
more than it is Syria.
The dating of this prophecy is not certain. The Assyrians had, at the time of Israel‘s first deportation in 732 B.C.,
also destroyed Damascus and taken its citizens captive north to Kir, thereby fulfilling, at least in part, a
prophecy of Amos (2 Kings 16:9; Amos 1:3-5). Yet we know that the Assyrians later came against Damascus
again, around 720 B.C., and retook it. For this reason, since the prophecy mentions the ―remnant of Syria‖
(Isaiah 17:3), many date the prophecy to the early reign of Hezekiah—to between 729 and 722 B.C.—following
the early deportations of Israel and Syria and yet prior to their later fall.
However, Isaiah 17:12–18:7, which contains a message to Ethiopia (Hebrew Cush), seems to be part of the
same prophecy or ―burden‖ as the early part of Isaiah 17. And there is reason for dating this section to around
715 B.C. At that time, around the death of Ahaz, ―a Cushite dynasty took over Egypt…and probably sent
ambassadors to Jerusalem‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 18:1). This is a reference to ―Shabako, the Nubian
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successor to Osorkon [IV],‖ the latter, apparently known also as King So (2 Kings 17:4), having been defeated
by Sargon II of Assyria in 716 (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, pp.
412-413). Thus, as our previous few readings have borne some relation at least to 715 B.C.—and our next
reading will refer to an event dated to 713-712 B.C.—this dating seems likely. And the first part of Isaiah 17
seems to date from the same time since, as mentioned, Isaiah 17–18 appears to be a single prophecy.
If that is so, here we have a prophecy of Israel and Syria‘s fall given after Israel has already fallen. This makes
it most likely an end-time prophecy. Supporting this conclusion is the repeated phrase ―in that day‖ (17:4, 7, 9),
which often refers to events surrounding the coming of the Messiah to reign over the nations (compare 2:11, 17,
20; 4:1-2; 11:10-11; 12:1, 4). Following Israel‘s ancient captivity, its people journeyed, over the centuries, to
northwest Europe—and are now represented, in large part, by the American and British peoples. (For more on
this, request or download our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy).
An end-time prophecy of Damascus and Syria could apply to those living in the nation of Syria today. Or it could
also refer to Aramaean peoples who were, in ancient days, deported by the Assyrians to Kir, just south of the
Caucasus Mountains. Some of these people became the Armenians. And others probably migrated through the
Caucasus and into Europe along with the Israelites. Besides Amos 1:3-5, additional prophecies against
Damascus can be found in Jeremiah 49:23-27 and Zechariah 9:1.
The Israelites, we are told in Isaiah 17:7-8, will finally turn to God in the midst of the destruction that comes
upon them. Then, following more details of that destruction in verses 9-11, the prophecy changes focus. We are
told of a massive invasion force that God will punish. ―The connection of this fragment with what precedes is:
notwithstanding the calamities coming upon Israel, the people of God shall not be utterly destroyed…[and] the
Assyrian spoilers shall perish‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on 17:12–18:7). Some have
connected Isaiah 17:14 to the overnight destruction of the Assyrian army of Sennacherib that would occur in the
days of Hezekiah (see Isaiah 37:36). While a likely forerunner, this is still predominantly an end-time prophecy.
Notice what the JFB Commentary says regarding the next section addressed to Ethiopia: ―Isaiah announces the
overthrow of Sennacherib‘s hosts and desires the Ethiopian ambassadors, now in Jerusalem, to bring word of it
to their own nation; and he calls the whole world to witness the event (vs. 3). As ch. 17:12-14 announced the
presence of the foe, so ch. 18 foretells his overthrow. The heading in [the] English Version, ‗God will destroy the
Ethiopians,‘ is a mistake arising from the wrong rendering ‗Woe,‘ whereas the Hebrew does not express a
threat, but is an appeal calling attention (ch. 55:1; Zech. 2:6): ‗Ho.‘ He is not speaking against but to the
Ethiopians, calling on them to hear his prophetical announcement as to the destruction of their enemies‖ (note
on Isaiah 18).
Indeed, in the end time too, the ruler of Assyria—the ―king of the North‖—will be an enemy of Ethiopia, as we
elsewhere see him bringing the Ethiopians as well as the Egyptians under his subjection (see Daniel 11:42-43).
This is another reason we may view the defeat of the enemy force in Isaiah 18 in an end-time context. Also,
compare verse 6 with Revelation 19:17-18.
Finally, mention is made of a ―present‖ being brought from Ethiopia to Jerusalem. This is stated in Zephaniah
3:10 as well: ―From beyond the rivers of Ethiopia My worshipers, the daughter of My dispersed ones, shall bring
My offering.‖
These verses also appear related to Psalm 68, where David says to God: ―Because of Your temple at
Jerusalem, kings will bring presents to you…. Envoys will come out of Egypt; Ethiopia will quickly stretch out
her hands to God‖ (verses 29-31). Yet Isaiah and Zephaniah appear to indicate a particular present or
offering—singular. As to what all of this might mean we can only speculate.
Interestingly, many Ethiopians practiced the Jewish religion before the days of Christ. (Note the eunuch of the
Ethiopian royal court who was in Jerusalem to worship—see Acts 8:27.) In the Ethiopian national epic, the
Kebra Nagast (―The Glory of Kings‖), written down in the 13th century, it is claimed that this tradition goes back
to the Queen of Sheba at the time of Solomon. Indeed, it states that Solomon fathered a son by her named
Menelik, who then founded the dynasty of Ethiopian rulers.
Whether or not this is true is unconfirmed, as the Bible is silent on it. However, history does tell us of a number
of later Jewish colonies in Egypt that eventually disappeared—and there is reason to believe that refugees from
these colonies were forced south and resettled in Ethiopia. Surprisingly, Ethiopians are today actually permitted

746

to settle in the state of Israel under the Jewish law of return. While these people are black, it is possible that
many are indeed descendants of Jews who intermarried with the native population.
The Kebra Nagast, it should be mentioned in this context, prominently mentions the Ark of the Covenant, the
gilded chest built in Moses‘ day to hold the stone tablets of the Ten Commandments. This most sacred of
Israelite relics was lost at some point between the days of Solomon and Ezra, though we don‘t know when,
where or how. According to the Kebra Nagast, Menelik, to safeguard it from Solomon‘s growing apostasy,
secretly took the ark with him to Ethiopia, leaving behind a replica that he had asked the faithful priests to make.
While this sounds rather unlikely, it is nevertheless widely believed among Ethiopians today that their nation is
in actual possession of the Ark of the Covenant—that it sits guarded and unapproachable in an old church in
the city of Aksum in northern Ethiopia. In fact, each local church in Ethiopia has its own Tabot, or representation
of the ark, to memorialize that conviction.
British journalist Graham Hancock, in his book The Sign and the Seal: The Quest for the Lost Ark of the
Covenant, 1992, actually gives a more plausible explanation, different from the Kebra Nagast, as to how the ark
might actually have ended up in Ethiopia. He speculates that the ark was taken out of Judah by the Levites to
protect it from the apostasy of Hezekiah‘s son Manasseh—that when Josiah later told the Levites to put the ark
back into the temple (2 Chronicles 35:3) this was never done, as it had supposedly already been moved to a
new temple at a Jewish colony in Aswan in southern Egypt. Historically, as mentioned above, these Jewish
colonists were later forced to flee from the Egyptians, and Hancock provides some evidence that they migrated
south into Ethiopia—with, he maintains, the Ark of the Covenant. This hypothesis is also explored in a 2002
book titled In Search of the Lost Ark of the Covenant by Robert Cornuke and David Halbrook. Author Grant
Jeffrey, in Armageddon: Appointment with Destiny, 1990, while embracing the Kebra Nagast version of events,
lends some support to the ark‘s residing in Ethiopia today (pp. 108-122, 229-233).
Still, there are other theories about the ark‘s whereabouts that also appear credible—including the possibility
that Jeremiah hid it or took it with him at the time of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem. The apocryphal
book of 2 Maccabees (2:1-8) says he hid it in a cave on Mount Nebo. (Realize, however, that while the
apocryphal books can be useful historical sources like many other secular writings, they are not inspired
Scripture and often contain errors.) Many others believe the ark was hidden in a chamber under the Temple
Mount. There is, of course, also a very strong possibility that God allowed it to be destroyed by the Babylonians
along with its precious contents.
Nonetheless, given what we‘ve seen, a number of people have suggested that the particular present the
Ethiopians bring in the last days might be the actual Ark of the Covenant containing the Ten Commandments.
Jeremiah says that some time into the peaceful reign of Jesus Christ, people will no longer talk about or think
about the ark (Jeremiah 3:16-17)—but this would seem to imply that it will be an issue immediately before then.
There is simply no way to be sure. Finally, while such matters are certainly interesting, we should avoid getting
caught up in them to the exclusion of more important spiritual study.
Egypt‘s Judgment and Deliverance; Israel One of Three With Egypt and Assyria (Isaiah 19–20)
In Isaiah 19, Isaiah delivers this ―burden against Egypt.‖ Set as it is between Isaiah 18 and 20, the prophecy
would appear to have been written between 715 and 709 B.C. After a period of infighting and anarchy (19:2),
Egypt is to come under the dominance of an oppressive foreign power (verse 4). Historically, such oppression
came a number of times—from Assyria, Babylon, Persia, Seleucid Syria, Rome and later conquerors.
(Alexander the Great was welcomed as Egypt‘s deliverer from Persia and some identify him with the savior of
verse 20—and they see the peace between Israel, Egypt and Assyria at the end of the chapter as
representative of the stability within Alexander‘s brief empire. But this is clearly not what is meant at all.)
The fact that Egypt is reconciled with Assyria at the end of the chapter shows that Assyria is most likely the
―cruel master‖ mentioned earlier in the chapter (verse 4). The prophecy, therefore, might have had some
fulfillment in what would begin around 45 years later—the conquest and assimilation of Egypt by the Assyrian
Empire under Esarhaddon and then Ashurbanipal. These kings took over from Egypt‘s ruling Ethiopian dynasty.
However the entire chapter, particularly the way it ends, reveals that this prophecy mainly concerns the end
time. As was mentioned in the highlights for our previous reading, the end-time ruler of Assyria—the ―king of the
North‖ of Daniel and the Beast of Revelation—will invade and oppress Egypt and Ethiopia in the years just prior
to Christ‘s return (Daniel 11:42-43). This means that the ―Savior and Mighty One‖ to deliver the Egyptians
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(verse 20) is the returning Jesus Christ, who will crush their Assyrian oppressors. (It should also be considered
that Assyria of the last days is apparently the dominant power within a resurrected Babylon and Rome—so
Egypt‘s ancient conquests by these and related empires would also appear to serve as forerunners of the
coming end-time oppression.)
Verse 17 says that the land of Judah will initially be terrifying to the Egyptians. This did not happen in Isaiah‘s
day. The reference is, again, to the last days. However, it is unclear whom the Egyptians fear. It could possibly
be the resurgent Jews at Christ‘s return (see Zechariah 12:6; 14:14). Then again, perhaps it is the Egyptians‘
oppressor, the Assyro-Babylonian Beast power, that terrifies them. Its ruling dictator, the king of the North, will
have set up his headquarters in Jerusalem (Daniel 11:45, KJV). But most likely it is the awesome power of the
returning Christ that they fear. Perhaps they will not understand who He is. And for those who do, they may still
be afraid—as they will have been enemies of the Jews and Christians before this. They might imagine terrible
retribution. Yet Christ has come to rescue them as well.
Ultimately Egypt will come under His loving dominion (verses 18-22). Verse 19 points out that Egypt will one
day have its own altar to God, providing us a glimpse into how God will be worshiped when more nations than
Israel come under His rule. Historically, not all altars were built for the purpose of offering incense or sacrifices
(compare Joshua 22). However, Isaiah 19:21 does mention sacrifice and offering (the Hebrew apparently
denoting peace offering and grain offering respectively), which might be offered on that altar.
Malachi 1:11 confirms that other nations will be permitted to have centers of worship at which to offer incense to
God as well as offerings (again probably grain offerings, as indicated by the Hebrew here). There is evidently
no mention of burnt or sin offerings in these verses, so whether or not these will also be offered at satellite
places of worship is not clear. Nevertheless, the nations—Egypt included—will still be expected to attend the
feasts of God in Jerusalem or they will be disciplined by such divine measures as the removal of rainfall
(Zechariah 14:16-19). God‘s striking of Egypt in Isaiah 19:22 may refer to these same disciplinary actions,
although it could simply refer to the Assyrian oppression.
Eventually, Egypt will reconcile with God, with the people of Israel and with the Assyrians, and will become one
of the leading nations in a world of peace (verses 23-25). The highway between Assyria and Egypt must
necessarily run through Israel, which lies between them geographically. It is evidently the same route of return
taken previously by the returning Israelite exiles from both lands (see Isaiah 11:11, 16). In this case, ―the
highway symbolizes good will and understanding, free and speedy access. The word, used as an image by
Isaiah, indicates the close relationship between once hostile nations forged by a shared commitment to the God
of the Jews. When God can say of Egypt and Assyria as well as of Israel, ‗my people‘ (19:25), the world will
have peace and blessing at last‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on 19:23).
Further prophecies concerning Egypt can be found in Jeremiah 46 and Ezekiel 29–32.
Sign Against the South (Isaiah 19–20)
Isaiah 20:1 is the only place that the Assyrian king Sargon II is actually mentioned in the Bible by name. His
name here, and the defeat of Ashdod, enables us to date this episode. ―Tartan‖—the New King James margin
has ―or the Commander in Chief‖—refers to one of the three chief officers of the Assyrian Empire (see 2 Kings
18:17).
One source describes the period this way: ―Unrest in the Holy Land did not cease…and in 713-712 B.C. the
Assyrians had to put down additional rebellions in Ashdod. The revolt in 712 B.C. was supported by the
Ethiopian pharaoh, founder of the twenty-fifth dynasty in Egypt (Isaiah 20). According to Sargon‘s inscriptions,
Judah, Edom, and Moab were also involved in the revolt, though they surrendered—evidently quickly, and most
of the Assyrian wrath was vent upon Ashdod. In a campaign against Ashdod and its port Asdudimmu (Ashdodyam), Sargon also conquered Gibbethon, Ekron, and Gath. From the informative description of the capture of
[the Jewish city of] Azekah ‗lying on a mountain ridge like the edge of a sword,‘ it appears that this campaign
was directed against Judah as well‖ (Yohanan Aharoni and Michael Avi-Yonah, The Macmillan Bible Atlas,
1977, p. 97).
It would seem, however, that Hezekiah did not participate in the actual rebellion. Perhaps he was about to and
Isaiah‘s urgings prevented him from going through with it—thus saving him and his kingdom from Sargon‘s full
wrath. The New Bible Commentary explains the same events this way: ―The Philistine city of Ashdod had
revolted against Assyria, which promptly deposed its king [Azuri in 713]. A new ringleader, Yamani, carried on
the struggle, with pledged support from Egypt and Ethiopia, and had also approached Judah. Isaiah‘s powerful
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dissuasion turned out to be fully justified: Egypt failed to fight, Ashdod was subjugated [in 712], and Yamani,
who had fled to Ethiopia, was handed over [by the fearful Egyptians] to the Assyrians‘ tender mercies…. The
year was 711‖ (note on 20:1-6).
In any case, neither Isaiah ―nor other biblical or extrabiblical sources reveal the outcome where Hezekiah is
concerned. One can only surmise that Sargon‘s malevolent objectives remained unfulfilled [that is, if he had
intended major action against Judah], though at least one Assyrian text refers to Judah as a tribute state, thus
implying that Hezekiah was, temporarily at least, subject to Sargon‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 413).
God told Isaiah to walk around barefoot and naked for three years as a sign of Assyria taking the Egyptians and
Ethiopians captive. The term ―naked‖ might still have allowed for a loincloth. Probably, ―Isaiah‘s symbolical
action did not continue all this time [of three years], but at intervals, to keep it before the people‘s mind during
that period‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 3). The three years themselves are
probably 713 through 711—from the initial defeat of Ashdod to the end of the rebellion. (The three years might
not mean three full years but a time stretching across three calendar years.)
The prophecy of verses 3-4 is likely a reference to the Assyrian conquest of Ethiopian-led Egypt under
Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal. However, as with the other prophecies of this section, it probably also applies to
the end-time subjugation of Egypt and Ethiopia by the final Assyrian Beast power.
The ―they‖ in verse 5 are those who are looking to Egypt for deliverance from Assyria, which would have
included Judah at the time Isaiah wrote. However, if the prophecy was specific to his time it would make more
sense to have said ―you‖ if referring to Judah. In the last days, Judah will not be looking to Egypt for its
deliverance—as this would require the Jewish state of Israel to be looking to the Arab world for deliverance,
which is extremely unlikely. So the ―they‖ likely refers to other end-time nations looking to Egypt or its Muslim
allies for help. And the ―inhabitants of this territory‖ who look to Egypt for aid (verse 6) would seem to be the
modern Palestinians. Just as Egypt, they will not escape conquest by the end-time Assyrian Beast.
Babylon to Fall to the Medes and Persians (Isaiah 21)
Isaiah 21:1-10 is a prophecy addressed to the ―Wilderness of the Sea‖ (verse 1)—wilderness meaning a desert
but in the sense of a deserted, uninhabited region. As indicated by verse 9, this apparently refers to Babylon.
Various explanations are given for the label. One source says it ―may be a sarcastic parody of Babylon, whose
southern region on the Persian Gulf was called the ‗Land of the Sea‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1).
Another states: ―One Greek writer gave this name to the plain on which Babylon stood, as it was divided by
lakes and marshy country‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 1). In fact, the Chaldean rulers of
Babylon were of the ―Sealands‖ dynasty—this being the name of their district of marshlands to the south, which
bordered on the Persian Gulf. Says another source: ―The plain [stretching from Babylon south to Persia] was
[originally] covered with the water of the Euphrates like a ‗sea‘…until [the Babylonian queen] Semiramis raised
great dams against it. Cyrus [of Persia, who conquered Babylon] removed these dykes, and so converted the
whole country again into a vast desert[ed]-marsh‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse
1). Indeed, this was mentioned in our highlights covering Isaiah 14:23.
The image of Babylon—and the pagan gentile empires following in its tradition—rising from the ―sea‖ is one we
find elsewhere in Scripture (Daniel 7; Revelation 13; 17). In Revelation 17 the waters—while probably
representing actual waters on one level since ancient Babylon and its later successor, Rome, were both
situated near the sea—are also shown to be symbolic of ―peoples, multitudes, nations, and tongues‖ from which
Babylon and its successor kingdoms are formed (verse 15). Yet at the same time ―Babylon‖ can signify false
religion and man‘s corrupt civilization sprung from there in general, and thus a figurative desert wilderness—a
place of wandering in spiritual confusion, lacking in the much-needed truth of God.
It is interesting to consider that the prophecy in Isaiah 21 may have been given immediately after the fall of
Ashdod mentioned in chapter 20. Notice what happened in the wake of the Philistine defeat: ―After whipping his
client states, possibly including Judah, back into line, Sargon returned to Assyria to deal once more with the
intractable Marduk-apla-iddina [Merodach-Baladan] of the Sealands dynasty in Babylonia‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of
Priests, p. 409). Indeed, at this time, in 710 B.C., the Assyrians forced Merodach from power following a 10year reign.
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Yet the prophecy of chapter 21 may also have come following events in 703 B.C. The Assyrian emperor Sargon
II ―suffered an invasion by the Cimmerians of the north [i.e., captive Israelites] in 706. It is possible that he died
in the following year as a result of these hostilities‖ (p. 409). Following his son Sennacherib replacing him in
705, revolts broke out around the empire.
Sennacherib ―had barely come to power when he was faced with a rebellion in Babylonia led by the perennial
foe of Assyria, Marduk-apla-iddina [Merodach-Baladan]. This leader of the Aramean Sealands dynasty had just
returned from exile imposed upon him by Sargon, but with characteristic tenacity gained support for Babylonian
independence from such widely scattered sources as Elam [or Persia] to the east and the Aramean [or Syrian]
states to the west…. In any case, [after a brief reign by Merodach in Babylon in 703 B.C.] Sennacherib
prevailed, took the city of Babylon, and reasserted Assyrian authority. He also undertook a systematic
subjugation of the entire Sealands area‖ (pp. 413-414).
So was Isaiah referring to one of these episodes? There may have at least been a lesson in them. In the
previous chapter, Isaiah warned the people of Judah not to put their trust in Egypt to deliver them because it
would fall. The only other likely option, then, for relief from Assyria would seem to have been Babylonian revolt.
Yet Isaiah was essentially telling the Jews not to put their trust in Babylon either—because it would likewise fall.
However, as in Isaiah 13, chapter 21 presents us with Babylon being overthrown not by Assyria but by Media—
and chapter 21 now mentions Elam or Persia as bringing Babylon down too. Yet in Isaiah‘s day the Medes and
Persians were allied with the Babylonians against the Assyrian yoke. It was not until around 170 years later (in
539 B.C.) that the Neo-Babylonian Empire—ascendant after the fall of Assyria—fell to the Medes and Persians.
Not surprisingly, because of this fact, many try to postdate this prophecy to after Babylon‘s fall. Significant in
this regard is the fact that Isaiah used the word Elam and not Persia: ―The name ‗Persia‘ was not in use until the
captivity; it means a ‗horseman‘; Cyrus first trained the Persians in horsemanship. It is a mark of authenticity
that the name is not found before Daniel and Ezekiel‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verse 2).
Yet while this prophecy did find partial fulfillment in the events of 539 B.C., we should view it, as with so many
other prophecies in this section, as an end-time prophecy. Supporting this likelihood is the cry ―Babylon is
fallen, is fallen!‖ in verse 9, which is repeated in Revelation 14:8 and 18:2 as applying to the end of this present,
evil age.
Yet that would seem to indicate that modern Medes and Persians will be involved in the overthrow of the final
Babylon. Who, then, are the Medes and Persians today? No doubt many still live in their ancient homeland of
Iran. The name Iran apparently derives from ―Aryan‖—Indo-European people ranging from India to Europe.
That some Persians later migrated eastward is well attested to by the existence of the Parsis (Parsees) in India.
But to see the Persians‘ northern and westward migration, we should perhaps consider the Medes first.
The first-century Roman scholar Pliny the Elder wrote in his Natural History of ―the river Don [north of the Black
Sea], where the inhabitants are said to be descended from the Medes‖ (Book 6, sec. 11). The Caucasus
Mountains between the Black and Caspian Seas formed the northern border of the Median Empire. When
conquered by Alexander the Great, many evidently fled north through the Caucasus, following the migration
pattern of the Israelites and Assyrians before them. Thus, the Medes today would appear to refer to people
dwelling in northwest Iran, southwest Russia and the Ukraine.
Many of the Elamites or Persians appear to have followed essentially the same course, though traveling along
the south coast of the Black Sea as well (through northern Turkey) and going even farther into Europe. The
Greeks used the term Elimaei to designate Elam near Babylon. Yet they also stated that the Elimaei lived
northwest of them in the area of southern Yugoslavia (―Elimea,‖ Smith‘s Classical Dictionary).
Strabo, the first-century-B.C. Greco-Roman geographer, referred to the people of Yugoslavia on the Adriatic
Sea as the Eneti—from Paphlagonia in Asia Minor or Turkey (Geography of Strabo, p. 227). Thus the Latin
word for these people was Eneti (or Veneti)—and the Germans referred to them and the other Slavic peoples in
Eastern Europe as Wends. The Elamites had actually named the most famous mountain of their homeland
Elwend (George Rawlinson, Seven Great Monarchies, chap. 1: Media)—of which Wend seems a reasonable
shortening. In the Persian conquest of the Babylonian Empire, the River Orontes in northern Syria was
renamed Elwend. Indeed, it appears that Persians migrated here and into Asia Minor when they ruled the area.
Upon Alexander‘s takeover, these appear to have continued on westward, eventually migrating into Eastern
Europe.
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Interestingly, a tribal territory of ancient Elam was named Kashu (Encyclopaedia Biblica, map, p. 4845) and in
Poland we find a language called Kashubian named after a people known as the Kashub (Encyclopaedia
Britannica, 15th ed., ―Lekhitic languages‖; 11th ed., ―Kashubes,‖ on-line at 25.1911 encyclopedia.org/
K/KA/KASHUBES.htm). Thus, Elam today would seem to be many of the Iranians, a small minority of India, and
many of the Slavic peoples of Eastern Europe.
According to Ezekiel 38–39, the people of eastern Eurasia will be allied together at the beginning of the
Kingdom age—shortly after the return of Jesus Christ. It is likely that this alliance will have come together prior
to His arrival—and that some of the various national leaders of the eastern regions constitute the ―kings from
the east‖ mentioned in Revelation 16:12. While some of these nationalities will initially participate in the endtime Babylonian or Tyrian system (Ezekiel 27; Revelation 18), they will later come against end-time Babylon.
Thus, in the end, Media and Persia appear to again play a role in Babylon‘s downfall.
Proclamations Against Edom and Arabia (Isaiah 21)
In verses 11-12, a prophecy is given against ―Dumah.‖ Seir, also mentioned here, is a reference to Edom
(compare 34:5-17; Genesis 32:3; Ezekiel 35), either the people or the land of Idumea in what is now southern
Jordan. Concerning Dumah, it was apparently an actual place ―located at the intersection of the east-west trade
route between Babylon and Edom and the north-south route between Palmyra (in Syria) and Edom. Dumah
played a vital military and economic role in the relationship between Mesopotamia and Edom, and its fate
greatly affected Edom‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 11). Dumah may also be used for all of Edom here
because its name meant ―silence‖ in Hebrew, thus implying that Edom would ―soon be reduced to silence or
destruction‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 11). Indeed, the NIV margin states that
Dumah is actually a word play on the name Edom.
The Edomite asks, ―What of the night?‖ (verse 11)—or, rather, ―How much of the night is left?‖ The watchman,
Isaiah, answers that ―morning comes, and also the night‖ (verse 12). This is interpreted in various ways. One
way is that things will get better for the Edomites before again turning bad. Another way is that things will turn
better for God‘s people yet turn worse for Edom (see Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, notes on
verses 11-12).
Either way, this would seem to refer in part to ancient events. Edom was about to come out from Assyrian
domination for a while—only to come under Judah‘s dominion. And later, Edom would be subjugated by the
Babylonians. Yet the prophecy may also have end-time parallels. Edom will escape out of the hand of the latterday king of the North (Daniel 11:41). But then, when Israel and Judah are delivered at Christ‘s return, Edom will
be destroyed (see Obadiah). The only way to escape punishment, Isaiah explains, is to ―return‖ (Isaiah 21:12)—
the Old Testament term for ―repent.‖
Isaiah then follows with a prophecy against Arabia. Place references are Tema, modern Tayma about 200 miles
southeast of Dumah in northwest Arabia, and Dedan, about 90 miles southwest of Tema. However, it is also
possible that the name Tema is the origin of the name for the western coastal plain of Arabia, Thiamah, where
Mecca sits (see ―Arabia,‖ Encyclopaedia Britannica, 1985, Vol. 13, map on p. 872). This entire area, the Hejaz,
is extremely holy to Muslims.
Reference is also made to Kedar, a son of Ishmael (compare Genesis 25:13). ―The tribe seems to have been
one of the most conspicuous of all the Ishmaelite tribes, and hence the rabbis call the Arabians universally by
this name‖ (―Kedar,‖ Smith‘s Bible Dictionary, 1986).
The year reference in verse 16 is not clear. Sargon did invade Arabia in 715 B.C. If this is what‘s meant then
Isaiah‘s prophecy would be dated 716 B.C., out of order from surrounding chapters (chapter 20 being dated to
711 B.C.). Perhaps, more likely, the prophecy refers to the Simeonite attack on Edom in the days of Hezekiah
about which we will soon read: ―Those of the far south, Tema and Dedan, will have to succour their more
exposed brother tribe of Kedar. This could mean that the trading caravans will have blundered into war-ravaged
parts and returned empty-handed and starving‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on verses 13-17). This seems to
have occurred before Sennacherib‘s invasion, thus dating this prophecy to shortly before 703 or so.
Yet it is perhaps most likely that the year prior to destruction refers to a point in the end time—perhaps a year
from when light begins to dawn on the captive Israelites, at the beginning of the Day of the Lord. This would
imply destruction upon Arabia at the return of Jesus Christ.
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Prophecy Against the Valley of Vision; Shebna and Eliakim (Isaiah 22)
―Valley of Vision [verses 1, 5] sarcastically describes Jerusalem. Mount Zion is ironically personified in its
valleys from which it could see nothing. Instead of partying on housetops, the ailing city should have been in its
prayer closets‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1).
Isaiah explained that ―a day of trouble and treading down and perplexity‖ was coming (verse 5). In verse 6 it
appears to have already come, but the words of verse 7 show that it had not yet occurred. God often speaks of
things that have not yet happened as though they already have (compare Romans 4:17). The day of trouble
likely refers to the impending invasion of Sennacherib in Isaiah‘s day. However, given the messianic reference
later in the chapter—which we will take note of shortly—it is possible that the rest of the passage has a dual
application, referring to events in Isaiah‘s day as well as the latter days. And in an end-time context, the day of
trouble would represent the time of Jacob‘s trouble—the coming awful Great Tribulation.
Isaiah 22:6 shows the involvement of Elam. This would seem to indicate Elam attacking but perhaps not. It says
Elam ―bore the quiver,‖ which could indicate that it is serving another army, perhaps even by compulsion, which
would make sense if this applied to the ancient Assyrian army, which likely had Elamites and other peoples
pressed into involuntary service (the Elamite nation as a whole was supportive of Babylon against Assyrian
rule). Again, however, it is conceivable that the reference is dual, applying also to the end time. As modern
Elam is found in Eastern Europe, Iran and India, perhaps weapons from these areas will be utilized by the endtime Assyrian army in its initial assault on the modern nations of Israel. A ―quiver‖ in a modern context might
represent a store of missiles.
Verse 8 refers to the armor of the ―House of the Forest‖—no doubt a reference to the ―House of the Forest of
Lebanon,‖ which Solomon built. It was used as the national armory (compare 1 Kings 7:2; 10:16-17). The Jews
were not relying on God but looking to their own military stockpiles. How different is that from the Israelite
nations today?
As to what was transpiring in Isaiah‘s day, we should realize that Hezekiah was making preparations for a
rebellion against Assyria. He was evidently in talks with Egypt, certain of the Philistines and Merodach-Baladan
of Babylon about throwing off the Assyrian yoke. Remember that a general spirit of rebellion broke out all over
the empire following the death of Sargon in 705. Within two years, in 703, Merodach-Baladan was back on the
throne of Babylon for a short stint. Indeed, this prophecy likely dates to the period between 703 and 701, the
latter date being when Sennacherib comes to stem the rebellious tide. In the meantime, Hezekiah and
Jerusalem‘s other leaders were making preparations for war.
That brings us to Isaiah 22:9-11. The city of David is damaged (verse 9) by great numbers of houses being torn
down to expand and fortify the city wall (verse 10). ―Confirming this, Israeli archaeologist Nahman Avigad, in the
course of his excavations of the old Jewish Quarter, uncovered a massive 130-foot stretch of city wall, partly
built directly onto bedrock, and partly on top of houses only recently constructed. The dating of the pottery in
these houses provided clear evidence that the huge wall was part of this same Hezekiah-directed fortification
effort‖ (Ian Wilson, The Bible Is History, 1999, p. 162).
Verse 11 appears to refer to the pool and tunnel also mentioned in 2 Kings 20:20, referring to ―improvements in
the water supply of Jerusalem in preparation for possible attack (compare Isa 22.8b-11). This conduit, with an
identifying inscription has been found and is now popularly called Hezekiah‘s Tunnel, or the Siloam Tunnel
(compare 2 Chr 32.30). It runs from [the spring of] Gihon (see 1 Kings 1.33 n.), which was outside the city wall,
to the Pool of Siloam, which was inside the wall. Extending 1700 feet through solid rock, this tunnel was a
remarkable engineering achievement in its time‖ (Oxford Annotated Bible, note on 2 Kings 20:20-21).
―At the southern end of the tunnel, workmen inscribed in ancient Hebrew script on the walls of the tunnel a vivid
description of the completion of the tunnel on the day when workmen cutting from the two sides met. The
inscription is now in the Istanbul Museum. The text runs in part: ‗… while there were still three cubits to be cut
through, (there was heard) the voice of a man calling to his fellow, for there was an overlap in the rock on the
right (and on the left). And when the tunnel was driven through, the quarrymen hewed (the rock) each man
toward his fellow, axe against axe; and the water flowed from the spring toward the reservoir for 1,200 cubits,
and the height of the rock above the head(s) of the quarrymen was one hundred cubits‘‖ (E.M. Blaiklock and
R.K. Harrison, The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983, p. 414). (These are just some of
many examples of the important role that archaeology is playing in the proof of the Bible. To find out more,
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request or download our free booklet Is the Bible True?) We will read of further developments in this project in 2
Chronicles 32:2-5, 30. Sadly, these verses continue to point out Judah‘s trust in its own defenses instead of
trusting God.
Verse 13—―Let us eat and drink, for tomorrow we die!‖—is cited by the apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:32 to
describe the futility of life if there were no resurrection. If we were living only for today, then this could logically
be our whole pursuit. But God has revealed otherwise. And God had revealed to Jerusalem that they needed to
draw close to Him in sincere repentance. Through the Bible, He proclaims the same thing to the people of
Judah and Israel today (and, by extension, to all people). Yet because of their flippant attitude—―Hey, might as
well live it up because we‘re going to die anyway‖—God says they will die (verse 14).
In connection with Hezekiah‘s preparations for Sennacherib‘s impending attack, a change in leadership is
demanded. Shebna has been the ―steward‖ who is ―over the house‖—like a modern prime minister or chief of
staff. He is accused of making a tomb ―on high‖ (verse 16). Archaeologists have actually found a lintel fragment
of a tomb with Hebrew script from Hezekiah‘s time, which stood in Silwan, on the steep slope across the valley
from David‘s city, in full view of the inhabitants of ancient Jerusalem. The fragment (now in the British Museum)
says it belonged to a person who was ―over the house.‖ The name, partially destroyed, ends with the common
Hebrew ending -yahu, meaning God—and the name Shebna is thought to be a short form of the name
Shebanyahu or Shebaniah, applying to someone else in Nehemiah 9:4. Many scholars believe this fragment
was part of Shebna‘s sepulcher.
―Pride is the sin of this official, who like the pharaohs of Egypt sought to build himself a lasting monument while
his land was in peril. Perhaps we can see a parallel between Shebna and those modern elected officials who
put reelection above the good of the nation‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Isaiah 22:15).
The Bible says Shebna is to be driven from his office, pulled down and dragged away into a large country and
killed—and his job given to Eliakim, son of Hilkiah. We will later see that when Sennacherib sends his
representatives to Jerusalem, they are met by Eliakim, who is said at that time to be ―over the house‖ (36:3,
KJV), and either the same or a different Shebna is the scribe. There is no evidence that Shebna the steward
was dragged away, say to Assyria, although it is possible that he was.
It is of course possible that this prophecy did not apply to the present Shebna and Eliakim of Isaiah‘s day—or
did not primarily apply to them. They could have been used as types of others. Eliakim, incidentally, means
―God Will Establish.‖
Some have seen links in the passage to a later ―son of Hilkiah,‖ Jeremiah the prophet—who was apparently
given stewardship over the house of David, overseeing its transfer to another land. Furthermore, we know that
Eliakim represents the future Messiah. Verse 22, regarding the key of David and opening and shutting, is
specifically said to apply to Jesus in Revelation 3:7. This perhaps ties in with the ―keys of the kingdom‖ given to
God‘s Church (Matthew 16:19)—seemingly related to the ―key of knowledge‖ (Luke 11:52) of salvation in the
Kingdom (compare Matthew 23:13). It ties back to David because Jesus Christ will inherit the throne of David
(Isaiah 9:6-7), and His saints will share His throne—the Davidic throne—with Him (Revelation 3:21).
Yet why would the Messiah, as King, be taking over a steward‘s office? Consider that when He is crowned as
King of the Kingdom, Christ will actually be the Steward of the Kingdom of God the Father. Indeed, this is
parallel to the past history of the Davidic monarchy, wherein the human ruler actually rules as a steward for the
real king—God.
The rejected steward, Shebna, if a scenario of Jeremiah‘s day or the end time is intended on some level, could
apply to a later steward—that is, a prime minister or a monarch—in Jeremiah‘s day dragged off to Babylon at
Jerusalem‘s fall, or in the end time dragged away into Israel‘s final captivity.
Prophecy Against Tyre (Isaiah 23)
Chapter 23 is a prophecy against Tyre, a chief city of the Phoenicians—inextricably linked to Sidon, of which
Tyre was the primary colony. Tarshish refers to lands in the west, generally Spain—where sat the Phoenician
colony of Tartessus. Chittim (KJV) is translated Cyprus in the NKJV, although it can mean ―western lands‖
generally (see NKJV margin). The Sidonians and Tyrians are told to ―cross over‖ to these ―western lands‖ (see
verse 12). This is likely referring to their fleeing to Spain and their colonies in northwest Africa, such as
Carthage. Shihor (verse 3) is generally recognized as another name for the Nile (see Jeremiah 2:18).
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Verse 13 mentions ―the Assyrian‖ (KJV) who founded Babylon (by implication) for the Chaldeans. This could
refer back to the founding of Babel by Nimrod, from which Asshur went out to build various Assyrian cities
(compare Genesis 10:8-12). In this sense the Assyrians founded Babylon—that is, the original empire of
Babylon. But more likely this is referring to the later involvement of Assyria in that land, and to the city that had
been reestablished under Assyrian rule more recently. Just as Babylon was brought to ruin (and would be
again), so would Tyre be destroyed.
Sargon had completed the Assyrians‘ five-year siege of Tyre in 720 B.C. It is possible that this prophecy of
Isaiah is out of chronological order and was actually given previous to many other prophecies we‘ve been
reading—back to before Tyre‘s fall. However, it seems more likely that Tyre‘s destruction referred to here is the
one the Babylonians would bring about around 573 B.C.
Verses 15 and 17 refer to a 70-year period. This may refer to basically the same 70-year period Jeremiah refers
to (Jeremiah 25:11-12)—the time from Nebuchadnezzar II beginning his reign to the fall of Babylon (609-539
B.C.). The ―days of one king‖ may mean the days of one kingdom—that of Babylon—or possibly the lifespan of
a man.
Of course, the prophetic statements here may all represent events that are yet to come. In the highlights on
Isaiah 13, we saw how the ancient Babylonians became the Romans—as did many of the Phoenicians.
Incidentally, this directly ties the Chaldeans and Phoenicians together, as they are in the current passage. In
any event, the Phoenicians were the merchants of the ancient world. And they were also the merchants of the
Middle Ages and Renaissance—the merchants of Venice and many other European cities having descended
from the Syro-Phoenician traders spread across southern Europe.
Tyre was the ―marketplace for the nations‖ (23:3). You can read about the rise of another ―Tyre‖ as a great endtime trading block in Ezekiel 26:1–28:19. This trading block is referred to in Revelation 18 as Babylon. In
Revelation 17, in a more religious context, we see a direct tie-in to Isaiah 23:17: ―She will return to her hire, and
commit fornication with all the kingdoms of the world on the face of the earth‖ (compare Revelation 17:2).
Perhaps we can see a connection in the ―virgin daughter of Sidon‖ (Isaiah 23:12)—that is, a supposed virgin but
really a harlot (verse 16). Jezebel, daughter of the king of Sidon, was a direct type of the end-time religious and
commercial system that will soon plunge the world into the final crisis leading up to the return of Christ
(compare Revelation 2:20-23). Further prophecies against Tyre can be found in Joel 3:4-8, Amos 1:9-10 and
Zechariah 9:1-4.
―The Curse Has Devoured the Earth‖ (Isaiah 24)
Isaiah 24–27 is often referred to as the ―little Apocalypse‖ or the ―Isaiah Apocalypse.‖ That‘s because it
describes, in broad, general terms, the great cosmic events that will mark the end of the age—as described in
the book of Revelation.
Verse 5 of chapter 24 mentions the breaking of the ―everlasting covenant.‖ And the implication is that all the
earth‘s inhabitants are part of this covenant arrangement. Yet when did God make a covenant with all
humanity? Says The Bible Reader‘s Companion: ―Many see this as a reference to God‘s covenant with Noah,
never again to destroy the Earth by a flood (cf. Gen. 9:11-17). That covenant also implies human moral
responsibility, for it makes man responsible to God to account for shed blood (9:4-6). Thus the laws and
statutes here are not those of the O[ld] T[estament] law [that is, the totality of specific obligations given to Israel
under the Sinai Covenant]. They are natural moral laws, expressed in human conscience, which God has
imbedded in human nature, to which Paul refers in Rom. 2:12-16)‖ (note on verse 5).
The Nelson Study Bible comments: ―The usual language concerning a breach of the covenant is applied more
generally to the wicked nations. Perhaps these words speak of that innate sense of right and wrong—the
conscience—that God has given to all humankind, but which everyone violates (Rom. 1:18-32; compare Acts
24:16)‖ (verse 5).
Actually, God did give laws at the time of Adam, but man rejected them—and, as a consequence, God
destroyed mankind except for Noah and his family. Noah understood God‘s laws and passed them on. But man
has transgressed them and changed them to suit himself. And, as mentioned, man as a whole has violated the
wonderful gift of conscience that God has given to every person. The earth is defiled by all of this—especially,
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as stated, by the innocent blood shed on it. So it lies under a curse. And God will bring great havoc on the
world.
Some, we should note, misquote this section of the Bible, using it to ―prove‖ that the returning Christ totally
destroys the earth and all life on it—and that His thousand-year reign that follows is then over a desolate,
uninhabited earth. In support of this wrong teaching, they cite the first half of verse 6, which speaks of the
scorching of the earth‘s inhabitants. But they leave out the end of the verse—―and few men are left.‖ Here is a
classic illustration of using the Bible to prove an already preconceived idea instead of allowing Scripture to
interpret itself. For reading all of verse 6 shows that mankind, though greatly diminished by end-time plague and
war, isn‘t totally destroyed. Clearly, there will still be people left alive.
Verse 16 gives the impression of people rejoicing in song, while the prophet is bemoaning the ―treacherous
dealers,‖ perhaps referring to false messiahs or the False Prophet (see Matthew 24:24; Revelation 16:13).
Then a mighty earthquake is described. Cataclysmic events befall the planet, and the ―windows from on high
are open‖ (Isaiah 24:18-20)—apparently picturing the great upheaval and hail to come at the end (compare
Revelation 8:8-11; 11:19; 16:18-21). Then there is mention of the ―host of exalted ones,‖ in addition to the kings
of the earth, being punished and imprisoned for many days, which could include the human armies that assail
Christ at His return as well as Satan and His demons (verses 21-22; compare Revelation 19:20–20:3). The
chapter concludes with the reign of the Lord in Zion (verse 23; compare Revelation 21:22-25).
―For You Have Done Wonderful Things‖ (Isaiah 25)
In Isaiah 25, following the destruction of His enemies, God provides a marvelous feast for the whole earth—a
wonderful world of plenty for those who are ruled by Jesus Christ. This is what is pictured each year by God‘s
great fall festival, the Feast of Tabernacles (see Leviticus 23:33-43; Deuteronomy 16:13-15). As was mentioned
in our highlights on Isaiah 4, the reign of Christ over all nations will be like one long, expanding Feast of
Tabernacles—during which more and more people will submit their lives to God until the actual Feast of
Tabernacles is observed by all peoples (see Zechariah 14:16).
God will remove the veil of spiritual blindness that now lies over all nations (verse 7). The apostle Paul mentions
it in 2 Corinthians 4: ―But even if our gospel is veiled, it is veiled to those who are perishing, whose minds the
god of this world [Satan the devil] has blinded, who do not believe, lest the light of the gospel of the glory of
Christ, who is the image of God, should shine on them‖ (verses 3-4). In the wonderful world that is coming,
Satan, who ―deceives the whole world‖ (Revelation 12:9), will be bound in prison (20:1-3)—and all nations will
finally see. Not immediately of course. While some people will recognize right away that Christ has liberated
them, for others it will take longer. But eventually, through a program of education directed by Christ and the
resurrected saints, the true knowledge of God will come to fill the earth as the waters cover the sea (Isaiah
11:9).
Yet for the present age, the veil remains. Even now, though, God lifts the veil for each person whom He calls to
be part of the firstfruits of salvation—His Church. Rending and opening the spiritual veil, allowing access to God
and His spiritual knowledge, has been made possible through the rending of Christ‘s body and His resultant
death, all of which was symbolized by God‘s tearing of the veil in the temple at the very moment He died
(Matthew 27:51; Hebrews 10:20).
In 1 Corinthians 15, Paul discusses the subject of the resurrection and concludes that when we have received
immortality, ―then shall be brought to pass the saying that is written: ‗Death is swallowed up in victory‘‖ (verse
54). That saying is found here—in Isaiah 25:8.
Song of Trust; Deliverance of Israel (Isaiah 26–27)
Chapter 26 is a song about the end time. ―In that day‖ (verse 1) means the Day of the Lord—but the bright part
of it beyond the gloom. Salvation is at last coming to God‘s people, which will lead to the salvation of all people.
Several themes are addressed. The chapter begins by emphasizing righteousness and trust in God. Look again
at verse 3. What a wonderful promise this is. If we trust in God, come what may, we will have perfect peace—
inner peace of mind or, as Paul puts it, ―the peace of God that surpasses all understanding‖ (Philippians 4:7).
The chapter goes on to address the punishment and reform of the wicked.
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Verse 19 describes the resurrection. ―Some argue that this is a figurative application of the idea of resurrection.
But there could have been no figure of speech if no belief that ‗their bodies will rise‘ existed in ancient Israel.
And what a wonder this is. Storms of judgment may sweep over our earth. Wars may devastate, and disease
may ravage. Famines may decimate the land, while starvation stalks our families. There are indeed dread fates
that are to be feared. But these are not history‘s last words! At the end of history—both the history of nations,
and the personal history of each individual—the shout of God‘s promise echoes. ‗Your dead will live; their
bodies will rise!‘ What a truth to hold fast in troubled times‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 19).
Verses 20-21 mention God directing His people to take refuge ―until the indignation is past.‖ This ties in with
other verses related to a place of protection for some of God‘s saints during the final days before Christ‘s return
(see Zephaniah 2:1-3; Revelation 12:14). God will also preserve alive a remnant of the physical descendants of
Israel.
Leviathan (Isaiah 27:1) is mentioned in several places in Scripture (compare Job 41; Psalm 74:14; 104:26). It
may be a literal sea creature, but here, as in other places, it is apparently a reference to Satan, the serpent and
dragon of Revelation 12, and the ―beast from the sea‖ (Revelation 13), the resurgent gentile empire of the last
days, the heads of which are portrayed as emerging from Satan (12:3; 13:1-2).
Finally, God turns to the wonderful restoration of national Israel that‘s coming. His vineyard was forsaken
(Isaiah 5:1-5). But now He will tend it again (27:2-4). The great trumpet will call the exiles of Israel to return to
the land of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Their emaciated and war-ravaged population, dwindled down to a small
fraction of their former numbers, will again begin to blossom and grow (verse 6)—in the very best environment
possible.
Hear a Little and There a Little; Covenant With Death (Isaiah 28)
In the previous two chapters of Isaiah, he had focused on the wonderful future that awaits Israel and Judah. But
now he returns to his dire theme of warning. In this chapter we have first a condemnation of Ephraim followed
by one addressed to the ―scornful men…in Jerusalem‖ (verse 14).
While this prophecy could have been given earlier, its position in the text would seem to date it to shortly before
Sennacherib‘s invasion of 701 B.C.—two decades after the deportation of Ephraim. So the warning to Ephraim,
the chief of the northern ten tribes, was very likely a message intended for Israel of the last days. Indeed, the
wording of verses 5-6 and particularly verse 22—―destruction determined even upon the whole earth‖—makes
that rather clear.
Verses 1-8 show that the people of Israel have become drunk. While this could denote a problem with actual
alcoholic drunkenness, it is more likely meant to signify spiritual drunkenness, as in other scriptural passages.
The people become practically intoxicated through false ideologies and their own stubbornness. In this state,
they are incapable of understanding what God has to say to them—and thus are blind to His truth.
Verses 9-10 explain the way God reveals knowledge—and it is a major key to understanding the Bible. It is not
merely as a babe drinking milk (compare Hebrews 5:13). Rather, we must work at studying the Bible. It is
somewhat like assembling a jigsaw puzzle, with the message of truth scattered throughout its pages. We must
search out all that the Bible has to say about a particular subject—bringing scattered information together—to
understand God‘s truth about that matter: ―For precept must be upon precept, precept upon precept, line upon
line, line upon line, here a little and there a little‖ (Isaiah 28:10).
Some reject this concept by pointing to the context of the people‘s blindness and drunkenness and the
repetition of the above phrase in verse 13, where it is added, ―…that they might go and fall backward, and be
broken and snared and caught.‖ But that is actually consistent with interpreting verses 9-10 as relating the
proper way to understand. In fact, it should help us to better grasp the point God is making. God has revealed
His truth here a little and there a little for this very purpose—so that when those in the world, whose minds are
willingly closed to His truth, attempt to comprehend it, they are unable. To them it seems one great mass of
confusion—indeed it seems drunkenness when they themselves are the ones who are spiritually drunk. And
they fall backwards over it, tripping and stumbling. But to those God has called to understand His purpose, it all
comes together—and it all makes sense. For the same reason Jesus spoke in parables—so the multitudes
would not understand but His true followers would (Luke 8:10).

756

The context, then, is this. God has arranged His Word so that spiritually drunk people are unable to
comprehend it. They trip and stumble over it as drunkards trip and stumble in general. They refuse to hear
(Isaiah 28:12)—indeed, they refuse to hear and heed the way to understand given in verses 9-10—so they
remain drunk. That was true in Isaiah‘s time—and, sadly, it remains true today.
The mention of the foundation and cornerstone (verse 16), quoted by the apostles Peter and Paul as referring
to Jesus Christ (Romans 9:33; Ephesians 2:20; 1 Peter 2:6), also reveals this prophecy to have a later
application. Paul emphasized that ―whoever believes‖ (Isaiah 28:16; Romans 10:11) was not restricted to the
Jews—and explained this as opening the way for the gentiles to come to God. Moreover, Isaiah 28:11-12 is
quoted by Paul in discussing the subject of speaking in tongues (1 Corinthians 14:21).
Isaiah mentions Jerusalem‘s leaders making a ―covenant with death‖ or ―agreement with Sheol [the grave]‖
(Isaiah 28:14-15, 18). ―The phrase simply means that the people of Israel [or Judah] thought they had an
agreement worked out by which they could avoid death. But God will soon annul that and strike His people with
judgment (28:28)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 15). In Isaiah‘s day, perhaps this applied to the
nation‘s agreement with Egypt or Babylon to defend against Assyria. Yet, because some of this passage
apparently refers to the end time as we‘ve seen, the covenant with death may as well. In that context, it could
refer to an Israeli pact or treaty with Europe that may initially preserve the Jewish state—an agreement such as
that made with Antiochus Epiphanes in the second century B.C. (see Daniel 11:23) and later with the Romans.
None of these agreements has preserved the people of the Holy Land—and neither would any made in the end
time.
Isaiah 28 contains some powerful imagery from Israel‘s history in verse 21. The mention of God rising up as at
Mount Perazim refers back to a battle David fought with the Philistines when they sought to get rid of him soon
after he became king of the combined northern and southern tribes (compare 2 Samuel 5:17-20; 1 Chronicles
14:8-11). The ―Valley of Gibeon‖ refers to the famous ―Joshua‘s long day‖ battle against the Amorites in defense
of Gibeon, when God not only prevented the sun from setting, but also used hailstones to kill even more
Amorites than the Israelites killed with the sword (compare Joshua 10:6-14).
What should be disconcerting to the Israelites is that in this prophecy God‘s wrath is directed against them
rather than against their enemies.
Finally, in the last few verses of Isaiah 28, God uses some harvesting analogies that contain both a warning
and some encouragement. The farmer uses his judgment on how much the grain needs to be ground. God, the
farmer, will continue to ―grind‖ Israel through trials as long as He determines it is necessary. It‘s not up to Israel,
―the grain‖ in the analogies, to say when God should bring their trials to an end. But God adds two encouraging
thoughts. He reminds Israel that He is aware of the fact that some types of grain need delicate threshing
methods, lest the grain be ruined. To be sure, some of the trials He allows His people to endure are truly
―gentle‖ by comparison to what they could be without His oversight. The other point is that, regardless of how
much threshing needs to be done, it‘s only part of the process. That is, Israel can count on the fact that at some
point, ―the grinding‖—that is, the trials—will cease, and God will move on to the next part of His plan.
As David wrote in Psalm 103, ―For He knows our frame; He remembers that we are dust‖ and ―the mercy of the
LORD is from everlasting to everlasting‖ (verses 14, 17).
Message to Ariel (Isaiah 29)
It is apparent that in spite of Hezekiah‘s faithfulness, the nation as a whole has not made the turnaround God
requires. Jerusalem is referred to as ―Ariel.‖ Some translate this name as ―Lion of God‖—the lion being the
emblem of Judah and its kings. Others view the name as meaning ―Altar Hearth‖—seeing Jerusalem as the
place of sacrifice and that Jerusalem itself will be made a sacrifice in its coming destruction. Yet Jerusalem was
not destroyed in Isaiah‘s day. The Assyrians laid siege to it, as described in verse 3, but they did not enter and
destroy the city.
It is not clear whether verses 5-8 are referring to Jerusalem‘s destruction by a great multitude of enemies or to
the destruction of the enemies themselves. A seemingly parallel passage in Isaiah 17:12-14 would appear to
argue for the latter. In the end time, Jerusalem will be initially invaded and trampled down by foreigners
(Revelation 11:2). But, leaving the city at the very end to gather at Megiddo (16:16), these forces will return with
others at Christ‘s return to be wiped out (19:19-21; Joel 3:2, 12-14).
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The first part of Isaiah 29:10 is used by Paul to describe how God has temporarily blinded the Israelites
(compare Romans 11:8, Deuteronomy 29:4). Part of this blindness is accomplished, as the last part of Isaiah
29:10 explains, through the removal of righteous teachers. All that is left to the people then is God‘s Word. And
yet people won‘t even seriously look at what the Bible has to say even when they are asked to. Isaiah 29:11-12
profoundly summarizes their two main excuses for not reading it. The ―literate‖ (educated religious leaders)
claim it is no use to try because parts of the Bible are mysteriously sealed from human understanding, and the
―illiterate‖ (the common people) claim it is no use to try because understanding the Bible requires more
education than they have.
Jesus quoted verse 13 in chastising the Pharisees for their hypocrisy (Matthew 15:8-9; Mark 7:6-7). People‘s
religion can become hollow—appearing righteous to the outward observer but in reality substituting human
tradition and reason for God‘s actual instructions. They lack heartfelt desire to really to listen to what God has to
say. And again, Paul chose verse 14 of Isaiah 29 to support his discussion about how the wise of this world do
not understand the truth of God (1 Corinthians 1:19). It is thus a prophecy of how God would use His servants
to demonstrate this fact.
One lesson we should draw from this passage in Isaiah 29—that is, verses 9-14—is the danger in people
looking too much to the instruction they receive from their spiritual leaders and not ultimately to God and His
Word. People can add their own ideas to God‘s Word and His revealed way of worship. Even if a leader is
righteous, people must be careful about placing too much trust in him. He is certainly not perfect. And if people
are relying too much on human leaders to guide them, then God may see fit to remove that leadership as in
verse 10 and leave them with blind guides instead. This is basically the way God worked with His people
throughout the time of the judges and the Jewish monarchy. God would provide strong righteous leadership for
a time—and then withdraw it—over and over and over again. In so doing, each generation was tested to see
who was merely following men and who really followed the true God to the point of continuing to follow Him
even when the righteous leadership was withdrawn and wicked influences prevailed.
Thankfully, Israel as a whole will at last come to know God‘s truth and live by it. Verses 18 and 24 foretell the
time when all people will have their spiritual eyes and ears (their minds) opened to read and understand God‘s
Word.
―Speak to Us Smooth Things‖; ―This Is the Way; Walk in It‖ (Isaiah 30)
Because of the threats against them from the Assyrian Empire to the north, Israel and Judah sought help from
the empire to the south—Egypt. Hoshea of Israel had sought help from So, king of Egypt (2 Kings 17:4)—to no
avail. Judah apparently did so during Hezekiah‘s reign, as described by the Assyrian general who attacked
Jerusalem (Isaiah 36:6). And they did not seek God‘s counsel in the matter.
Isaiah is told to write the message from God on a scroll—―that it may be for time to come, forever and ever‖
(verse 8). Yes, it was a message for Isaiah‘s day. But it is one for our day too—the very reason we are reading
it right now! The people didn‘t want to hear God‘s commandments (verse 9). They didn‘t want to hear any
warning message (verse 10). In fact, they demanded that their religious leaders tell them only the things they
wanted to hear.
It is the same today. People do not like correction and rebuke, as needful as they are: ―It‘s dangerous for a
patient to ask [his or] her doctor only for good news. Once a serious illness is diagnosed it can be treated. If that
same illness is simply denied, it is likely to kill. It‘s the same with God‘s words through the prophets. Their
warnings may not be pleasant. But only if we listen and take them to heart is there hope‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verse 10).
Despite the rebellion of the people, God will at last humble them and bring them to repentance—offering them
salvation at the return of Jesus Christ. And they will at last flourish.
In Isaiah 11:9, God said of the millennial rule of Jesus Christ, ―They shall not hurt nor destroy in all My holy
mountain.‖ And now we get a glimpse of how this will be ensured. God says: ―Your teachers will not be moved
into a corner anymore, but your eyes shall see your teachers. Your ears shall hear a word behind you, saying,
‗This is the way, walk in it,‘ whenever you turn to the right hand or whenever you turn to the left‖ (29:20-21).
What this is saying is that godly teachers will no longer be persecuted and driven into a corner—out of sight and
ignored. Instead, people will generally welcome God‘s guidance. Moreover, it is stated that when people start to
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veer out of line from God‘s law, a voice will remind them of what they should do. (We will consider what this
means in a moment.) The voices will be those of their teachers, whom they will at times actually see. And
amazingly, the teachers, the priesthood of that time, will be the glorified followers of Jesus Christ from this
age—at last made perfect to rule with Him over all nations.
Now, what are we to make of this instructive intervention? It clearly does not refer simply to general instruction.
A word ―behind‖ someone implies that he is caught in some action. So does that mean people will be
completely prevented from sinning every time they start to entertain a wrong thought? That just does not make
any sense. People will still have to choose the right way and then exercise the character to do right and think
right continually, for they must develop holy righteous character through this process. It is most likely that
people will be allowed to make mistakes in order to learn from them—perhaps even commit crimes like lying
and stealing. Where there are flesh-and-blood human beings, there are a host of problems. And no doubt, there
will be even then.
Yet imagine if a person were about to commit a serious violent crime against another person—rape or murder
for instance. Surely the incidence of such attempts would be diminished through general righteous instruction.
But that alone would not utterly eliminate impulsive actions. God, however, says that people will not be allowed
to hurt or destroy in all of His Kingdom. The answer? They will hear a word behind them—to mercifully guide
them into right thinking if they will be so led. And if not, they will be restrained and perhaps punished. God‘s
saints, the ―policemen‖ of the world to come, will not allow people to afflict terrible atrocities on one another.
Such evil is allowed today because this is not God‘s world. The Kingdom age is a different story—for then it will
be God‘s world.
We can perhaps also envision people who go through a period of drifting from God and His ways. Eventually,
such people may need to be directly confronted by their teachers. The fact is that we don‘t really know how
often such intervention will be required. It will probably be reserved for drastic situations rather than as a matter
of course. On the other hand, people seeing their glorified teachers and receiving general instruction from them
will likely be more commonplace.
If you commit to God now and remain faithful to Him, yours will be one of the voices providing guidance and
direction to human beings in that amazing time to come.
Finally, God states that He will be the One to destroy the Assyrians, not Egypt (verse 31). This is apparently
part of the prophecy of end-time events, of which the destruction of Sennacherib‘s army in Isaiah‘s day was a
forerunner. Notice the reference to Tophet in verse 33. ―Tophet, located south of Jerusalem, was the place
where the valleys of Hinnom and Kidron met. It was probably a deep, wide pit containing a bonfire of blazing
wood, where children had at times been burned to death as offerings to pagan deities (2 Kin. 23:10; Jer. 7:32,
32; 19:6, 11-14). The area has filled in significantly through the centuries‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Isaiah
30:33).
It is interesting to note that God says Tophet was prepared for the ruler of Assyria—here a reference to the endtime European dictator known as ―the Beast‖ in Revelation. God said in Joel 3 that the destruction on His
enemies at the end would occur in the Valley of Jehoshaphat, which is often identified with the Kidron Valley
(see highlights on Joel 3). And Jesus used Gehenna (Gai Hinnom—the ―Valley of Hinnom‖ outside Jerusalem
where trash was burned) to represent the coming ―lake of fire,‖ which, according to the book of Revelation, will
burn up the wicked. In Revelation 19:20, we learn that the Beast and his accomplice the False Prophet will be
cast into the ―lake of fire,‖ which appears to be a reference to this place of Tophet, where the Kidron and
Hinnom Valleys meet.
Christ will evidently ignite Hinnom (Isaiah 30:33) and will perhaps keep it burning throughout the Millennium,
since Satan (the ultimate ruler of Assyria) is cast into the lake of fire where the Beast and False Prophet were
cast—and He is cast there at the end of the thousand years (Revelation 20:10). Thus it is a fire in the same
place if not the very same fire. This fire will eventually engulf and purify the entire earth, burning up all the
incorrigibly wicked (compare verses 13-15; 21:8; 2 Peter 3:10-12; Malachi 4:1, 3).
Deliverance Is from God; The Righteous King (Isaiah 31–32)
Chapter 31 restates much of the theme of chapter 30: The people were looking to Egypt for help instead of
looking to God. And ultimately Assyria would fall, but not because of Egypt. This was true of the destruction that
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came upon Sennacherib‘s army in Isaiah‘s day. And it will also be true of what happens at the return of Jesus
Christ—when He destroys the armies of the nations, including Assyria, that come against Him.
Indeed, this is all primarily an end-time prophecy, since chapter 32 carries right on from God‘s victory. The king
who would reign in righteousness was not a reference to Hezekiah, who already sat on the throne of Judah.
Rather, this speaks of the reign of the Messiah. Verses 5-8 describe how, under His righteous rule, there will be
no more labeling of right as wrong and wrong as right. Everything will be seen for what it truly is. Evil will be
decried and judged, and good will at last be exalted.
Verse 10 says, ―In a year and some days…‖ The King James Version has ―many days and years.‖ The literal
wording is ―days upon a year‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 10). If it really does
mean a year and some days, this was perhaps a reference by Isaiah to the coming destruction of Sennacherib
in 701 B.C. The women and daughters of verses 9-11 are possibly understood to mean ―the cities and villages
of Judea‖ (note on verses 9-20). Many of them will be ravaged and destroyed. Jerusalem will not be: ―Not
Jerusalem itself, but other cities destroyed by Sennacherib in his march…. However, the prophecy, in its full
accomplishment, refers to the utter desolation of Judea and its capital [Jerusalem] by Rome [soon after Christ‘s
first coming], and subsequently [by the end-time resurrection of Rome—the final Assyria and Babylon], previous
to the second coming of the King (Ps. 118:26; Luke 13:35; 19:38); ‗the joyous city‘ is in this view, Jerusalem‖
(note on verse 13).
But the days of trouble will not last forever. On the day of Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit was given to the
apostles, Peter cited the book of Joel to explain what was occurring (Acts 2:16-21; Joel 2:28-32). Of course,
prophecies of God pouring out His Spirit were not limited to Joel. Isaiah 32:15, for instance, also describes this
outpouring—though, as with Joel, its ultimate fulfillment is yet to occur, when God‘s Spirit is available to all
mankind (see also Isaiah 44:3; Proverbs 1:23; Ezekiel 39:29; Zechariah 12:10).
It is this outpouring of God‘s Spirit, in concert with the direct rule of Jesus Christ, that will at last bring peace to
the world. For God‘s Spirit (Isaiah 32:15) enables righteousness (verse 16)—the keeping of God‘s
commandments (Psalm 119:172). And the keeping of God‘s commandments results in peace (Isaiah 32:17)—
which Jesus Himself will maintain throughout His rule (verse 18).
Ambassadors of Peace Weep; Then Jerusalem a Quiet Home (Isaiah 33)
This ―woe differs from the others in that it is addressed to Assyria, not to Judah [that is, it starts out that way].
By focusing exclusively on Assyria‘s defeat and Judah‘s salvation, the prophecy magnifies Judah‘s exalted King
(vv. 3, 5, 10). This woe oracle consists of an introduction of the main themes of the oracle (vv. 1-6); an
emphasis on Judah‘s need for salvation and the Lord‘s provision of that need (vv. 7-13), and its spiritual impact
on sinners (vv. 14-16); and a conclusion showing the majestic King in His beauty (vv. 17-24)‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on chap. 33).
In verse 7, we see how the hopes of the ambassadors for peace have been dashed. How often this has been
true—particularly of Jerusalem. This ancient city‘s name means ―Possession of Peace.‖ But of all the warwracked and violent places on the earth, Jerusalem has been one of the worst. Thankfully, God will at last
intervene for His people. He will defeat the enemies of peace and establish it permanently. Jesus will reign in
Jerusalem—a ―quiet home.‖ It will at long last live up to its name and truly be the city of peace.
Incidentally, many believe that America‘s Founding Fathers considered verse 22 as part of their justification for
establishing three separate branches of government in the United States—the judicial, legislative and executive
branches.
The Day of the Lord‘s Vengeance; Followed by Paradise (Isaiah 34–35)
That chapter 34 is a prophecy of the last days is clear from the reference to the heavens being dissolved and
―rolled up like a scroll,‖ a picture also presented in the heavenly signs of Revelation 6:13-14. Some see this
terminology as descriptive of a mushroom cloud.
The prophecy concerns multinational devastation to occur during the Day of the Lord, focusing on God‘s
judgment against Edom (Idumea). Other prophecies against Edom can be found in Isaiah 63:1-6, Jeremiah
49:7-22, Ezekiel 25:12-14, Ezekiel 35, Amos 1:11-12, Obadiah 1-14 and Malachi 1:2-5.
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The Day of the Lord is described as the time of God‘s vengeance on the nations for their affliction of Zion—
perhaps referring to the evil they have done to both physical Israel and spiritual Israel, the latter meaning the
Church of God. And God tells us that this period of final vengeance will last for a year (Isaiah 34:8). In
Revelation 6:17, the heavenly signs are said to introduce the ―great day of His wrath.‖ Following these signs in
Revelation is the blowing of seven trumpets, each heralding titanic, cataclysmic world upheaval. It appears,
then, that these trumpets are blown over the course of this final ―year of recompense.‖
The waste and destruction that will come on the land of Edom (Isaiah 34:9-15)—with its becoming a habitation
for unclean animals—seems very much to parallel what will happen to Babylon (Isaiah 13:19-22; 14:22-23;
Jeremiah 50:39; 51:37), wherein the wasteland of such animals is perhaps symbolic of the prison for Satan and
his demons (compare Revelation 18:2). And yet end-time Babylon is evidently to be identified with Rome.
Interestingly, Jewish commentaries have traditionally identified Edom with Rome, or at least the dynasty of
Rome‘s leaders, and with the rulers of Germany—as is mentioned in the book of Obadiah.
The Babylonian Talmud mentions ―Germamia of Edom‖ (Megilla 6b). Again, it is possible that there is some
connection here, though, as also explained in the comments on Obadiah, it appears that Edom primarily
comprises many of the Turks and Palestinians along with various other scattered Middle Eastern groups.
However, we should perhaps consider the large number of Turks and other Muslim immigrants who live in
Germany and other European nations today. Moreover, Turkey itself may eventually become part of the
European Union, thus fusing a significant part of Edom with Babylon.
Isaiah 35 is entirely millennial—that is, descriptive of the 1,000-year reign of Jesus Christ and His saints (see
Revelation 20:4-6)—and presents a contrasting picture to the desolation of chapter 34. The deserts will bloom
as nature is transformed—miraculously healed. Human beings will also be healed by the miracle-working power
of God.
Yet the healing will not only be external. The blind seeing, deaf hearing, lame leaping and mute singing (Isaiah
35:5-6), while literal, are also symbolic. Those who are spiritually blind will at last come to see and understand
the knowledge of God. Those who are unwilling to hear God‘s message will at last listen. Those who are
spiritually crippled, unable to walk in God‘s commandments, will at last be able to run and leap in the way of
God. And those who are now silent in regard to God and His mighty works will at last praise Him and proclaim
His truth.
This will be made possible by ―waters bursting forth in the desert‖—again literal but also spiritual, referring to
the coming outpouring of the Spirit of God. The presence of God‘s Spirit will work great miracles, both visible
change in nature and, more importantly, transformation of the inner hearts and minds of people.
What is now the narrow and difficult path of life, which only few find (Matthew 7:14), will, in the age to come, be
a broad highway that everyone will be able to follow to the Kingdom of God. The highway, too, is both literal and
figurative. It is the path of return for the exiles to Zion—the physical route and the spiritual way of life that God
requires.
It will be a safe road (verse 9)—on which no beast is found. Again, this is a physical and spiritual promise. As
we saw in Isaiah 11, the nature of animals will be changed. They will no longer be dangerous. And the political
―Beast‖ powers of the earth will no longer be around to harm anyone. It will be a time of tremendous joy—when
―sorrow and sighing shall flee away‖ (35:10).
Invasion of Sennacherib and Micah‘s Warning (Isaiah 36)
In 701 Sennacherib marched west to crush the Palestinian revolt. He came down the Mediterranean coast, ―and
after the surrender of Ashkelon and Ekron turned toward Judah.He made his headquarters at Lachish [28 miles
southwest of Jerusalem]; reliefs found at Nineveh [now at the British Museum] show the breaching of the
double walls and the fortifications of the gate [of Lachish] by siege rams. Traces of the intense destruction have
been found in the excavations on the site (stratum III) and also at Tell Beit Mirsim (Ashan) and Beer-sheba‖
(p.99).
In conjunction with the Assyrian invasion, Hezekiah took further precautions to protect Jerusalem. Rather than
just having the water of Gihon brought inside the city by his tunnel, it was necessary to keep enemies from
polluting the spring or preventing its waters from reaching Jerusalem—or from using it and other springs. So he
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concealed the springs outside the city (compare 2 Chronicles 32:3-4). But this alone would not protect
Hezekiah‘s people.
Sadly, besides Hezekiah‘s own lapse in attitude and failure to completely rely on God, Judah had declined quite
a bit spiritually during the reign of Ahaz so that even Hezekiah‘s reforms were not sufficient to entirely reverse
the downward trend. Perhaps if Hezekiah had fully trusted in God, he could have successfully continued to
withstand the Assyrians, but God permitted Sennacherib to invade the land and capture many of its cities. It is,
of course, possible that God would have brought destruction against Judah in general anyway because of their
injustice and wrongdoing, as brought out in Micah and Isaiah‘s prophecies.
As for the scale of what happened, notice these words of Sennacherib himself from his famous clay prism: ―But
as for Hezekiah, the Jew, who did not bow in submission to my yoke, forty-six of his strong walled towns and
innumerable smaller villages in their neighbourhood I besieged and conquered by stamping down earth-ramps
and then by bringing up battering rams, by the assault of foot-soldiers, by breaches, tunneling and sapper
operations. I made to come out from them 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, innumerable
horses, mules, donkeys, camels, large and small cattle, and counted them as spoils of war‖ (quoted in
Eerdmans Handbook to the Bible, 1983, p.280). It is interesting to consider, then, that many people of Judah,
Benjamin and Levi thereby joined the Assyrian captivity of the northern tribes—20 years after Samaria‘s fall.
At these dire events, Hezekiah panics and surrenders to Sennacherib while he is still at Lachish (2 Kings
18:14). Hezekiah takes much of the gold and all the silver from the temple to pay the tribute imposed on him
(verses 15-16). Yet Sennacherib is not fully appeased. It was perhaps right around this time that the prophet
Micah delivered his powerful warning of chapter 3 to the leaders of Jerusalem, including Hezekiah.
Interestingly, years later this episode will be used by some as a defense of Jeremiah, when others want him put
to death for pronouncing judgment on Jerusalem. At this point, you should read Jeremiah 26:17-19. As you can
see, having read these verses, from the later testimony it does appear that Micah‘s warning corresponded to
events at the time of Sennacherib‘s invasion. Micah‘s preaching—probably along with Isaiah‘s and the terrible
events—brought about Hezekiah‘s humbling himself in repentance. Jerusalem would not fall.
Sennacherib sends a delegation to taunt the city (2 Kings 18:17). Whether coincidentally or not, they conduct
their business at the very place Isaiah had confronted Ahaz about 30 years earlier to warn him of the Assyrian
threat (compare Isaiah 7:3). Tartan, Rabsaris and Rabshakeh are probably titles rather than names. The NIV
translates these as supreme commander, chief officer and field commander. The field commander addresses
Hezekiah‘s representatives, speaking Hebrew in the hearing of all the people, to maximize intimidation (verse
26). He first questions their reliance on Egypt for help (verse 21). This was something God Himself had rebuked
them for (compare Isaiah 30:1-5). Then he questions why they claim to rely on God, when Hezekiah has taken
away all of the high places and insisted that they worship only at the altar in Jerusalem (verse 22). This of
course reflects a total misunderstanding on his part on how God was to be worshiped, though it may have
planted some doubts and worries into the minds of the Jews.
The field commander then claims that God had told the Assyrians to destroy the land (verse 25). God probably
did not speak to the king of Assyria, although He apparently did move the Assyrians to war against the northern
kingdom of Israel and take its people captive—and now He was similarly moving Assyria against Judah. Yet in
his particular claim the Assyrian official was, no doubt, being rather presumptuous. But he really gets into
trouble when he challenges God Himself, saying that God is no different than the gods of the other nations he
has destroyed, and is incapable of delivering Jerusalem (verses 30-35). As we will see in the rest of the
account, God is not like the false gods of pagan nations.
Judah Delivered from Sennacherib (Isaiah 37)
Hezekiah takes the field commander‘s blasphemy to God. Through Isaiah,God assures him He has heard it and
will deal with the Assyrians. Then the Rabshakeh returned to his king but ―did not find Sennacherib at Lachish.
Sennacherib had gone to besiege Libnah [about five miles north of Lachish], and from there set out for the
Valley of Eltekeh to meet the Egyptian Army which had come to the aid of Judah‖ (Aharoni and Avi-Yonah,
Macmillan Bible Atlas, p.99).
Eugene Merrill gives details regarding the participation of Egypt, now ruled by Pharaoh Shebitku: ―In the spirit of
general rebellion following Sargon‘s death in 705, Shebitku with his armed forces moved north in 701 to join the
Palestinian states, including Judah, in an effort to withstand the new king of Assyria, Sennacherib. By the time
Shebitku arrived, Hezekiah may already have promised his tribute to Sennacherib. Whatever the case, the
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Assyrian broke off further hostilities against Jerusalem when he learned that Shebitku was on the way.
Sennacherib then confronted the forces of Egypt and Judah at Eltekeh. Victorious, he divided his army,leaving
part to provide defense against the Egyptians and sending the others to Jerusalem, apparently to punish
Hezekiah for his collaboration with the rebels.
―By then a second large contingent of troops from Egypt, led by the crown prince Tirhakah, was on its way.
Sennacherib was soon apprised of this, but communicated to Hezekiah that he should take no comfort from it
since the Assyrians had completely destroyed all their previous enemies (2 Kings 19:9-13)‖ (Kingdom of
Priests, p.416). This is a reference to the letter that Hezekiah received (verse 14). ―Egypt did indeed prove to be
a‘splintered reed‘ [as the Assyrian official had warned] (2 Kings 18:21): Shebitku and Tirhakah retreated without
doing the Assyrians further harm‖ (p.416).
But far greater forces were pitted against Assyria. Hezekiah went back to the temple, this time taking
Sennacherib‘s blasphemous letter and laying it out before God (verse 14). Once again, Isaiah is used to confirm
God‘s anger at the Assyrians‘ blasphemy and presumptuousness.
Sennacherib‘s prism records: ―He [Hezekiah] himself I shut up like a caged bird within Jerusalem, his royal city.
I put watch-posts strictly around it and turned back to his disaster any who went out of its city gate. His towns
which I had despoiled I cut off from his lands…‖
Regarding the remainder of this account, Werner Keller writes in his book, The Bible as History: ―Surely now
must come the announcement of the fall of Jerusalem and the seizing of the capital. But the text [of the prism]
continues: ‗As for Hezekiah, the splendour of my majesty overwhelmed him…30 gold talents…valuable
treasures as well as his daughters, the women of his harem, singers both men and women, he caused to be
brought after me to Nineveh. To pay his tribute and to do me homage he sent his envoys.‘
―It is simply a bragging account of the payment of tribute—nothing more…The Assyrian texts pass on
immediately from the description of the battle of Jerusalem to the payment of Hezekiah‘s tribute [which had
been paid earlier!]. Just at the moment when the whole country had been subjugated and the siege of
Jerusalem, the last point of resistance, was in full swing, the unexpected happened: Sennacherib broke off the
attack at five minutes to twelve. Only something quite extraordinary could have induced him to stop the
fighting…‖ (1980, p.260).
And the Bible tells us what happened. God miraculously intervened and slew 185,000 Assyrian soldiers in one
night (verse 35). Sennacherib returned in disgrace to Nineveh, where he of course did not report his
ignominious defeat. Rather, he did what he could to make it look like a victory.
T.C. Mitchell of the British Museum writes, ―The Assyrian annals tacitly agree with the Biblical version by
making no claim that Jerusalem was taken, only describing tribute from Hezekiah of gold, silver, precious
stones, valuable woods, furniture decorated with ivory…iron daggers, raw iron and musicians‖ (The Bible in the
British Museum, 2000, p.59).
The Bible then states that Sennacherib, while worshiping in the temple of Nisroch, was murdered by two of his
own sons. ―The name Nisroch has been identified as the god Nushku or a corrupted form of Marduk, the
traditional god of Mesopotamia. The events depicted here [i.e.,surrounding Sennacherib‘s murder] took place
20 years after God‘s deliverance of Jerusalem. When his father was assassinated, Esarhaddon took the throne
and ruled from 681 to 668 B.C.‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 19:37). This means that Sennacherib
did not actually die until five years after Hezekiah‘s death. Still, he had to live the rest of his life with the memory
of his terrible defeat in Judah.
Hezekiah‘s Sickness and the Sundial (Isaiah 38)
Many date Hezekiah‘s sickness and the visit of Babylonian envoys, which we read about in chapter 39, as
having occurred prior to Sennacherib‘s invasion. One reason for this is the fact that Hezekiah proudly shows the
wealth of the national treasuries to the Babylonians, as we‘ll see (2 Kings 20:13)—and yet Hezekiah gave away
much of the treasuries to Sennacherib (18:15-16).Another important indicator is God‘s statement in 2 Kings
20:6 that He will defend Jerusalem and Hezekiah against the king of Assyria—seeming to indicate
Sennacherib‘s assault, which would necessitate that it had not yet occurred. Finally,destruction is seen looming
over Jerusalem following Hezekiah‘s sickness (see 2 Chronicles 32:24-25). Therefore, we will proceed on what
appears to be the likelier supposition—that Hezekiah became ill prior to Sennacherib‘s invasion.
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But his sickness must have come right before—earlier in the same year as the invasion. In 2 Kings 18:13, we
are told that Sennacherib (who invaded in 701 B.C.) came in the 14th year of Hezekiah. Thus we understand
Hezekiah‘s sole reign upon the death of his father to have begun around 715 B.C.Hezekiah‘s 29-year reign is
reckoned from 715 to 686 B.C. Since Hezekiah‘s life is extended 15 years beyond his sickness, this would
place his sickness in 701. The Bible says his illness came ―in those days‖ (2 Kings 20:1; 2 Chronicles 32:24;
Isaiah 38:1)—that is, in the days of Sennacherib‘s invasion. And this must have indicated a narrow span of
time, as we‘ve seen.
Sadly, as faithful as Hezekiah had been, in preparing for war against Assyria, he and his people were not
looking to God but to their military capabilities and strategies. Isaiah had stated this very thing in Isaiah 22:8-11,
which we earlier read. God, then, allows Hezekiah to fall prey to a deathly illness involving some kind of lesion.
Hezekiah thus refocuses on his commitment to God —praying for healing. And God promises to heal him.
It is interesting to note Isaiah‘s prescription of a poultice of figs even given God‘s promise to heal. ―The practice
of applying figs to an ulcerated sore is well attested in the records of the ancient Middle East, being mentioned
as early as the Ras Shamra (Ugaritic) tablets of the second millennium B.C.‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
20:7). This shows that we are to do what we physically can to relieve ourselves of illness in addition to fully
relying on God‘s healing. In addition to purely supernatural miracles of healing, there are natural laws of health
and healing that God created and sometimes chooses to work through for healing.
All healing comes from God—and our working within His laws of health and healing does not betray trust in
Him. Even using physical methods such as Isaiah prescribed, it is still the laws of God that do the healing.
Thus, God‘s promise to heal can include using the systems of the body and is not limited to overt miracles. In
Hezekiah‘s case, perhaps God supernaturally healed part of Hezekiah‘s problem and let natural healing
methods alleviate the other part.
We then see the sign of the sundial. This was an incredible miracle. Like the miracle of Joshua‘s long day, it
involved stopping the earth from turning—and this time rolling it backwards a ways. Consider that the surface of
the earth at the equator is moving at a speed of more than 1,000 miles per hour. The laws of inertia demand
that if the earth were suddenly stopped, everything on its surface would go flying forward—and massive
upheaval would result on land and sea. So God had to have kept everything calm and in place. It is truly
staggering to contemplate. Certainly Hezekiah understood it to be a great miracle. But given our scientific
knowledge today, we are able to realize the immense complexity of this miracle far more than Hezekiah
possibly could have.
Hezekiah Receives the Babylonian Envoys (Isaiah 39)
Merodach-Baladan of Babylon was, as we ‘ve seen, involved in his own ongoing struggle to gain independence
from Assyria. He ruled as king twice in Babylon—first from 721-710 B.C.and later for a short time in 703.―
Amazingly, Marduk-apla-iddina [Merodach-Baladan ]rebounded …and instigated yet another rebellion in 700.
Again, and for the last time, he was put down; and Assur-nadin-sumi, a son of Sennacherib, was installed as
regent in Babylon‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p.414).
What this tells us is that, though he wasn‘t then on the throne, Merodach-Baladan was still a factor in 701—
when Hezekiah was sick and Sennacherib invaded. We can therefore see why he would be sending a
delegation to Jerusalem at this time. Ostensibly it was to congratulate Hezekiah on his recovery from illness,
but there was surely more political motivation behind it. Indeed, this was likely part of an attempt to forge an
alliance with Hezekiah against their common foe, Assyria. Hezekiah was more than willing to show off his
wealth—likely to prove that he had enough to help finance a joint rebellion—and did so with a certain amount of
pride (2 Chronicles 32:25).
Isaiah, however, warns that someday all of that wealth would eventually be taken by the Babylonians when they
were no longer friends—perhaps even prompted by the reports taken back by these visitors. Hezekiah‘s
response is not one of humility or repentance—only satisfaction at the fact that this won‘t transpire in his days.
God was greatly displeased at Hezekiah‘s attitude in the whole affair. Though the king had been miraculously
healed and been promised deliverance from the Assyrians by God, here he was again looking to his wealth and
the help of foreign powers to overcome Assyria. And he was not sorry at Isaiah‘s rebuke. ―Therefore wrath was
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looming over him and over Judah and Jerusalem‖ (verse 25). Indeed, God withdrew from him as a test (verse
31). This all seems to refer to God allowing the catastrophic invasion of Sennacherib.
―Comfort My People‖ (Isaiah 40)
Beginning with this chapter, the remainder of the book of Isaiah takes on a different tone—so much so that
some have tried to claim it was really written by a different author. Part of the reason is that chapters 40–55
appear to be addressed to the people of Jerusalem while they are in captivity—and their captivity was not until
many years after Isaiah‘s death. However, the New Testament assigns 23 verses from all sections of this book
specifically to the prophet Isaiah (1:9; 6:9-10; 9:1-2; 10:22-23; 11:10; 29:13; 40:3-5; 42:1-4; 53:1,4,7-8; 61:1-2;
65:1). So Isaiah‘s message was written for the future—for Israel and Judah in their imminent captivity and in
their end-time captivity.
The message is to comfort and console the exiles. Luke 2:25 refers to the future redemption of Israel as the
―Consolation of Israel‖—which was to be accomplished through Jesus Christ. In 2 Corinthians 1, the apostle
Paul tells us that God comforts us so that we may comfort others (verses 3-4). Learning to be a comforter is
learning to be like God. At times, chronic or serious trials can be very discouraging for a Christian, leaving one
to wonder why God allows them. One of the reasons is to train us to be able to lend aid and comfort to those
experiencing the same or a similar type of difficulty. A person with no experience with trials is limited in his
ability to empathize and sympathize with those who truly suffer. On the other hand, the person experienced in
receiving God‘s comfort while enduring trials is well equipped to offer godly comfort to others.
Verses 3-5 of Isaiah 40 are identified by all four Gospel writers as applying to John the Baptist (Matthew 3:3;
Mark 1:3; Luke 3:4-6; John 1:23)—who announced the first coming of the Messiah. However, Jesus indicated
that John only partially fulfilled these prophecies—that their ultimate fulfillment would come in the end time (see
Matthew 17:10-13, especially verse 11).
Notice the message: ―Every valley shall be exalted and every mountain and hill brought low‖ (Isaiah 40:4). What
does this mean? Does it mean that all mountain ranges on earth will be flattened and all valleys filled in? If so, it
would mean no more Grand Canyon. No more Yosemite Valley. No more Matterhorn. No more great cascading
waterfalls and other such beautiful wonders of God‘s creation. A perpetually flat landscape, with only slight dips
and rises. Is this what God means? No, for while there will likely be topographical changes to the surface of the
earth, ―every‖ valley and ―every‖ hill will not disappear. If that happened, the whole world would be flooded.
Indeed, Scripture says that Jerusalem itself will be an exalted mountain during Christ‘s reign.
So what does the prophecy here mean? It appears to have both a figurative and a literal meaning. Mountains
and hills being brought low can represent large and small nations being humbled, and valleys being raised can
represent oppressed and downtrodden people being exalted (compare verses 17, 23, 29; 2:11-17; 24:21;
60:10, 14, showing that God hates pride, and how the haughty will be humbled and the humble—especially the
faithful saints—will be exalted). Yet again, there is apparently a literal fulfillment as well. Consider that the
passage is discussing the building of a highway (verse 3). It is in the construction of this highway that
mountains are brought low and valleys are raised—crooked places made straight and rough places smoothed
(verse 4). Thus, if there‘s a mountain in the way, it is brought low; if a valley would impede the highway, the
valley is raised up (compare 42:15-16; 49:11). Furthermore, since the purpose of a highway is to facilitate
interchange between separated people, we can look at this figuratively as well. Any obstacles that separate and
divide people will be removed (compare 19:23; 62:10).
Remember that this reference applied in part to the work of John preparing the way (the highway) for Jesus‘
first coming. No physical highway was then being built. Rather, John preached a message of repentance and
many of his followers became disciples of Jesus. Yet John‘s work of preparation was a forerunner of an endtime work of preparation—preparing for the second coming of Christ. Again, it is accomplished through a
message of repentance and helping people in the process of conversion and overcoming sin.
At Christ‘s return, the Israelites and then the whole world will be helped in the same process. When He comes,
there will be a literal highway of return for the exiles from Assyria and Egypt. But more importantly, that highway
will represent spiritual return to God—repentance—as well as harmony with other people through that way of
repentance. Part of the repentance process will include people coming to terms with and turning from hatred
and competition that has existed between nations for sometimes thousands of years.
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Verses 6-8 are cited by Peter in discussing the solution to the fleetingness of human life (1 Peter 1:24-25). The
same analogy of man‘s life being as the grass of the field is used by James as well—applied especially to the
futility of riches as a panacea (James 1:10-11; see also Job 14:1-2; Psalm 103:15-16). Verses 9-11 show the
zeal and courage the Church should have in preaching the joyous ―good tidings!‖ Verse 13 is quoted twice by
Paul (Romans 11:34; 1 Corinthians 2:16).
One of the many recurring themes in this section of Isaiah is the greatness of God‘s power as the Creator of the
universe, of the earth and of man upon the earth (verses 12, 22, 28; for more examples see also 42:5; 44:24;
45:12, 18). In verse 26, we are told to lift our eyes upward—to the heavens. God calls all in the ―host‖—that is,
the celestial bodies, including all the stars—by name, an amazing fact also mentioned in Psalm 147:4. It is
amazing since there are at least a hundred billion galaxies of a hundred billion stars each. Scientists estimate
the universe at around 15 billion years old. Yet to name every star at a rate of one per second would take more
than 21,000 times that long—a mind-boggling feat that God gives but a passing mention. The greatness and
awesome might of God should be of true comfort to His people.
The chapter ends with the wonderful verses about waiting on God. ―To wait [on God] entails confident
expectation and active hope in the Lord—never passive resignation (Ps. 40:1). Mount up…run…walk depicts
the spiritual transformation that faith brings to a person. The Lord gives power to those who trust in him…. The
eagle depicts the strength that comes from the Lord. The Lord describes his deliverance of the Israelites in Ex.
19:4 as similar to being lifted up on an eagle‘s strong wings. In Ps. 103:5, the strength of people who are
nourished by God is compared to the strength of the eagle‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Isaiah 40:31). It is a
remarkable picture. Through faith in God‘s power, our waiting can be a time of soaring.
One From the East and the North (Isaiah 41)
In verse 2 God mentions sending someone ―from the east.‖ In verse 25 He says this person is ―from the north‖
yet also ―from the rising of the sun‖—which again means from the east. So it is likely that the same person is
being referred to. Yet who is this person?
First of all, we need to bear in mind that this whole section of prophecy is given to comfort the exiles of Judah
and Israel—in both their ancient and future Babylonian captivities. It is describing a time of punishment on their
enemies. Thus, the person being sent would seem to be a deliverer sent to free them from captivity. Indeed,
most commentaries equate this person with the Persian ruler Cyrus, who conquered Babylon in 539 B.C. and
released the Jewish exiles. This is a sensible conclusion since Cyrus is explicitly referred to by name in
basically the same role just a few chapters later (44:28–45:4).
―One from the east refers to Cyrus, king of Persia (559-530 B.C.; see 46:11)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
41:2). And as for ―from the north…from the rising of the sun‖ and his calling on God‘s name (verse 25): ―The
conquest of Media by Cyrus (550 B.C.) made him master of the territories north of Babylon. Cyrus, who did not
personally know God (45:4), nevertheless called on God‘s name when he released the exiles (2 Chr. 36:23;
Ezra 1:1-4)‖ (note on Isaiah 41:25).
Yet remarkably, Cyrus is referred to in chapters 44–45 as God‘s shepherd and God‘s anointed. He is clearly
being used as a forerunner of Jesus Christ, who is sent by God the Father to ultimately free the exiles in the
end time. Jesus comes from the north since God‘s throne is said to be ―on the mount of the congregation on the
farthest sides of the north‖ (14:13). And reference to Christ‘s coming from the east is found in the New
Testament: ―For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes to the west, so also will the coming of the Son
of Man be‖ (Matthew 24:27).
Israel is referred to as God‘s servant—a servant being one who obeys a master, lord or employer. ―The term
was bestowed on the person chosen to administer and advance God‘s kingdom (Ex. 14:31; 2 Sam. 3:18). In
chs. 40–55, the title of servant is bestowed implicitly on Cyrus (45:1-4) and explicitly on God‘s prophets (44:26),
the nation of Israel (44:21; 45:4) and particularly on the Lord Jesus Christ (42:1-4; 52:13)‖ (Nelson, note on
41:8). We will see more on this in our next reading.
Also in verse 8, the Israelites‘ blessing is shown to be rooted in their descent from Abraham, God‘s friend. This
incredible designation occurs in two other places in Scripture (James 2:23; 2 Chronicles 20:7). This friendship
with Abraham extends to his descendants, and it is what ultimately brings favor and victory to Israel.
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Those who are incensed against Israel (Isaiah 41:11), or war against Israel (verse 12), will be as nothing. God
will help His chosen people (verses 13-14). ―Exiled Israel seemed as feeble and despicable as a worm (Job
25:6; Ps. 22:6 [the latter verse prophetic of Christ in His final suffering])‖ (Nelson, note on Isaiah 41:14).
But God will deliver Israel—and not merely through unilaterally destroying its enemies. The Israelites would
themselves thresh the mountains and hills (verse 15), symbolic of the nations around them and their false
religions (compare Isaiah 2:2; Deuteronomy 12:2; Jeremiah 3:21-23). ―The lowly ‗worm‘ (v. 14) would be
transformed into a threshing sledge (28:27) that removes mountains, the symbols of opposition and the location
of pagan temples and palaces (Mic. 1:3-5)‖ (note on Isaiah 41:15). This did not happen in Israel‘s ancient return
from Babylonian captivity—in which only a small percentage of Jews (and none of the northern tribes) returned
to the Promised Land. This shows the prophecy to be primarily for the end time.
Furthermore, God is presented as performing miracles for the returning exiles, meeting their basic needs in the
desert as He did for Israel of old (verses 17-20). This also did not happen in the ancient return from Babylonian
captivity. But it will happen in Israel and Judah‘s future when Christ comes back. And Jesus will ultimately crush
Israel‘s enemies, in a much greater way than Cyrus ever did (verse 25).
Finally, God satirically shows the foolishness of idolatry. Idols cannot proclaim the future. They can‘t proclaim
anything at all. God challenges idols in verse 23 to ―do good or evil.‖ What He‘s really saying is: ―Do anything!‖
But of course, they cannot. The nations were and still are mired in idolatry—or, in God‘s words, ―wind and
confusion‖ (verse 29). And this is not limited to overtly pagan religions. Idolatry and many pagan practices and
ideas are deeply embedded in traditional Christianity, which is really a counterfeit religion mixing some
authentic Christian concepts with ancient paganism. Thankfully, Christ is coming to set all aright.
―Behold! My Servant‖ (Isaiah 42)
The first four verses of chapter 42 are quoted by the apostle Matthew to describe Jesus (Matthew 12:18-21),
and the chapter continues in its description of this Messiah to come (verses 6-7; compare Luke 2:32; 4:18).
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary states: ―The law of prophetic suggestion leads Isaiah from Cyrus to
the far greater Deliverer, behind whom the former is lost sight of. The express quotation in Matthew 12:18-20,
and the description can apply to Messiah alone (Ps. 40:6; with which cf. Exod. 21:6; John 6:38; Phil. 2:7). Israel,
also, in its highest ideal, is called the ‗servant‘ of God (ch. 49:3). But this ideal is realized only in the antitypical
Israel, its representative-man and Head, Messiah (cf. Matt. 2:15, with Hos. 11:1)‖ (note on Isaiah 42:1). Some
statements in Isaiah 42 refer to Jesus‘ first coming, some to the second.
Verses 2-3 refer to His gentleness at His first coming and toward those who are humbly seeking Him at His
second coming. But verses 13-15 show another side of Jesus—His power and wrath toward evildoers during
the Day of the Lord.
Returning to Christ‘s gentleness in verse 3, His not breaking a bruised reed appears to mean that upon those
who are lowly and hurt, having already suffered punishment, Jesus will not add to their punishment. Indeed, just
the opposite, He will take special care of them and restore them to health and happiness—and even grant them
spiritual vitality. ―Smoking flax‖ in the same verse is rendered ―dimly burning wick‖ in the RSV and NRSV (see
also JFB Commentary). This appears to represent those who at one time had a fiery zeal but are now as a
mere smoldering candle wick about to go out—their faith and hope in God‘s deliverance is almost gone. Jesus
will not quench what is left in them. Again, just the opposite, He will rescue them, not only restoring their faith
and zeal, but through the granting of His Spirit giving them such a fiery zeal for God as is otherwise humanly
impossible.
Verse 4 says He would bring law to the world (compare 2:2-4). Verse 21 of Isaiah 42 says one of His
responsibilities would be to ―magnify the law and make it honorable‖ (KJV). In Christ‘s famous Sermon on the
Mount, far from doing away with God‘s law as many argue, He explained the spiritual intent behind God‘s law
and actually made it even more binding—showing that God‘s law is to regulate even our thoughts, not merely
our actions (see Matthew 5:17-48).
Isaiah 42:14 shows that the punishment on Israel is painful to God, as is often the case when parents have to
discipline their children. To God it will have been like birth pangs—ending with His at last ―delivering‖ them.
Rabbinic teaching refers to the time just before the Messiah comes as the ―birth pangs of the Messiah.‖ Verses
15-16 show the miraculous way in which Christ will lead the exiles back from their captivity. It has also been
suggested that this is representative of Christ leading spiritual Israel, the New Testament Church, ever since its

767

inception to ultimate deliverance in the Kingdom of God. That may well be, as the Church is paving the way, so
to speak, for the return of physical Israel and eventually all of mankind, which must be grafted into Israel as well
(see Romans 11).
In Isaiah 42:18-20, the ―servant‖ and ―messenger‖ of God is Israel—now spiritually blind and deaf. This is
clearly illustrated in the remainder of the chapter. The people sit in captivity and punishment because of their
disobedience. In the ancient Babylonian captivity, Christ‘s coming to magnify the law was yet future. Now He
has already come and still the people do not heed. This has been the cause of the Israelites‘ suffering through
the ages. And it will culminate in the worst time of suffering ever. Yet even in captivity, the people will not at first
repent and turn to God.
Israel‘s Redeemer (Isaiah 43-44)
This section of Isaiah beautifully shows how merciful and loving, even warmly affectionate, our great God is. We
left off in chapter 42 with Israel‘s obstinate refusal to obey God. ―But now,‖ says God in Isaiah 43:1, ―…Fear not,
for I have redeemed you.‖ God emphasizes that He is the One who created and formed Israel (verses 1, 7, 15,
21; 44:2, 21). He will help them and deliver them, even though they have not relied on Him (43:22). While God
declared Himself Israel‘s ―Redeemer‖ in Isaiah 41:14, it is in chapters 43 and 44 that this concept is discussed
in detail. And the theme is revisited frequently throughout the remainder of the book.
God will demand the release of His people, just as He demanded it from Pharaoh in ancient Egypt (43:6). He
will sacrifice other peoples for the sake of His people, particularly the Babylonians (verses 4, 14), just as He did
with ancient Egypt (verse 3). Of course, God gave the ultimate sacrifice in the person of Jesus Christ—for not
only Israel but for all people.
God‘s judgment on other nations in the course of redeeming His people applied in small measure to the fall of
ancient Babylon, which allowed the return of a small portion of the Jewish captives to the Holy Land soon after.
But there were no great and awesome visible miracles accompanying the ancient return of the exiles as those
described in this chapter. Thus, the prophecy is primarily for the last days.
In Isaiah 11, God explained that He would bring His people back from modern Assyria and Egypt (verse 11).
This, He said, would necessitate drying up the Euphrates River for the northern captives and drying up the Red
Sea (as in Israel‘s ancient Exodus) for those returning from Egypt (verse 15). And in chapter 43 we again find
mention of this deliverance through these waters (verses 2, 16).
Israel is to serve as witness to the fact that God alone is Savior (verses 10-13). Incidentally, it should be
mentioned that some use verse 10—―Before Me there was no God formed, nor shall there be after Me‖—in an
attempt to disprove Christ‘s divinity and to show that there will be no other future divine members of the God
family. However, it should be recognized that the word ―God‖ in the verse is Elohim—a name that itself denotes
a plurality in the Godhead (see our booklet Who Is God? to learn more). Furthermore, of course no God could
be formed before or after God—for there is no such time as before or after God, who is eternal.
Continuing on, God‘s end-time deliverance of Israel in the second Exodus will be so great that the ancient
deliverance in the first Exodus from Egypt will be little thought of (verse 18; compare Jeremiah 16:14-15). God
will create the miraculous highway of return in the desert, a route provided for with a lush environment from new
springs and rivers (Isaiah 43:19-21). This represents a spiritual reality as well. God will direct the footsteps of
His people back to Him spiritually. And this will be accomplished through waters in the desert—representative,
as explained in 44:3, of the pouring out of God‘s Spirit. Indeed, Jesus mentions ―rivers of living water‖ in
reference to the Holy Spirit (John 7:37-39).
Sadly, in the meantime, Israel is still given over to unfaithfulness and disobedience—failing even to call on the
true God in time of trial. In listing the Israelites‘ problems, it is stated in Isaiah 43:27 that their ―first father
sinned.‖ This might be a reference to Jacob, as his name is used in this passage (verses 22, 28). However,
Jacob is an example of repentance and it therefore seems odd that he would be meant here. Perhaps the
phrase denotes the father of all mankind, Adam, or even the reigning monarch or other national leader
(compare 1 Samuel 24:11; 2 Chronicles 29:11). ―Mediators‖ and ―princes of the sanctuary‖ in verses 27-28 refer
to the religious leaders. Until Israel repents, the entire nation is given over to punishment—indeed, ―the curse,‖
which they have brought on themselves (verse 28; compare Deuteronomy 27:11-26; 28:15-68).
But Israel will yet be the model nation God intended it to be—a right example for the other nations to follow. In
chapter 44, God again refers to Israel as ―My servant‖ and ―chosen‖ (verses 1-2)—and even ―Jeshurun‖ (verse
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2), a poetic name for Israel meaning ―Upright One‖ (see Deuteronomy 32:15), symbolizing a cleansed and
purified people. The people are brought back to God through His granting them repentance and then pouring
out His Spirit on them (verse 3). Willow trees, in verse 4, need a great deal of water to be sustained. Just so,
God will sustain His people spiritually through a great and steady supply of the Holy Spirit.
No longer will the name of Israel and worship of the Eternal be a reproach as it was in captivity. Indeed, the
people will proudly bear the names of Israel and of God (verse 5).
The Only God and the Absurdity of Idolatry (Isaiah 44)
In verses 6-8, God declares that there is no other God. The Jews use these verses to deny the deity of Jesus
Christ. ―Orthodox‖ Christians use them to argue that God the Father and Jesus Christ are one singular being.
But these verses do not support either premise. Rather, God the Father and Jesus Christ do indeed constitute
one God—but that one God is the God family.
The word Elohim, as mentioned in the previous reading‘s highlights, is a noun that is plural in form but often
singular in usage, denoting, along with other evidence, that more than one being constitutes the one God. Apart
from the true God family, there are no other gods. That is the point of these verses. To learn more about this
subject, request or download our free booklet Who Is God?
Much of the rest of chapter 44 deals with the folly of idolatry. The NIV Study Bible points out in reference to
verse 13 that, ―man was made in the image of God…but an idol is made in the image of man.‖ In Romans 1:23
Paul stated that idolaters had exchanged ―the glory of the incorruptible God‖ into the images of various things,
including that of ―corruptible man.‖
The description of the craftsman who uses part of a tree to warm himself and cook his food, while worshiping
the rest as a god is particularly graphic and even amusing (verses 13-17). Indeed, we can really see God‘s
sense of humor here, as He describes the scene (verse 15) and then twice repeats it (verses 16-17, 19). It‘s
almost like He‘s saying: ―Hello? Hello? Don‘t you get it?‖ While idolatry is, of course, a serious matter, there is
something to laugh at in the utter ridiculousness of it all. And yet God says that He has shut the people‘s eyes
so that they cannot see the absurdity (verses 18-19)—which really means that because of their rebellious and
stubborn refusal to acknowledge obvious truth regarding God, He has given them over wholly to their own
twisted way of thinking, allowing them to be further confounded. They remain willingly deceived (verse 20) by
the arch-deceiver, Satan the Devil (Revelation 12:9).
The margin notes in some Bibles state that the Hebrew for ―shut their eyes‖ in Isaiah 44:18 literally means,
―their eyes are smeared over.‖ The New International Version renders it, ―their eyes are plastered over.‖ This
presents a graphic picture of those whose spiritual blindness is complete.
At last God will rescue the Israelites from their own foolish descent into idolatry. Indeed, among the modern
nations of Israel, Roman Catholicism is widely practiced, wherein people pray to lifeless statues for help. Even
those who don‘t practice idolatry in that sense often do so in looking to mere created things for deliverance—
such as possessions and money. God tells the people in verse 21 to remember the ridiculous word pictures He
has painted in this chapter—to see the foolishness of relying on created things rather than the Creator. And
now at last they will. For God will blot out their sin and redeem them (verse 22)—bringing them finally to right
understanding. It will be a time of great rejoicing (verse 23).
Prophecy of Cyrus—Past and Future Fulfillment (Isaiah 44–45)
Here we see one of the main reasons that skeptics want to divide the book of Isaiah, claiming that this part
could not have been written by Isaiah the prophet—the amazingly accurate prophecy of Cyrus. As with the
future Jewish king Josiah (1 Kings 13:2; 2 Kings 23:15-20), here is an instance of someone whose name and
deeds are recorded by God long before his birth. Cyrus was the first ruler of the Persian Empire. He was
destined to bring down Babylon in 539 B.C. and would issue the decree allowing the Jews to return to
Jerusalem (Daniel 1:21; Ezra 1:1-4). The temple and Jerusalem had not yet been destroyed, so this prophecy
must have seemed strange indeed (compare Isaiah 44:28).
Herodotus, the fifth-century-B.C. Greek historian, recounts a story of Cyrus‘ birth and youth—which is here
summarized. Asytages, son of Cyaxeres, the king of the Medes, had a daughter named Mandane, whom he
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gave in marriage to a Persian noble. Astyages had a dream that this daughter would have a child who would
rule in his place, taking over not only his kingdom but all of Asia as well. Astyages feared the prospect of being
replaced. So when Mandane had her first child, a son, Astyages ordered one of his servants, Harpagus, to have
the child killed. Yet Harpagus didn‘t want to commit such a vile act himself and therefore entrusted it to a
herdsman named Mitradates. But Mitradates, on discovering that his own child had just been stillborn, decided
to rear Mandane‘s son as his own.
Later, when the boy was around 10, his true identity became known. The boy‘s grandfather, Astyages the
Median king, was infuriated. He had Harpagus punished by having the man‘s own son killed and then
revoltingly served to him at a royal dinner—after which Harpagus secretly vowed revenge. But the king made
no move against the boy, who was now recognized as a Persian noble. Later, in 558 B.C., this boy, Cyrus,
became a king among the Persians, yet still subject to Astyages‘ Median rule. Harpagus encouraged Cyrus to
overthrow Astyages. Eventually persuaded, Cyrus launched a coup and led his growing forces to victory. By
about 548 B.C. he ruled all of Persia and Media. And in 539 he conquered Babylon, so that the Medo-Persian
Empire succeeded the Babylonian Empire. And Cyrus then issued his proclamation freeing the Jews to rebuild
the temple, just as God foretold. Perhaps the above story of Cyrus‘ close brush with death soon after his birth, if
true, represents an attempt by Satan to thwart God‘s specific prophecy from being fulfilled. Yet Almighty God
will not be thwarted.
Indeed, Cyrus himself worshiped pagan gods. Yet God was still able to use him to fulfill His will. This
demonstrates God‘s power. Proverbs 21:1 states it well: ―The king‘s heart is in the hand of the LORD, like the
rivers of water; He turns it wherever He wishes.‖
In Isaiah 45:1, God explains how Cyrus would be able to conquer by way of the ―double doors‖ (the ―two leaved
gates‖ of the King James Version). This is a reference to the surprising way that Cyrus was able to invade the
seemingly impregnable city of Babylon. Indeed, when the armies of Cyrus encamped around the gargantuan
city, the Babylonians, looking down from towering walls, merely laughed. They were certain they could hold out
against any siege for many years. But Cyrus‘ men carried out a remarkable action. The Euphrates River flowed
into Babylon through massive gates. So Cyrus had his men divert most of the river by removing ancient dykes
that kept it in its course (referred to in 44:27). He also managed to get a spy into the city, who had the inner
gates along the river unlocked. Then, in the predawn hours, under cover of darkness, Persian forces waded into
the city though the mostly drained riverbed. Before sunrise, the great city of Babylon was conquered—and all
according to prophecy.
It is interesting to consider that in the end-time, the Euphrates River will be dried up ―so that the way of the
kings from the east might be prepared‖ (Revelation 16:12). As mentioned in the highlights for Isaiah 21, it is
likely that the Medes and Persians of the end time (along with other eastern forces) will be instrumental in
inflicting a measure of terrible defeat on end-time Babylon prior to the return of Jesus Christ. Furthermore,
Christ will smite the Euphrates in leading the exiles of Israel back to the Promised Land (Isaiah 11:15)—to
utterly supplant end-time Babylon‘s leaders, who will previously have been headquartered in Jerusalem.
Finally, we should consider the picture of Cyrus as a type of Israel‘s ultimate Redeemer—the Messiah. Indeed,
Cyrus is called Mashiach (Messiah or ―Anointed‖) in 45:1. The Hebrew for Cyrus here is Koresh. The meaning
of the name is debated. In Hebrew this would appear to mean something like ―Possess the Furnace.‖ We can
certainly see a tie in to the coming of the Lord as a ―consuming fire‖ (Hebrews 12:29; compare 2 Thessalonians
2:8). In Persian the name is Koorush or Korrush. (Cyrus is the Greek form.) The name in Persian is said to
mean ―sun‖ or ―throne‖—although this is disputed. Interestingly, Jesus is called the ―Sun of Righteousness‖
(Malachi 4:2), in the same context where it is mentioned that ―the day is coming, burning like an oven‖—that is,
like a furnace (verse 1). And of course, Jesus is to inherit the throne of the earth.
As Cyrus conquered and succeeded ancient Babylon, so will Jesus Christ conquer and succeed end-time
Babylon—yet in a much greater way. Some might see Koresh in Isaiah 44 and 45 as exclusively applying to
Christ. Others might view it as exclusively applying to Cyrus. Yet clearly, both deliverances—anciently through
Cyrus and in the future through Jesus—are pictured in this section. It is a miraculous witness to Cyrus himself
that God calls him by name (45:3), and this is despite the fact that he has not known God (verse 4). Clearly, this
does not refer to Christ. (Interestingly, Josephus relates in his Antiquities of the Jews, Book 11, chapter 1, how
Cyrus read and was motivated by Isaiah‘s prophecies about him.) On the other hand, the statements about
righteousness being rained from the skies and salvation being brought forth from the earth (verse 8)—that is,
the spiritual conversion of Israel and then the world through the pouring out of the Holy Spirit as well as
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apparently the resurrection of the righteous dead from their graves—is certainly not a reference to the
deliverance of Cyrus. Rather, it describes the return of the ultimate Savior.
Some use verse 7 as it is rendered in the King James Version—―I make peace, and create evil‖—to argue that
God is the author of evil. However, the New King James better renders this last word as ―calamity.‖ God
certainly brings calamity on the disobedient. Evil, on the other hand, is any violation of His will. He therefore did
not create evil (see ―Why Does Evil Exist?,‖ The Good News, Jan.–Feb. 2002, pp. 22-24). Again, ―calamity‖
makes much more sense here. So should we then think that every single calamity is from God? Not at all.
Frankly, Satan is responsible for much of the evil and calamity that exists in the world. And, tragically, people
bring evil or calamity on themselves as a result of unwise personal choices and sin. Further, many people suffer
as a result of decisions and actions that others make—such as children who suffer abuse from adults. (For
more information on this subject, request or download our free booklet Why Does God Allow Suffering?)
So what‘s the point of the verse in question? One of the fundamental rules of Bible study is to read a difficult-tounderstand verse in its context. As explained above, in this section of Isaiah, God is confronting Israel about its
corruption with idolatry, pointing out repeatedly how hollow its idolatry is in contrast with who and what He is.
That‘s what He‘s essentially saying in Isaiah 45:7.
Pick up the context in verse 6: ―That there is none besides Me. I am the L ORD, and there is no other.‖ Now,
continue on into verse 7: ―I form the light and create darkness.‖ The same thought continues in the following
phrase: ―I make peace and create calamity.‖ Notice the contrast in both cases. God is basically saying: ―I can
make it light or dark. I can give peace and prosperity or I can bring calamity.‖ In other words, ―I can do
everything in contrast to your idols, which are incapable of anything.‖ Again, remember the context. God
repeatedly says, ―I am God; there‘s nobody like Me.‖
Finally, God shows His dominion over the creation in general and mankind in particular by picturing Himself as
a potter working with clay. Unlike worthless idols, He controls the universe and directs the destiny of man. Yet,
it should be noted, He still gives us all free will (to learn more on this subject, see the article ―Twist of Fate‖ at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
Verse 13 was fulfilled in part when Cyrus freed the Jewish captives, allowing them the choice to return to their
homeland, and even issued a proclamation that the temple in Jerusalem should be rebuilt (2 Chronicles 36:2223; Ezra 1:1-4). This decree allowed for the city of Jerusalem to be rebuilt as well—but a major effort to rebuild
the city was not made until Nehemiah‘s later initiative, allowed and aided by King Artaxerxes (who was the son
of Xerxes and stepson of Esther, Nehemiah 1–2). Of course, a much greater fulfillment of this prophecy will be
when Jesus Christ—of whom Cyrus was only a type—frees the exiles of the last days and rebuilds Jerusalem
as the wondrous capital of the world.
The True God vs. Lifeless Idols (Isaiah 45–46)
Anciently, Egypt and territories south (verse 14) were not handed over to Cyrus. But they did fall to Cyrus‘ halfmad son Cambyses, who was a cruel tyrant. In the end time, these areas will actually be delivered from
oppression by the returning Jesus Christ. Then they will be given over to the Israelites as servants. Yet what
kind of deliverance is that? Consider that their temporary servitude will actually be for their good, because the
Israelites they serve will be converted Christians looking out for their interests. These servants will see the
goodness of God in action. Treated so well, they and other previously Muslim peoples will at last repent of their
former hatred against the Jews and other Israelites.
Verse 18 shows that God‘s original creation of the earth was not in vain (Hebrew tohu). Therefore Genesis 1:2
should properly be translated, ―The earth became without form [tohu] and void [bohu]…‖ (See the Bible Reading
Program‘s comments on Genesis 1 and pages 6-7 of our booklet Is the Bible True? for a more complete
explanation of this often debated scripture.)
Again, we see mention of the foolishness of idolatry. It is ridiculous that supposed gods who are worshiped as
supernaturally powerful must be carried around by the worshipers (verse 20; 46:7). Eventually, ―every knee
shall bow‖ to the true God (verse 23). Verse 23 is quoted by Paul (Romans 14:11) to show that we all give
account individually to God, and therefore we do not need to spend our time judging our brothers and sisters in
Christ (verses 10-13).
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Continuing in Isaiah 46, Bel and Nebo (verse 1) are Babylonian deities. ―The reference to Cyrus and his
victories over Babylon now brings to mind the futile gods of that great civilization, Bel (also called Marduk) and
Nebo. Babylon‘s defeat proves God‘s superiority (46:1-2). And what a different relationship He has with His
people. Pagans carry their gods. The Lord carries His people (vv. 3-4). Israel‘s incomparable God alone shapes
and reveals the future, a future that holds salvation for her (vv. 5-13)…. How wonderful to have a God who
holds us up, rather than an idol we must lug around on our shoulders‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chap.
summary of 46–47).
Only the true God is able to declare what will happen in the future and then bring it to pass. Incidentally, chapter
46 explains how God knows the future. It is not because the future already exists so that He is able to look
forward in time. Rather, He declares what will be (verse 10) and in His omnipotence makes sure that it happens
(verse 11). Yet it must be explained that He does not cause anyone to sin (James 1:13). Rather, He is able to
foretell sin because He knows how demons and people will react under given circumstances—and He has
ultimate control over circumstances (again, see the article ―Twist of Fate‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
Finally, ―a bird of prey from the east, the man who executes My counsel, from a far country‖ (Isaiah 46:11) is a
reference ―to Cyrus (41:2) and to the speed and power of his conquests (41:3)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
46:11). And as already explained, the coming of Cyrus was a type and forerunner of the coming of Christ in
power. It is in Christ that God‘s righteousness and salvation are at last brought to stubborn Israel (verses 1213).
The Lady of Kingdoms (Isaiah 47)
Isaiah 47 deals once again with Babylon. Remember that at the time Isaiah wrote, Babylon was still subject to
the Assyrian Empire. The Assyrians, we may recall, sacked Babylon in 689 B.C.—late in Isaiah‘s lifetime.
However, the portrayal of Babylon in this chapter shows her to be preeminent over the nations. So it again
appears that God was speaking to Isaiah about events far in the future—but when? The chapter apparently has
a dual application that is parallel to other prophecies of this section. On one level, it can be seen as Cyrus‘
conquest of Babylon and its later destruction under one of Cyrus‘ successors, Xerxes. Yet the primary
application of the prophecy appears to be for the end time—the ―daughter‖ of Babylon referring mainly to a
future Babylon. Indeed, the parallels with the fall of end-time Babylon in Revelation 17–18 are unmistakable.
God uses Babylon as an instrument to refine Israel and His saints, but He does not hold Babylon guiltless in the
face of its ruthless treatment of them and its vain confidence in its supremacy and security (verses 6-7). The
arrogance and pride of this daughter in verses 8-9 are stated again in Revelation 18:7-8. The remainder of
Isaiah 47 deals with this fall and the sins that bring it about.
God‘s punishment will come partly, He says to the daughter of Babylon, ―because of the multitude of your
sorceries, for the great abundance of your enchantments‖ (verses 9). God strongly condemns all idolatry and
demonic practices (Deuteronomy 18:9-12). However, the latter part of Isaiah 47:9 could perhaps be translated,
as in the New International Version, to say that God‘s punishment will come ―in spite of the multitude of your
sorceries….‖ This ties in well with the next verse: ―For you have trusted in your wickedness.‖ The adherents of
this system are trusting in sorceries and enchantments in two ways—to give them supernatural protection and
to give them ―wisdom‖ and ―knowledge‖ to guide them and to predict the future (verse 10). In verse 12, God is
saying, in a sense, ―Now see if your enchantments and sorceries will do you any good!‖
The symbolism here in Isaiah 47 goes back to the very beginnings of the city of Babylon or Babel. Babel and its
empire were founded by Nimrod, a rebel against God (Genesis 10:8-12). Based on the evidence of secular
history, it is apparent that he and his wife Semiramis were the originators of idolatry in the post-Flood world,
evidently resurrecting a number of false concepts present before the Flood yet adding their own
embellishments. They thereby set themselves up as the greatest human enemies of God‘s true servants.
Incredibly, they are the fountainhead of much of the idolatry in the world today (yet still mere agents of the true
author of idolatry, Satan the Devil).
Upon the death of Nimrod, Semiramis did not want to ―sit as a widow‖ but desired to continue as ―queen‖ and
adored ―lady‖ over the kingdoms of Nimrod‘s empire forever (compare Isaiah 47:5, 7-8; Revelation 18:7). So
she concocted a fable wherein she miraculously became pregnant without having sexual relations—bearing her
child Tammuz by a supposed ―virgin birth‖ and claiming that he was the reincarnation of Nimrod. Her son was
therefore deemed to be her husband. She promoted him as the ―savior‖ of the ancient world. In reality,

772

Semiramis was not a ―virgin daughter‖ at all (compare Isaiah 47:1) but a great harlot, prostituting herself to the
various kings of the empire to buy their aid in keeping her in power (compare Revelation 17:1-6).
Yet it should be noted that the denunciations in the various scriptures cited in the previous paragraph are not
primarily aimed at Semiramis herself, but at a false Babylonian system to arise of which she served as a type. It
is the same system we saw referred to as Tyre and the ―virgin daughter of Sidon‖ in Isaiah 23—also typified by
the pagan Phoenician queen Jezebel. And this refers, first and foremost, to a pagan false Christianity portrayed
in Revelation 17—―Babylon the Great, the Mother of Harlots and of the Abominations of the Earth‖ (verse 5)—
the roots of which may be traced largely to the Babylonian Samaritans of apostolic days and the idolatry of
ancient Babylon before that.
This type of Christianity was to eventually gain preeminent political power, which first happened when it became
the official religion of the Roman Empire in the fourth century. Through the Middle Ages, it dominated the Holy
Roman Empire. And even today, it wields enormous authority and influence.
Interestingly, this ―woman,‖ while claiming to be the wife of Christ, is actually the wife of a false, idolatrous
concept of Christ that originated in Babylonian paganism, as well as the adulterous partner of the ―beast‖ of
Revelation 17. Indeed, she is really married to the Babylonian savior figure. Yet the false gods of Babylon are
going to be destroyed at Christ‘s return, as implied in Isaiah 46. Thus, the fallen woman will indeed be a widow.
The children of this ―mother of harlots and abominations‖—that is, her other idolatrous creations and the false
churches sprung from her—will also be destroyed (see Revelation 17:5, 16).
Babylon, it should be noted, is also the term used to represent the political and economic system that is
dominated by this great false religion centered at Rome—as Revelation 18 implies. The name is also used for
the city of Rome itself. The Roman-Babylonian system will experience its apex of power just before the return of
Christ. But its end-time manifestation will fall with a great fall. Its ―merchants‖ or commercial brokers and
partners will be dismayed (verses 9-16; Isaiah 47:15). For in a very short time period, end-time Babylon will be
destroyed—burnt with fire (verse 9, 14; Revelation 17:16; 18:9, 18).
Revelation 18:24 states that all the blood of the prophets and saints is found in her. Indeed, a trail of blood can
be followed in the history of this religion. Through Babylon‘s fall, God will at last avenge His people for all the
torment they have experienced at the hands of this evil system (verse 20). More information about this false
religious system can be found in Alexander Hislop‘s The Two Babylons, 1916. While we would not endorse
everything in this particular source, it is a thoroughly researched and well-documented publication—providing a
great amount of detail supporting its thesis. (It can be read and searched on-line at
www.biblebelievers.com/babylon/00index.htm or http://philologos.org/__eb-ttb/default.htm.)
You should also request or download our free booklet The Church Jesus Built to better understand the origin
and development of the great counterfeit Christianity. The booklet will point you to places in the New Testament
that mention the beginnings of this merger of paganism with biblical teachings, which most people now accept
as Christianity. The booklet will also provide you with the means to identify God‘s true Church today, which
Jesus promised would never die out (Matthew 16:18).
Refining and Redemption of Israel (Isaiah 48)
Regarding this chapter, one source explains: ―The overall mood of comfort is abandoned for a moment, for
accusation. Israel has stubbornly resisted God, and pursued idols. This treachery forced God to defend His
name by sending Israel into a ‗furnace of affliction‘ (48:1-11). Yet all this is a backdrop for grace. God presents
Himself anew (vv. 12-16), expresses His yearnings for Israel (vv. 17-19), and dramatically announces the good
news of coming redemption (vv. 20-22)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chap. summary of Isaiah 48–49).
God says one of the reasons for telling Israel, and all of mankind, what would befall them is so they could not
successfully argue that their idols caused their fate (verses 3-5). ―It was not enough that Israel stubbornly
refused to respond to God. They tended to credit His works to other gods (cf. Jer. 44:15-19). Spiritual blindness
persists, and today we may credit gracious acts of God in our own lives to luck or to our own genius or hard
work. How important to sense God‘s hand in our lives, to be responsive to Him, and to acknowledge His works
for us‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Isaiah 48:5).
Of course, one way to be sure of God‘s involvement in world affairs is to study the prophecies of His Word.
Here in Isaiah, God says He is giving Israel new prophecies, ones they have not heard before, and ones they
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have not anticipated (verses 6-7). Indeed, as we have seen, a dominant Chaldean Babylon features
prominently in Isaiah‘s prophecies (see verses 14, 20), and yet Assyria was the dominant power at the time he
preached.
There are strong messianic themes in the chapter. God identifies Himself as the One who was born as Jesus
the Messiah (compare verse 12 with Revelation 1:17 and verse 13 of Isaiah 48 with Hebrews 1:8-12). And
notice verses 14-15 of Isaiah 48. After God asks, ―Who among them [your idols] has declared these things?,‖
He then states, ―The LORD loves him; He shall do His pleasure on Babylon, and His arm shall be against the
Chaldeans…. I have called him, I have brought him, and his way will prosper.‖ But who is ―him‖? The New
International Version renders the first part of this as ―The LORD‘s chosen ally [because allies are elsewhere
referred to as ―lovers‖ in Scripture] will carry out his purpose against Babylon…‖ Thus, it is likely a reference,
once again, to Cyrus on one level. But, as already explained, Cyrus was a forerunner of the ultimate Messiah,
Jesus Christ, who will overthrow end-time Babylon at His second coming. And this is the primary reference
here. Indeed, in verse 16, the pronoun changes from Him to ―Me‖—showing Jesus directly speaking as having
been sent by the Father through the Holy Spirit.
God laments the Israelites‘ past disregard of Him and His commandments. Verse 8 reveals that God was
displeased with Israel right from the start (―from the womb‖)—before they even left Egypt. Yet He preserved
them—clearly not because of great righteousness on Israel‘s part. Rather, it was because of His promise to
Abraham, His prophecies, His promise of delivery and to show His great power and His great mercy to all
nations—all of which had to do with preserving His name, His own reputation. ―For My name‘s sake…,‖ God
explains (verse 9). Indeed, in interceding for Israel, Moses made this the basis for His plea (see Exodus 32:1114; Numbers 14:13-19).
In Isaiah 48:18, God says how much better for the Israelites it would have been if they had obeyed Him. In
verse 19, the statement that they would have been as the sand does not mean that Israel has never had great
numbers. It is referring to the fact that so many of Israel‘s great numbers will have perished in the coming Great
Tribulation. ―His‖ name being cut off and destroyed in the same verse refers to the destruction of Jacob‘s
descendants that will have taken place because of national disobedience.
In verse 20, God gives a responsibility to His servants to proclaim a message to the ends of the earth. Indeed, it
is a responsibility His Church of the end time is to be carrying out still, telling people to come out of Babylon (as
representative of this sinful world) and announcing the good news of how God through Christ will redeem His
people and deliver them from captivity with miraculous help to a joyful life of peace and freedom. Remembering
God‘s mighty acts of the past should inspire complete faith (verse 21)—a vital key to this way of peace. But in
the last verse, the chapter soberly warns that there is no peace for the wicked, a fact repeated in Isaiah 57:21.
Once delivered from its past evil ways, Israel must not go back to those former ways. The same applies to us.
Restoration and Future Expansion (Isaiah 49)
The Lord‘s Servant here steps forward. ―The ‗law of double reference‘ may apply in interpreting this prophetic
passage, which may point in part to Cyrus, but certainly [and more directly] describes the mission of the
Messiah, Jesus Christ. Christ was called to His mission and named long before His birth (49:1). His first efforts
were unrewarded (v. 4), but He is destined to bring Israel back to God (v. 5) and bring salvation to all peoples
(v. 6). Although despised, He will ultimately be honored by all (v. 7)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on chap.
49).
The chapter thus begins as a prophetic quote from Jesus Christ, describing elements and allusions to His work
(verses 1-7). In verse 3, He is referred to as ―Israel.‖ Jesus was an Israelite, of course. He purchased Israel with
His blood. He is the King of Israel, and a king, in the Scriptures, is often equated with the nation he rules.
Moreover, Israel means ―Prevailer With God,‖ and Jesus is the quintessential Prevailer with God. But also, God
intends the nation of Israel to ultimately assist Christ in setting an example of righteousness for the whole world.
They have failed at this in the past. But once the Israelites have themselves learned true righteousness through
Christ, they too will collectively become God‘s servant—represented by Christ their King—and a light, a beacon,
for other nations to follow.
The Church of God now serves as a forerunner in this, being the spiritual Israel of God (compare Galatians
6:16). When Paul and Barnabas first arrived in Antioch of Pisidia, they preached in the synagogue, but drew the
attention of the gentiles as well. This caused the Jews to be filled with envy and they attempted to discredit
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Paul. The two apostles responded by saying that the Lord had commanded them to be a light to the gentiles,
quoting Isaiah 49:6 (Acts 13:47) as the passage where they found this command (compare Acts 13:14-52).
In 2 Corinthians, Paul quotes Isaiah 49:8 and then goes on to state that, for them at least, the ―acceptable time‖
and ―day of salvation‖ was ―now‖ (2 Corinthians 6:2). Some attempt to use these verses to argue that now is the
only day of salvation. But they do not say that. Indeed, the New Revised Standard Version translates both
verses as stating that now is ―AN acceptable time‖ and ―A day of salvation.‖ Indeed, God is not drawing the
whole world to salvation at this time. (To learn more on this subject, see the article ―Twist of Fate‖ at
www.ucg.brp/materials and ―The Last Great Day: Eternal Life Offered to All,‖ God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise
of Hope for All Mankind, pp. 51-57).
Still, ―the acceptable time‖ could perhaps be a reasonable translation—if it has the same sense as ―the
acceptable year of the LORD‖ in Isaiah 61:2, a reference to the Day of the Lord. The Day of the Lord is the time
of God‘s judgment on the nations and His redemption and salvation of Israel. Yet Peter related a prophecy of
the end-time Day of the Lord as having an application to the beginning of the New Testament era in Acts 2:1421—Christians being spiritual forerunners of Israel‘s future salvation. Perhaps Paul was indicating something
similar in 2 Corinthians 6—that for Christians it is as if the time of God‘s intervention is already here, as indeed
it is on a personal level. There will be more on this in the highlights for Isaiah 63.
Isaiah 49:10 speaks of God‘s ultimate deliverance. Just before the seventh seal of the book of Revelation is
opened, one of the 24 elders before God‘s throne in heaven describes a group of people as having come out of
the Great Tribulation, finding deliverance at last. He uses the words of Isaiah 49:10 in doing so (Revelation
7:16-17).
The remainder of Isaiah 49 deals mainly with the return from captivity of Israel and Judah following the return of
Jesus Christ. In verse 11, we see the image of the road and highway of chapter 40—here plural, as the return
from exile is from more than one place and, considering highway in its figurative sense, relations will need to be
developed between many nations.
In verse 12, we see where the exiles return from. First from the north and west—meaning northwest, as Hebrew
has no specific word for this direction. And also from the land of Sinim. ―Sinim was a district on the southern
frontier of ancient Egypt‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 12). Also, the Latin Vulgate translates the word as
Australi, meaning ―south.‖ There are perhaps two indications here. One is that Israel is returning from their
captivity in Central Europe (modern Assyria), which is northwest of the Promised Land (not northeast as ancient
Assyria was) and from Egypt and other African lands to the south (compare Isaiah 11:11).
Yet some will be returning from beyond Central Europe and Egypt. The word translated ―coastlands‖ in Isaiah
49:1 is rendered ―islands‖ in the earlier King James Version. Jeremiah 31:10 gives this as ―isles afar off,‖ clearly
related to those coming ―from afar‖ in Isaiah 49:12. The isles northwest of Jerusalem and even of Europe are
the British Isles. Some will be returning from here. And there are important isles in the south of the world too,
one being a continent actually called Australia. Some will be returning from there as well. (To learn more about
the Israelite identity of these nations, download or send for our free booklet The United States and Britain in
Bible Prophecy.) Indeed, besides the lands of their captivity, some Israelites will be returning from islands and
coastlands all over the world—the places to which the descendants of Israel have spread abroad and
colonized.
Verses 20-21 are rather interesting. God had prophesied that the Israelites would be great colonizers (see
Genesis 28:14; 49:22). Notice Isaiah 49:20: ―The children you will have, after you have lost the others…‖ This is
referring to new children born during the coming reign of Jesus Christ—after Israel has lost many of its people
in the Great Tribulation, which will befall it just before He returns. These new children ―will say again in your
ears…‖—indicating that it is a repetition of an earlier occurrence. And they say, ―The place is too small for me;
give me a place where I may dwell.‖ Indeed, Israel‘s burgeoning population in the Promised Land under the
reign of Christ will necessitate they be given other lands to dwell in. And indeed, at that time, ―Israel shall
blossom and bud, and fill the face of the world with fruit‖ (Isaiah 27:6).
But again notice that this is a repetition of something that occurred sometime in the past. When? Not apparently
while Israel dwelt in the Promised Land in ancient times—for they did not then expand abroad in significant
numbers. It seems to refer to something that occurred much later, when the ―isles‖ of the northwest in which
many of the Israelites settled—the British Isles—became too cramped for their growing numbers, making it
necessary to expand and colonize abroad. British historian Colin Cross states: ―One of the unexplained
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mysteries of social history is the explosion in the size of the population of Great Britain between 1750 and 1850.
For generations the British population had been static, or rising only slightly. Then in the space of a century it
almost trebled—from 7.7 million in 1750 to 20.7 million in 1850. Why it happened is unknown…. It must just be
recorded that human reproduction and vitality follows unpredictable patterns…. Britain was a dynamic country
and one of the marks of its dynamism was the population explosion‖ (The Fall of the British Empire, 1918-1968,
1968, p. 155).
On a lesser scale, other nations of northwest Europe—also of Israelite descent—experienced a population
increase and some spreading abroad as well. But by far the greatest growth in population and territorial
expansion was experienced by the birthright tribes of Joseph—today the United States and British-descended
peoples (again, see our booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy). From the small homeland of
the British Isles, the people went forth and colonized the North American continent, Australia, New Zealand,
parts of South Africa and numerous islands and territories besides. The timing of this was rather significant,
fitting exactly in the period in which God decreed that the birthright blessings of national greatness would
eventually be bestowed on His people (see ―Birthright Blessings Delayed for 2,520 Years‖ at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials).
Given all this, we can see what God apparently means in Isaiah 49:20. Here it is quoted with further explanation
in brackets. To Israel God says: ―The children you will have [increasing population of the land of Israel during
the millennial reign of Christ], after you have lost the others [great numbers of people in the terrible tribulation
just before Christ‘s return], will say again in your ears [as the people of Britain and other Israelite lands did
when their populations increased and they needed to expand in colonial times], ‗The place [the land of Israel in
the Middle East] is too small for me; give me a place [other areas to expand to] where I may dwell.‘‖
How wonderful that though the Israelites will be severely cut down in population just prior to Christ‘s return, they
will again expand and grow during His peaceful reign—perhaps eventually even recolonizing and repopulating
many of the lands they have inhabited in this age (rebuilding the old ruins and waste places that many of these
areas will have become following the great wars and massive population deportations of the end time).
―Where Is the Certificate of Your Mother‘s Divorce…?‖ (Isaiah 50–51)
God—that is, the preincarnate Jesus Christ (see 1 Corinthians 10:4 and our free booklet Who Is God?)—was
married to the nation of Israel by covenant. Isaiah 50:1, as commentaries generally agree, implies that He
maintained this relationship and did not issue a certificate of divorce to His people. ―Though the Lord had put
away Israel, as a husband might put away a wife, it was for only a short period of exile (see 54:5-7; 62:4) and
not permanently. Permanent exile would have required a certificate of divorce (see Deut. 24:1-4)‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on Isaiah 50:1). Yet this would seem to contradict Jeremiah 3, where God stated that He did
indeed issue a certificate of divorce. How do we resolve this?
In Jeremiah 3, it is clear that God divorced the northern tribes of Israel (verse 8), but not the southern nation of
Judah—the Jews. ―No prophet suggested that God had completely broken His covenant; rather, they predicted
God‘s faithfulness to a remnant who would return (Mic. 4:9, 10). Your mother [in Isaiah 50:1] refers to
Jerusalem, more specifically, the inhabitants of the preceding generation that had gone into exile‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, same note). This is important to recognize. While God had divorced the northern Kingdom of
Israel, he maintained His covenant with the ―mother‖ of all Israel—Zion or Jerusalem, the center of His true
worship and the faithful remnant it represented.
Indeed, even in Jeremiah 3, God tells those of the northern tribes who would return to him that they would be
considered joined to Zion and still married to Him (verse 14). God has never divorced all of Israel completely.
He retained the Jews as the faithful remnant of Israel. Yet they ultimately proved unfaithful as well and He sent
them into captivity in Babylon. But He still looked to a small minority of the Jews as the faithful remnant of Israel
to whom He was still married. Thus, He brought a small group of Jews back to the Promised Land from
Babylon. But these ultimately proved unfaithful as well, even murdering Him when He came in the flesh as the
Messiah, Jesus Christ. So God finally raised up a spiritual people—His Church—still considered the faithful
remnant of Israel (compare Romans 11:5; Galatians 6:16), spiritual Jews (see Romans 2:25-29)—―Jew‖ being,
as it was following the northern tribes‘ divorcement, a designation of the faithful remnant (compare Hosea
11:12).
Of course, it should be noted that the Old Covenant marriage between the preincarnate Christ and Israel did
come to an end with Christ‘s death. This allows Him to remarry—but, amazingly, to remarry the same ―woman‖
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Israel, yet one in which she would be spiritually transformed as part of the terms of a new covenant (see
Romans 7:1-4; Isaiah 54; Jeremiah 31:31-34).
Returning to Isaiah 50, notice the reference to creditors in verse 1—clearly an imaginary scenario since God
cannot be indebted to anyone. ―If the Lord had sold Israel to creditors (see Ex. 21:7; 2 Kin. 4:1; Neh. 5:5), He
would not have any authority over their destiny. But the Israelites had sold themselves because of their own
iniquities (see 42:23-25). Therefore God as their Redeemer could buy them back (see 41:14; 52:3)‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, same note, emphasis added).
Continuing on, while Isaiah 50:4-9 may be describing some of Isaiah‘s own anguish in delivering his
prophecies, it is more clearly part of the speech begun in verse 1. This means that it is still the Lord who is
speaking. And it shows that He, the Creator of the universe, was going to come and be stricken across the
back, have patches of His beard painfully yanked out, and be spat upon. These are things Jesus would suffer at
the hands of human beings (verse 6; Matthew 26:67; 27:30)—which He went through to redeem these very
same people, indeed to redeem us all.
Isaiah 50:10-11 exhorts Israel to trust in God and obey His Servant—again, referring to Christ. Verse 11
criticizes those who walk by the light of their own fire (relying on themselves) rather than by the true light—the
Word of God, both living (Jesus Christ) and written (Scripture). Their lives will end in punishment. From other
passages we know that God will later bring them back to life to give them their only opportunity for salvation.
(Request or download our booklet You Can Understand Bible Prophecy for the scriptures that explain how God
will invite even former rebels to salvation.) However, if they persist in rejecting Him even then, their lives will be
ended permanently.
Awake to Righteousness (Isaiah 50–51)
Chapter 51 begins with three requests for those who are God‘s people and know righteousness to ―listen to Me‖
(verses 1, 4, 7). It ends with three commands for Jerusalem to ―awake, awake‖ (verses 9, 17; 52:1). This ties in
with Paul‘s admonition to the Church in 1 Corinthians 15:34: ―Awake to righteousness, and do not sin; for some
do not have the knowledge of God. I speak this to your shame.‖ Those who know God must live in accordance
with His commands. Indeed, those who don‘t obey Him don‘t really know Him (see 1 John 2:4).
In verse 1, Zion being dug from the hole of a pit is not a negative connotation. It simply denotes the same thing
as the previous clause, being hewn from rock. The image is one of being quarried from a pit or mine as
precious gems or metal. And the fact that the people of Israel are meant is clear from verse 2—those brought
forth of Abraham and Sarah. At this time, the Church (spiritual Israel or Zion) is in mind here. Spiritually deriving
from Abraham and Sarah (Romans 4:11; Galatians 3:29; 4:21-31), true Christians are the only ones who really
know God‘s righteousness and have God‘s law in their hearts (Isaiah 51:7). But eventually, starting with the
time of Christ‘s return, the rest of Israel (physical Israel) will become part of spiritual Israel—as will then the
entire world.
In stark contrast to this instruction for us to look to Abraham and Sarah, most of modern Christianity goes to
great lengths to separate its theology from the Old Testament. In doing so, it breaks the continuity that exists
throughout Scripture and loses much spiritual understanding. Here, we see that Christians ought to look for and
learn from that unbroken continuity, which runs seamlessly from the Old Testament through the New. The roots
of true Christianity spring from the Old Testament.
In verse 3, Zion is to be comforted with the fact that it will be a paradise like the Garden of Eden (see also
Ezekiel 36:35)—as indeed the whole world will become under the rule of Jesus Christ, with God‘s holy
―mountain,‖ or kingdom, of Zion growing to fill the whole earth (compare Isaiah 11:6-9; Daniel 2:35). In verses 46, ―the heavens and earth of the material universe are contrasted with God‘s salvation and righteousness. The
material is impermanent and will ‗vanish like smoke.‘ God‘s salvation will remain forever. How vital to anchor our
hopes in salvation than anything in this passing world‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Isaiah 51:4-6)—see
also 2 Peter 3:10-13 and Hebrews 12:25-29.
Directly tied to salvation here is God‘s righteousness. But what is righteousness? King David defined it as
obedience to all of God‘s commandments (Psalm 119:172). And that is certainly the implication here in Isaiah:
―…you who know righteousness, you people in whose heart is My law…‖ (51:7). Many today, even many who
profess Christianity, want to do away with God‘s law—to abolish it. Yet God says, ―My righteousness [i.e., His
law] will not be abolished‖ (verse 6). Indeed, God‘s law defines His way of life—the way of love. And while many
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things will pass away, love never will (1 Corinthians 13). Only those who ultimately choose to live by God‘s
perfect law of love will experience salvation from eternal death to enjoy eternal life with Him forever.
Of course, obedience to God‘s law of love should never be construed as some stern duty. True, godly love is an
expression of outflowing concern that comes from the heart. It includes devotion and loyalty to God and deep
care for others as the focus of our deepest emotions. The New Testament instruction about the New Covenant
reveals that God wants our hearts to be in the covenant and the covenant to be in our hearts. He wants to be a
Father to us and for us to be His children in a loving family relationship.
Verses 9-11 of Isaiah 51 show that God will deliver His people as He delivered Israel from Egypt in ancient
times. Rahab here is a reference to Egypt (see 30:7). The name signifies ―fierceness, insolence, pride‖
(―Rahab,‖ Smith‘s Bible Dictionary). Egypt is called a ―serpent‖ in the King James Version and a ―dragon‖ in the
Revised Standard Version. It is the same Hebrew word tanniyn (Strong‘s No. 8577) used for the pharaoh of
Egypt in Ezekiel 29:3, there translated ―monster‖ in the NKJV). ―The imagery [of Ezekiel 29] pictures a
crocodile‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 4-5). Indeed, the protector god of Egypt was the crocodile god
Sobek—whose name in Egyptian meant ―rager‖ (Michael Jordan, Encyclopedia of Gods, 1993, p. 240,
―Sobek.‖), of which rahab seems a reasonable Hebrew equivalent.
God delivered Israel from Egyptian captivity in ancient times. He later, as promised through Isaiah, delivered
the Jews from Babylonian captivity. And in the end, God will deliver Israel and Judah from an end-time AssyroBabylonian captivity. The punishment on His people will come to an end (51:22). Humbled, they will at last be
ready to repent and ―awake to righteousness.‖ Then it will be time for Israel‘s enemies to suffer affliction for their
evil in turn (verse 23)—until they too are ultimately brought to repentance.
It should be recognized that the deliverance from Babylon spoken of here and in the next chapter, while literal
as mentioned, is also figurative of the deliverance from sin that Christians now have in Christ. In one sense,
God has rescued believers from spiritual Egypt and Babylon—sin and this world. But in another sense, this is
an ongoing process, as we overcome throughout life with His help. Finally, in an ultimate sense, deliverance
and salvation will come when Christ‘s followers are glorified at His return. In fact, even the terrible trial and
suffering mentioned in this section will befall a number of people in God‘s Church (compare Revelation 12:17;
Revelation 3:14-19). God‘s message to all of us: ―Be zealous and repent‖ (verse 19). Indeed, ―Awake to
righteousness, and do not sin.‖
The Good News of Zion‘s Redemption (Isaiah 52–53)
Chapter 52 begins by describing Zion or Jerusalem in a state of bondage and captivity from which it is to be
freed and then exalted. The statement in verse 2 to ―arise and sit down‖ is not a contradiction. She is to rise
from the dust and sit on a throne. As the New International Version phrases it: ―Shake off your dust; rise up, sit
enthroned, O Jerusalem.‖ Once again, we should notice the parallel between national Israel‘s physical
deliverance and spiritual Israel‘s salvation—which physical Israel will eventually experience as well, following its
conversion into spiritual Israel.
God allowed His people to be taken captive in ancient times and will do so again at the end. But the gentile
captors do not understand themselves to be agents of God‘s punishment. In fact, they glory in their power and
terribly abuse God‘s people, saying such things as ―So where is their God?‖ (see Psalm 115:2). In this way,
God‘s name is continually blasphemed throughout the duration of His people‘s captivity (Isaiah 52:5). God will
make Himself known to all nations through His awesome deliverance of His people.
The apostle Paul quotes verse 7, mentioning what is written there about how beautiful the feet are of those who
preach the gospel, or good news, of salvation (Romans 10:15). This concept is addressed as well by the
prophet Nahum (Nahum 1:15). And in Ephesians 6:15, Paul explains that our feet are to be clothed ―with the
preparation of the gospel of peace,‖ which is what makes them beautiful—a poetic expression for the fact that
good news (the gospel) is being brought by the feet of the bearer. By extension, we could view this as applying
to whatever means is used to transmit such information (today including an automobile conveying a minister to
deliver a sermon, a postal delivery truck bringing a magazine proclaiming God‘s truth, a radio station carrying a
program on which the good news of God‘s Kingdom is announced, etc.).
God led the apostle Paul to draw upon the prophecies of Isaiah because they still directly apply to the life of a
Christian, as well as provide an outline of the events yet to unfold in the history of mankind. Again, we see
continuing evidence that the Old Testament, and not just the New, is for Christians.
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The command to be ―clean‖ and to depart and separate ourselves from that which is unclean (Isaiah 52:11) is
referred to by Paul in 1 Corinthians 6:17. It is a theme echoed in the book of Revelation as well—to come out of
Babylon, as a type of that which is unclean (Revelation 18:2, 4). God says moreover that those who bear His
―vessels‖ are to be clean. This appears to refer to priestly duties. God told Moses to tell Aaron and his sons:
―Whoever of all your descendants throughout your generations, who goes near the holy things which the
children of Israel dedicate to the LORD, while he has uncleanness upon him, that person shall be cut off from My
presence: I am the LORD‖ (Leviticus 22:1-3). The priests thus had to remain ritually clean to carry out their
duties. Yet this was merely symbolic of the spiritual purity God requires of His spiritual priesthood, His Church
(see 1 Peter 2:5, 9).
The Suffering Servant (Isaiah 52–53)
Beginning with Isaiah 52:13, we have a section giving some of the remarkable prophecies of the Messiah‘s
sufferings and other aspects of His life at His coming—that is, His first coming. We have seen that God will
redeem His people (verse 2). And now He tells us how. While ultimate deliverance would come by a miraculous
force of awesome power (at the Messiah‘s second coming), redemption would first come through a great
sacrifice out of the depth of unfathomable humility. The Lord—the Creator of mankind, Jesus Christ (see
Ephesians 3:9)—would come in the flesh and die for the sins of those He created. God the Father would thus
give His only begotten Son for redemption of the whole world (John 3:16). It is truly mind-boggling to
contemplate.
―Amidst a declaration of the Lord‘s coming salvation (see 52:7-12; 54:1-10), Isaiah [through God‘s inspiration]
places a portrait of the Suffering Servant (52:13–53:12)…. Three other passages in Isaiah focus on the Servant
and [the four] are called the ‗Servant Songs‘ (42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9). The first song celebrates the Servant as
the One who will establish justice for all (42:4). The second highlights the deliverance that the Servant will
provide. He will restore Israel and become a ‗light to the Gentiles.‘ The third emphasizes the God-given wisdom
of the Servant. All this culminates in the description of the suffering and death of the Servant in ch. 53, the final
‗Servant Song‘‖ (―INDepth: The Suffering Servant,‖ Nelson Study Bible, sidebar on Isaiah 52:13–53:12).
Many of the Jews looked for the triumphant Christ to come and save them from their enemies, but they did not
recognize the true Messiah when He came to save us first from our sins. Even now, all too many who adhere to
at least the form of biblical Christianity look more to the triumphant coming of Christ to give them victory and
rulership over the world and fail to grasp the critical importance of eliminating the unclean elements from their
lives first. Many, sadly, will find themselves on the outside in that day (see Matthew 7:21-23; 25:1-13)—until
they have learned to recognize the meaning of Christ‘s first coming in their lives.
Because of the conflicts with the Jews over Jesus being the Messiah, it is not surprising that the New
Testament writers quote quite a bit from this section of Isaiah.
In discussing his ministry to the gentiles, Paul cites Isaiah 52:15 to show that Christ was fulfilling this prophecy
through him in preaching to those who had not yet heard the gospel (Romans 15:21). Right after Paul cites the
passage about preaching the gospel mentioned above (10:15; Isaiah 52:7), he quotes from this same section of
Isaiah, asking, ―Who has believed our report?‖ (Romans 10:16; Isaiah 53:1). John also quotes this verse in
Isaiah as being fulfilled by Jesus when the Jews of His day did not believe in Him.
The apostles Matthew and Peter quoted Isaiah 53:4-6, which deals with Jesus taking our sins on Himself (see
Matthew 8:17; 1 Peter 2:24-25). Peter also quoted from verse 9 of Isaiah 53 in the same place (1 Peter 2:22). In
Isaiah 53:4, some margins correctly state that an alternate translation of the Hebrew word for ―grief‖ is
―sickness,‖ and an alternate translation for ―sorrows‖ is ―pains.‖ Indeed, the New Testament quotes the verse:
―He himself took our infirmities and bore our sicknesses‖ (Matthew 8:17). Here, then, is an important foundation
for divine healing—that Christ‘s physical suffering, together with His death, was to not only pay for our sins, but
also to take upon Himself the suffering of our diseases and injuries. (For more on this subject, compare
Matthew 8:16-17; 1 Peter 2:21-25; 1 Corinthians 11:29-30; James 5:14-15; Psalm 103:1-3.)
When Philip was sent by God to talk with the Ethiopian eunuch in the desert south of Jerusalem, the man was
reading a passage from Isaiah that he asked Philip to explain to him (Acts 8:26-35). The specific section he was
reading was verses 7-8 of Isaiah 53.
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In verse 12, ―poured out His soul [physical life] unto death‖ refers to His dying from blood loss, ―for the life of the
flesh is in the blood‖ (Leviticus 17:11).
Jesus, when preparing to leave the upper room where He kept His last Passover with His disciples before His
death, quoted Isaiah 53:12 about being numbered with transgressors as a verse He needed to fulfill, and a
reason to take swords with them (Luke 22:35-38). Mark cites the crucifixion between two thieves as actually
fulfilling this prophecy (Mark 15:28).
It is sobering to read this passage, particularly when we see that Jesus was to be beaten into terrible
disfigurement (Isaiah 52:14). Having inspired Isaiah to write this prophecy, Jesus, in the moments before His
arrest on the night of the Passover, was fully aware of the suffering that lay ahead of Him. Yet through it all, He
remained cognizant of His mission—and dedicated to it. He remained the ultimate, giving Servant of His Father.
And indeed, He came to serve us too, to the point of suffering indescribable betrayal and agony and finally
dying in our place. Let us all accept the justification His death has made available to us (53:11). But, realizing
that it is our sins that necessitated His death, let us leave our sinful ways behind with Him in His death—and
come out of sin through the power of His resurrected life (compare Romans 5:9-10; Galatians 2:20).
―For Your Maker Is Your Husband‖ (Isaiah 54–55)
Paul uses verse 1 of Isaiah 54 in his allegory of Sarah and Hagar (Galatians 4:22-31). The barren woman, he
says, is like Sarah with the prophecies given her about having many descendants. According to Paul, she
represents the New Covenant marriage, to which no children were yet spiritually born—referred to by Paul as
―Jerusalem above, the mother of us all.‖ This New Covenant is actually mentioned in Isaiah 54, as will be
explained in a moment.
The ―married woman‖ signified the Old Covenant marriage that already was—physical Israel with its millions of
children. This was parallel to Hagar, who bore a son to Abraham while Sarah was yet barren. Yet the child of
Hagar was produced apart from faith. God promised that Sarah, though barren, would produce a child through
whom His promised blessings would come. The Church will give birth to its children at the return of Jesus
Christ. And eventually, as more and more become part of, and are eventually born of, the New Covenant, the
children of the woman who was barren will eventually outnumber those of her rival who are those born of the
flesh in ancient Israel. For people of all nations will be made part of spiritual Israel.
Isaiah himself goes on to say that the physical Israelites will no longer be forsaken in their marriage to God, will
be accepted of God and will grow to fill the earth—when they, too, are joined to Him and brought forth
according to the New Covenant (verses 4-8), which will be accomplished through the Holy Spirit, as we learn in
chapter 55. Indeed, in verses 2-3 of Isaiah 54 we see reference to Israel‘s expansion, earlier prophesied in
Genesis 28:14. Yet, while physical on one level, the subject of the previous verse in Isaiah seems to make it
primarily a reference to the expansion of spiritual Israel, the family of God—parallel to Christ‘s assurance that in
His Father‘s house are many dwellings (see John 14:2).
Verses 11-12 of Isaiah 54 are reminiscent of the description of the New Jerusalem recorded by the apostle
John in Revelation 21:18-21. The eternal dwelling of the Church of God, the wife of Christ (see Ephesians 5:2233), the New Jerusalem is itself referred to as the bride (Revelation 21:9-10)—again showing ―Jerusalem
above‖ to be synonymous with the Church.
The New Covenant is specifically mentioned in Isaiah 54:10, where God calls it ―My covenant of peace‖ and
relates it to His mercy. ―This expression is also found in Ezek. 34:25-31. It is linked with the New Covenant of
Jer. 31, for its benefits become possible only after the Messiah forgives the sins of God‘s people and makes
them righteous. Some of the benefits overlap: God will Himself teach the people, and they will be established in
righteousness (cf. Jer. 31:31-34). Yet the focus of this covenant [here] is on security. God throws a protective
covering over His people so that they will be safe‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Isaiah 54:10). In verse
9, God equates the surety of His covenant of peace with Israel to that of His covenant with Noah that He would
never again flood the whole earth (see Genesis 9:8-17).
In John 6:45, Jesus referred to Isaiah 54:13, showing that when the Father decides to teach someone His way,
they will understand Jesus‘ role in His plan of salvation. And eventually, all will be taught that way. The last
verse in Isaiah 54 gives us a most important factor in this regard. God explains that the righteousness of His
servants comes not from themselves but from Him. It is God who draws us to Himself. It is He who actually
grants us repentance. It is He who then forgives us and imputes us as righteous through the atoning blood of
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Christ. It is He who then lives in us through the power of the Holy Spirit to enable us to actually live in
righteousness—that is, in obedience to His law. Of course, this does require our participation. If we ultimately
refuse God‘s work in us, then He will not redeem us.
―Come to the Waters‖ (Isaiah 54–55)
Chapter 55 begins with the analogy cited by Jesus in the New Testament of the water of life—the Holy Spirit
(see John 4:10-14; 7:37-38; Revelation 21:6; 22:1, 17). This ties back to earlier references in Isaiah, such as
12:3 and 44:3. We are told to buy even though we have no money. It is a totally free gift—albeit a gift with
conditions. God requires only true repentance accompanied by faith and then baptism (see Acts 2:38; Hebrews
11:6). Of course, what many do not understand is that repentance is more than just being sorry for past sins. It
also involves a lifelong commitment to obeying God.
―Wine and milk [in Isaiah 55:1] are symbols of complete satisfaction (v. 2). Not only does God‘s salvation supply
what is necessary for life, but it also provides what brings joy‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1). As Jesus
said, ―I have come that they may have life, and that they may have it more abundantly‖ (John 10:10)—meaning
now and on into eternity beyond. ―Abundance‖ is directly mentioned in verse 2 of Isaiah 55. Notice also that the
invitation to ―eat‖ and ―delight‖ in abundance can be likened to a banquet. Jesus gave parables that picture
salvation as partaking of a banquet (see Matthew 8:11; Luke 14:15-24). Isaiah 55:2 mentions the bread analogy
used by Jesus as well (see John 6:48-58).
Verse 3 of Isaiah 55 mentions the ―sure mercies of David.‖ Paul explained in his speech at Antioch of Pisidia in
Acts 13:34 that this referred to Jesus being raised from the dead, and he goes on to cite Psalm 16 of David,
which is full of many promises of future inheritance, blessings and pleasures. These ―sure mercies‖ are also
described here as an ―everlasting covenant‖ that God is willing to make with all who ―thirst‖ and come to God.
And David was a witness of these promises (Isaiah 55:4). Indeed, there may also be a reference here to the
Davidic covenant itself—wherein God promised David an eternal offspring, throne and kingdom. This, of
course, is ultimately fulfilled in Christ—who was destined to inherit the throne of David. Yet this promise is for us
as well—since Jesus said that His followers would share His throne with Him (see Revelation 3:21; compare
Romans 8:17).
Isaiah 55 goes on to say that even the wicked may seek and find God if they forsake their wrong way and
―return‖ to Him—the Old Testament term for repent. God says He will have mercy, immediately followed by a
statement that His thoughts and ways are higher than our thoughts and ways. In its note on verses 6-7, The
Bible Reader‘s Companion states: ―It is in the free pardon that God offers the wicked that the sharpest
difference between God‘s thoughts and our thoughts are seen. We feel anger and outrage and call for revenge.
God feels compassion and love and extends mercy. Thus God‘s word is gentle and life-giving; in Isaiah‘s
analogy, like the gentle rain that waters the earth and causes life to spring up. What a warm and wonderful view
of God (v. 10).‖
The chapter ends with God‘s people leaving their exile. Again, this should be understood as having multiple
applications: the Jews leaving Babylonian captivity; Israel and Judah leaving their end-time captivity; spiritual
Israel receiving its deliverance through Christ today; the ultimate deliverance of spiritual Israel in its glorification
at Christ‘s return; the spiritual deliverance of physical Israel and all mankind when they are joined to spiritual
Israel through Christ; and finally their ultimate deliverance when they are glorified as well. Commentators
explain this chapter as being the last one addressed to the people in captivity. The remaining chapters of Isaiah
are claimed by many to be addressed to a post-exilic audience.
Keep from Defiling the Sabbath (Isaiah 56–57)
From chapter 56 on, the book of Isaiah is believed by many commentators to be addressing the Jews who had
returned to the Promised Land following the Babylonian captivity—around 150 years or more from when Isaiah
preached. Of course, some of Isaiah‘s prophecies in this section were probably meant, at least in some sense,
for those of His day. And some were likely also addressed to people who lived much later—even people of the
end time.
Chapter 56 begins with an exhortation to ―keep justice, and do righteousness‖ (verse 1)—a major theme in the
book of Isaiah. Verse 2 says the man who does this is blessed. And then a real problem is presented for those
who believe that God‘s Sabbath was just for Israel and only for Old Testament times.
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Isaiah quotes God in describing the importance of not defiling the Sabbath, which God gave as a sign
identifying Him and His people (Exodus 31:13-17). This theme is further elaborated on in the following verses,
regarding eunuchs and foreigners. ―The eunuchs who keep My Sabbaths, and choose what pleases Me, and
hold fast My covenant‖ (Isaiah 56:4) are to receive a great reward, being brought within God‘s walls. This is
significant because, under the Old Covenant, eunuchs were not allowed to ―enter the assembly of the LORD‖
(Deuteronomy 23:1). Thus, the prophecy in Isaiah mainly looked forward to New Covenant times—and, of all
things, the Sabbath is singled out as important to keep. Ironically, many today mistakenly contend that the
Sabbath is the only one of the Ten Commandments no longer in force under the New Covenant.
So, too, the foreigner ―who keeps from defiling the Sabbath, and holds fast My covenant‖ (Isaiah 56:6), was
promised to be brought into God‘s house—His temple. Deuteronomy 23 listed certain foreigners who were not
allowed to enter the assembly of the Lord. Yet in Isaiah God says His temple is to be ―a house of prayer for all
nations‖ (verse 7), and He lets Israel know that there will be others gathered together besides Israelites. Again,
this clearly looked forward to New Covenant times, when salvation would be offered to the gentiles. And again,
the Sabbath is made an important focus. It is clear from the verses above, and from Isaiah 58:13-14, that
keeping the Sabbath is an important part of what is expected of all those with whom God is working. Christ
Himself explained that the Sabbath was made for man—i.e., all mankind—and not just for the Jews (Mark 2:2728). (For more on this important weekly Holy Day, send for or download our free booklet Sunset to Sunset:
God‘s Sabbath Rest.)
Shortly before His crucifixion, Jesus entered the temple and overthrew the tables of the moneychangers. In
doing so, He stated that the temple was to be a house of prayer, not merchandise, and cited Isaiah 56:7 (see
Matthew 21:13; Mark 11:17; Luke 19:46).
Sorceress, Adulterer and Harlot (Isaiah 56–57)
According to its note on Isaiah 56:9-12, The New Bible Commentary: Revised states: ―Dumb dogs, sleeping
dogs, greedy dogs… characterize the spiritual leaders (watchmen; cf. Ezk. 3:17), while shepherds is an OT
term for rulers [although it could signify spiritual leaders as well]. The sequence is instructive: spiritually, to have
no vision (v. 10a; cf. 1 Sa. 3:1) is to have no message (v. 10b) and to drift into escapism (v. 10c) and selfpleasing (v. 11a); meanwhile the civil leadership (vv. 11b, 12) will improve on this example with stronger excess
and blither optimism.‖
Isaiah 57:1-2 shows that the death of God‘s true followers is often misinterpreted. Probably some see it as
evidence that they were misled. Yet it is not always the wicked who die prematurely. The righteous may also die
early—because of God‘s mercy, in order to spare them from hardship that they might otherwise have to
experience. This is not to say that they could not endure the evil—it is just that they don‘t need to for their
personal character development, and so God chooses to shelter them in the grave, where they unconsciously
await the resurrection.
Of verses 1-13 the same commentary just quoted states: ―The watchmen have relaxed (56:9-12), and evil has
duly flooded in. The times could well be those of Manasseh, Hezekiah‘s apostate son, whose persecution of the
innocent (2 Ki. 21:16) would accord with v. 1, and whose burning of his own son (2 Ki. 21:6) matches the revival
of Molech-worship here (vv. 5b, 9).‖ Of course, these aspects of Manasseh‘s reign transpired after the death of
Hezekiah himself, which puts it beyond the date of Isaiah‘s actual preaching (Isaiah 1:1)—thus still requiring
divine foresight.
It is sad, in light of all that we‘ve read concerning Israel‘s wonderful future, to again read of the awful apostasy
of God‘s people—viewed by Him as an adulterous wife. Even today, the descendants of these same Israelites
are rife with paganism and idolatry. While children are not literally sacrificed as they once were (verse 5), the
unborn are murdered, aborted in a terrible holocaust at the altar of convenience and personal freedom. And
living children are still offered over to the evil ways of our society from a young age—setting them on the path of
death instead of God‘s right path of life.
Then notice verse 8: ―Behind the doors and their posts you have set up your remembrance.‖ The verse goes on
to show this to be pagan. In Deuteronomy 6, God said of His instructions, ―You shall write them on the
doorposts of your house and on your gates‖ (verse 9). Many took this literally. The Bible Reader‘s Companion
explains: ―The religious Jew attached small tubes containing bits of Scripture to his doorpost. Isaiah complains
that while these symbols of piety are present, behind your doors there are pagan symbols. It‘s what‘s inside our
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homes, and our hearts, that counts‖ (note on Isaiah 57:8). Even today, many claim to follow the Bible—yet they
set up pagan symbols such as Christmas trees right in their living rooms. Indeed, this is the norm in modern
Christendom.
Verses 7-9 portray an adulterous wife seductively seeking lovers. The ―king‖ of verse 9 could refer to the pagan
god Molech (meaning ―king‖). Equated with the Roman god Saturn, his birthday was observed at the winter
solstice with child sacrifice and evergreen trees (such as in verse 5). Indeed, in many respects, while the great
false Christianity of this world claims to worship Jesus Christ, they are actually worshiping the wrong king, the
false savior of the Babylonian mysteries—the sun god Baal or Molech. (It should perhaps be mentioned that
some commentaries suggest that ―king‖ in this verse could also indicate a foreign ruler the Israelites appeal to
for aid rather than God. This happened in ancient times, and it appears from prophecy that it will happen again
in the end time—this last time with the ruler of the European ―Beast‖ power foretold elsewhere in Scripture, who
will himself be directly tied to the false worship system already mentioned.)
The remainder of the chapter contrasts the fear and punishment of the wicked with the peace and reward of the
righteous. Yes, even despite Israel‘s idolatrous rebellion, God in His unbounded mercy looks to the future
redemption He has planned. Verse 15 is a comforting passage. God is ―high and lofty,‖ yet He dwells with us as
we pursue our mundane affairs here below. God will be as intimately involved in our lives as we allow Him to
be. This contrasts with the way pagan gods were depicted in some ancient cultures—as distant from the
people: ―Epicurean philosophy [in Greece] depicted the gods on Mount Olympus…in detached unconcern for
the world‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 15).
Paul cites verse 19 about preaching peace as applying to Jesus (Ephesians 2:17). And the chapter ends with
the same words that ended chapter 48: There is no peace for the wicked.
Proper Fasting and Honoring God‘s Sabbath (Isaiah 58–59)
Chapter 58 begins with a command from God that Isaiah—indeed, all of God‘s messengers—cry out a warning
of His people‘s need to repent of their sins. The proclamation of this message of repentance is compared to the
blowing of a trumpet, which is loud and clear—and often a signal of impending calamity (verse 1; compare
Ezekiel 33).
Verse 2 of Isaiah 58 is more understandable in the New International Version: ―For day after day they seek me
out; they seem eager to know my ways, as if they were a nation that does what is right and has not forsaken the
commands of its God‖ (emphasis added). Yet it was all a pretense. All of their rituals and displays of religion
were just that—rituals and displays. Their heart was not one of truly and sincerely serving God.
Starting in verse 3, God gives the example of fasting. While supposedly honoring God through self-denial of
food and drink, the same people were dealing wrongfully with others and even using fasting itself for selfish
advantage—as a show of their own righteousness and to criticize and deal heavy-handedly with those who
didn‘t fast as they did (verses 3-4). Worse still, they viewed their fasting as a way to force God to hear and help
them (verse 4). God would not—and will not now or ever—accept such fasting (see Luke 18:9-14).
Fasting is supposed to help us draw close to God—to make us more mindful of the need of His constant
provision for us. It is to be an exercise of genuine humility—not one of exalting ourselves over others with
penance and self-righteous displays of our supposed piety. Indeed, fasting should involve not only our
relationship to God, but also our relationship with our fellow man. We are to seek an attitude of giving, service
and esteeming others highly, with the goal of ceasing from malicious talk and finger pointing (Isaiah 58:9;
compare James 3:8-10). God says this is especially true with our ―own flesh‖ (Isaiah 58:7; compare 1 Timothy
5:8)—which may indicate our close relatives but could mean our community or nation or even the entire human
race, since we are all one family. Overall, this passage emphasizes that fasting should indicate our willingness
for self-sacrifice for others, not self-exaltation.
Because of religious hypocrisy among God‘s people, both physical and spiritual Israel, a time of darkness and
drought is coming, as can be discerned from Isaiah 58:10-11 (God here warns of such a time, telling His people
the attitude they need to have to be preserved through it). Indeed, from other prophecies about coming
droughts and national calamities, it is clear that many of His people will be forced to ―fast‖ in the future—that is,
they will suffer hunger and thirst because there will be very little to eat and drink. They will be forced into
humility—but this will be a genuine humility. Then they will cry out to God, and He will answer (as in verse 9).
He will rescue His people—giving them drink and nourishment, signifying both physical and spiritual
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sustenance. Indeed, the Holy Spirit will be poured out upon them and its fruit will flow out from them—they
themselves being like springs of water. (Here and in other passages, God is, in a sense, basically telling us to
draw close to Him in fasting with genuine humility now—so that we are not forced to do so in the difficult times
ahead.)
The prophecy of verse 12 about rebuilding the waste places is primarily for the last days. Yet, while literal, it
also indicates a ministry of spiritual reconciliation and restoration.
Continuing on, it is interesting that in a last-days context we should find a command to properly observe God‘s
Sabbath (verses 13-14). This is yet another blow to those who argue that the Sabbath is abolished in Christ.
Indeed, we can see here another instance of the religious hypocrisy that this section of the book of Isaiah is
denouncing. And as with the other matters Isaiah brings out, this denunciation was not only for the people of his
day. In fact, it is primarily for our time now. In the modern nations of Israel today, there is a great deal of
religious observance supposedly done in God‘s honor. But they don‘t observe the only day of the week God
actually commanded people to keep—the seventh-day Sabbath. Furthermore, even many who do keep the
Sabbath—Jews and various seventh-day observing Christian organizations—often fail to properly observe it.
They either overly ritualize it into a burden or look for loopholes to get around keeping it as God intended it to
be kept. (We might note that even fewer give proper attention to God‘s annual Sabbaths, listed in Leviticus 23
and commanded in various other passages).
We examine the scriptures commonly used to argue against Christian observance of the Sabbath, as well as
God‘s plain instructions throughout Scripture about keeping it, in our booklet Sunset to Sunset—God‘s Sabbath
Rest. For the same type of information on the annual Sabbaths, see our booklet God‘s Holy Day Plan—Hope
for All Mankind. You can read them online, download them or request a copy of each to be mailed to you.
According to verse 13 of Isaiah 58, we aren‘t to be doing our own pleasure on God‘s Holy Day—or, perhaps
better stated, doing as we please. In giving the Sabbath command, God said we are to rest and cease from our
work—be it your occupation or occupational concerns (with the exception of God‘s ministry, compare Matthew
12:5), personal business, housework (besides minor meal preparation and light tidying such as making the bed)
or any exhausting activity (except in emergencies). But there is more to it than resting from work. Indeed, while
God gives us the Sabbath as a time that can be used to get extra physical rest, this doesn‘t mean sleep the day
away or while it away on ―doing nothing‖ or on personal pursuits. Rather than emphasizing what one should not
do on the Sabbath, often there needs to be more focus on what to do, such as ―honor Him‖ (verse 13) and
doing good, as Jesus Christ emphasized and exemplified during His earthly ministry.
The Sabbath is a day we must treat with reverence—as holy time. And that doesn‘t just mean the period during
which we attend worship services in accordance with God‘s command (Leviticus 23:3). For the entire seventh
day, we must—as Isaiah 58:13 explains—stop pursuing our ―own ways‖ (the things we normally do), seeking
our ―own pleasure‖ (just doing what we want) and speaking our ―own words‖ (everyday things we talk about that
don‘t involve God). This involves actually regulating the way we think on this day, since ―out of the abundance
of the heart the mouth speaks‖ (Matthew 12:34). We must focus our minds on God throughout His Sabbath.
This doesn‘t preclude doing any enjoyable things on the Sabbath since we are to find ―delight‖ in it. But
whatever we do, God must be an intrinsic part of it. The Sabbath is not a personal holiday. It is a day to meet
with, and spend time with, our Creator. It is a day for Christ-centered family togetherness and spiritual
fellowship. Again, God‘s Sabbath is not to be a rigid burden. Indeed, as surprising as it may seem, Adam and
Eve‘s wedding night was on the Sabbath. The Sabbath should be regarded as a joyous blessing, a rest from
ordinary daily pursuits providing spiritual and mental rejuvenation.
Yet we must be careful in our use of the waking hours we have on this weekly Holy Day. The problem comes
when people start making allowances for this and that and this and that—until the Sabbath is gone and very
little time has been devoted to God. The Sabbath should be a time of extra prayer, extra Bible study, extra
meditation on God‘s teachings, and extra discussion with family and fellow believers about God and His truth. In
its note on Isaiah 58:13-14, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary quotes from another commentator: ―These
verses describe the strictness and the gladness of the sabbath-keeping God desires…. The sabbath should
express first of all our love of God (though both the foregoing passage and the sabbath practice of Jesus insist
that it must overflow to man). It will mean self-forgetfulness…and the self-discipline of rising above the trivial.‖
Other scriptures explain a little more about Sabbath observance (e.g., Mark 3:4; Luke 13:15-16; 14:1-6). God
does not dictate precise terms, yet the attitude of an individual is revealed in the care He takes in striving to
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serve and please God by obeying the instructions He has provided. Of course, all that God commands us is for
our good. Indeed, the Sabbath is for our benefit. Only when we develop a lifestyle of observing it as God
instructs will He grant us the wonderful blessings of Isaiah 58:14.
―Your Iniquities Have Separated You From Your God‖ (Isaiah 58–59)
Chapter 59 is a continuation of a catalog of Israel‘s national and individual sins (in addition to those already
described in chapters 57–58). It is sin that cuts people off from God and leaves them groping in confusion and
darkness (59:1-2). When Paul cited a string of statements from the Psalms regarding the wickedness of man
(Romans 3:10-18), he also included a passage from Isaiah, taken from 59:7-8.
The New Bible Commentary: Revised states in its note on verse 15: ―Perhaps the most revealing touch [of how
bad things are] is the victimizing of the decent man, the only one out of step. It is a worse breakdown than that
of Am[os] 5:13 [see verses 12-15]; i.e., not only public justice has warped, but public opinion with it.‖
In the midst of this evil, God finds no one to intercede and ―wonders‖ at it (see verse 16). ―The Lord‘s concern is
even sharper than our versions suggest. Wondered should be ‗was appalled,‘ as at 63:5‖ (New Bible
Commentary, note on verse 16). So God Himself will intervene, symbolically putting on the spiritual armor Paul
elaborates on in Ephesians 6:10-17 (Isaiah 59:16-17). We will see a description of this taking place in Isaiah
63:1-6, which foretells the righteous war Jesus Christ will make at His return (see Revelation 19:11). Paul says
Israel will eventually be saved (Romans 11:26), citing Isaiah 59:20 to support his statement.
―At v. 19 they [the Israelites] are introduced as making an ample confession of their sins, and deploring their
wretched state in consequence of them. On this act of humiliation a promise is given that God, in His mercy and
zeal for His people, will rescue them from this miserable condition; that the Redeemer will come like a mighty
Hero to deliver them; He will destroy His enemies, convert both Jews [i.e., Israelites] and Gentiles to himself,
and give them a new covenant, and a law which shall never be abolished‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, note
on chap. 59).
In verse 21, the New King James Version and some other modern translations refer to God‘s Spirit as a ―who.‖
But the word should be ―that,‖ as it is in the earlier King James Version and in the New Revised Standard
Version. (To learn more on this subject, download or request our free booklet Who Is God?)
―Arise, Shine; for Your Light Has Come!‖ (Isaiah 60)
Chapter 60 focuses on the glory of Zion to come. It begins and ends with allusions to the light that will come—
the light being God Himself, and His glory (verses 1-3, 19-20).
Several of these verses were cited by John in the book of Revelation as he described the New Jerusalem of the
final age. Yet the millennial Jerusalem, prior to the New Jerusalem, will experience a limited measure of this
glory. The gates will not be shut, so that the wealth or glory and honor of the nations can be brought in (verse
11; Revelation 21:25-26). There will no longer be a need for the sun to give light, and the light of God will
continue day and night (verse 19)—true of the millennial Jerusalem (Zechariah 14:7) and the New Jerusalem
(Revelation 21:23; 22:5).
And those who have afflicted the city and its people, or at least the descendants of the guilty, will come and bow
down at the feet of its inhabitants (Isaiah 60:14). Several passages in this chapter and elsewhere in the Bible
describe people flowing to Jerusalem and generously bringing fine gifts. God‘s purpose for this seems twofold—
for the humbling of those who in the past have been hostile to physical and spiritual Israel, and for the building
and beautification of Jerusalem and God‘s temple.
While the bowing down by others may occur in a limited sense toward the human Israelites of the millennial
age, it will occur in a much more profound way toward the truly converted Christians of this age who will be the
glorified inhabitants of the Holy City. Jesus said they will even be worshiped, showing that they will have been
elevated to divine existence (Revelation 3:9; compare 19:10; 22:8-9).
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The Acceptable Year of the Lord; A Married City (Isaiah 61–62)
Chapter 61 begins with ―the song of the Lord‘s anointed. Although the term ‗the Servant of the Lord‘ is absent
from this song…it seems artificial to make the ‗me‘ of v. 1 a new speaker‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on
verses 1-4). Indeed, God was speaking in Isaiah 60:22. And He is still speaking in the next verse, 61:1. Yet He
mentions another here as God. This makes sense only when we understand that God the Father and Jesus
Christ are both God (see our free booklet Who Is God? to learn more).
When Jesus was visiting the synagogue of Nazareth, He read from the scroll of Isaiah (Luke 4:18-19). The
passage He read was the beginning of chapter 61. This passage—concerning the proclamation of liberty,
release and time of acceptance—is also reminiscent of the year of jubilee (Leviticus 25:9-13). Indeed, this ties
back to the ―acceptable time‖ of Isaiah 49. There it was referred to as the ―day of salvation.‖ Isaiah 61:2 says,
―acceptable year of the LORD, and the day of vengeance of our God.‖ Isaiah 34:8 says, ―the day of the LORD‘s
vengeance, the year of recompense for the cause of Zion.‖ Isaiah 63:4 says, ―the day of vengeance…and the
year of My redeemed.‖ A day in this usage represents a year—apparently the final year before Christ‘s return.
But the Day of the Lord can have a broader application. In one sense, it represents all of future eternity from the
time of God‘s intervention. In another sense, it can even be seen to have started with the New Testament era
for the Church—the forerunners in God‘s plan of spiritual redemption. Indeed, as mentioned in the highlights for
Isaiah 49, Peter related a prophecy of the ―last days‖ and ―Day of the Lord‖ to the Church‘s beginning in his day
(see Acts 2:14-21). Indeed, the seven-day week is thought by many to represent 7,000 years in God‘s plan for
mankind (a day representing a thousand years, compare 2 Peter 3:8)—thus, 6,000 of man‘s history followed by
a seventh 1,000-year period (a millennial Sabbath day, compare Hebrews 3–4). In such a plan, anything
beyond the midway point—as apostolic times were—would be the ―last days‖ (though ―last days‖ is normally a
clear reference to the period much closer to Christ‘s second coming).
In quoting Isaiah 61:1-2 in Luke 4, Jesus explained that He came in fulfillment of this prophecy. Included in what
He quoted was the part about the acceptable year of the Lord—but He did not quote the next phrase regarding
the day of vengeance. This perhaps indicates that, while the Day of the Lord was actually in the future, it would
have a measure of advance fulfillment for some in His day (just as Peter indicated in Acts 2 regarding another
end-time prophecy)—that is, the liberty and acceptance of redemption would begin for some in Christ‘s day. But
the vengeance-on-the-nations aspect of the Day of the Lord was not to come in any sense in His human
lifetime. It was completely for the future. He would fulfill it at His return to earth in power and glory.
The remainder of Isaiah 61 speaks of a future time of renewal, both physical and spiritual. God hates ―robbery
and iniquity‖ (verse 8, NIV)—―robbery for burnt offering‖ (NKJV) apparently being a mistranslation (see also
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 8, available on-line at www.biblestudytools.net). But
He loves judgment and truth (same verse). He will clothe the city in righteousness (verse 10; see also
Revelation 21:2)—clothing in Scripture often representing spiritual condition. And righteousness and praise will
spring forth (verse 11).
Isaiah, and by extension God, will not rest in continuing the warning until righteousness has been established
(62:1-2, 6-7, 10-11). At that time Jerusalem will no longer be called ―Forsaken‖ and ―Desolate‖ but Hephzibah
(―My Delight Is in Her‖) and Beulah (―Married‖). Hephzibah was ―the name of Hezekiah‘s wife [2 Kings 21:1], a
type of Jerusalem, as Hezekiah was of Messiah (ch. 32:1)‖ (JFB Commentary, note on Isaiah 62:4).
God is seen as married to Jerusalem and its land—although it should be understood that physical Jerusalem is
also symbolic of the spiritual Zion, the Church, the bride of Christ. Yet all of Israel and Judah are to eventually
come into the same covenant marriage with Him—their God (see 1 Corinthians 10:4). There seems to be some
confusion in the metaphor in verse 5, where Jerusalem is told, ―So shall your sons marry you.‖ The JFB
Commentary explains: ―Rather, changing the [vowel] points, which are of no authority in Hebrew [since they
were not part of the original Hebrew text], [the phrase ―your sons‖ should actually be translated] ‗thy builder‘ or
‗restorer,‘ i.e., God; for in the parallel clause, and in vs. 4, God is implied as being ‗married‘ to her; whereas her
‗sons‘ could hardly be said to marry their mother; and in ch. 49:18 they are said to be her bridal ornaments, not
her husband‖ (note on 62:5). The NIV Study Bible‘s note on the same verse also states that ―the Hebrew for
‗sons‘ could be read as ‗Builder.‘‖ God will at last not only deliver His people, but establish them forever.
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Winepress of Wrath; A God of Great Mercy (Isaiah 63–64)
God is pictured as returning from battle with Edom, Bozrah being the chief city of Edom. This ties in with many
prophecies of Edom‘s destruction at Christ‘s return. Indeed, Obadiah states that there will be no Edomites left
alive during Christ‘s reign (Obadiah 18). Yet, in context here, Edom seems to be used as a general
representation of Israel‘s enemies since God mentions treading down the ―peoples‖ (verses 3, 6). As was
explained in the comments on Obadiah and Isaiah 34, there may be a connection between Edom and the future
Babylon, the preeminent national foe of the end time—that is, a significant portion of Edomites may end up
being part of this system.
Christ‘s garments are stained with blood because of the vengeance He has taken on the enemies of His
people, something He has had to take care of by Himself since no one was found to help Him (verses 1-6). The
winepress imagery—squeezing out the ―blood‖ of grapes—as a figure of judgment can also be found in Joel
3:13, Lamentations 1:15, Revelation 14:17-20 and 19:15.
Then, in a moving description, Isaiah tells of the loving-kindness (Hebrew hesed, ―covenant faithfulness‖ or
―steadfast love‖) God has for His people, in spite of their depraved behavior (Isaiah 63:7). God is quoted as
saying: ―Surely they are My people, children who will not lie‖ (verse 8; see Exodus 24:7). He is pictured as
trusting their honesty in remaining faithful to Him as they had promised, and He helped them in all their trials.
Their rebellion grieved Him tremendously, yet God still remembers the old days fondly. And Isaiah reminds God
of this in His appeal for mercy and help.
God putting ―His Holy Spirit within them‖ in Isaiah 63:11 can also be translated as God putting ―his Holy Spirit
within him‖ (KJV and J.P. Green‘s Literal Translation)—that is, within Moses, who is mentioned earlier in the
same verse. Indeed, this must be the case since God‘s Spirit was not given to the Israelites as a whole.
Israel‘s prayer for mercy and deliverance is continued in chapter 64. Verse 4 is quoted by Paul in describing the
ignorance of those who crucified Jesus, not understanding the wisdom of God, and explaining that we,
however, can understand through His Spirit (1 Corinthians 2:6-11).
In Isaiah 64:6, the people confess that their own righteousnesses—that is, their attempts to obey Him without
His spiritual help and their living by what they themselves consider righteousness as opposed to true
righteousness—are as worthless and repulsive as ―filthy rags.‖ Says the JFB Commentary, ―lit[erally] a
‗menstruous rag‘‖ (note on verse 6). Or The Nelson Study Bible: ―Garments stained during menstruation…
making a woman unclean (Lev. 15:19-24; Ezek. 36:17)‖ (note on verse 6). Paul describes Israel‘s dilemma in
this regard in Romans 10:1-3—and explains in the following verses that the answer they need is Christ for
righteousness. That is, they need the justification that comes through His sacrifice and the ongoing obedience
that comes from His living in people—as He transforms them as a potter does clay (Isaiah 64:8).
Isaiah is able to see, through the visions God has given him, the eventual destruction of Jerusalem, including
the temple: ―Our holy and beautiful temple, where our fathers praised You, is burned up with fire‖ (Isaiah 64:11).
It was something very distressing to him, and added to his emotional turmoil.
Judgment on Iniquity; A New Creation (Isaiah 65)
Verse 1 begins God‘s answer to Isaiah‘s entreaty that concludes with 64:12. The Israelites seek God but don‘t
find Him because of their rebellion against Him. Instead, God is found by others. The first two verses of chapter
65 contain some phrases quoted by Paul in his discourse regarding the future restoration of Israel (Romans
10:20, 21). Verse 1, where God mentions ―a nation that was not called by My name‖ is referring, according to
the apostle Paul, to gentile converts grafted into Israel spiritually (through becoming part of the Church) that
God uses to provoke the natural Israelites to jealousy (Romans 10:19; see Romans 11).
The verses that follow in Isaiah 65 then refer to the rebellious people of Israel, who would not respond to God‘s
appeal and outstretched hands. Some of the rebellious actions of the people are described—practices of those
who have forsaken God‘s true religion. While some of the actions mentioned may have applied literally in
Isaiah‘s day, it is likely that the sins here have some application for our time. In verse 3, sacrificing in gardens
could simply refer to worshiping in pagan sanctuaries, i.e. false Christian worship places. Incense is symbolic of
prayers in Scripture and could here signify prayer in false worship.
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In verse 4, sitting among the graves and tombs could refer to vigils and candle burning still carried out in
segments of modern Christendom for the dead. Or it could refer to séances and other occultism. The eating of
unclean food such as pork (verse 4; 66:17) is replete throughout the nations of modern Israel today. And the
―holier than thou‖ attitude of Isaiah 65:5 is all too common. In verse 11, the people honor Gad and Meni—the
pagan deities Fortune (or Luck) and Destiny (or Fate). Consider how many rely on luck and fate even today.
God pronounces His determination to punish His rebellious people.
But He will not destroy them all, throwing the good grapes out with the bad (verse 8), for His ―elect‖ and His
―servants‖ of Israel will inherit and dwell in the land (verse 9). Sharon (verse 10), in the west, is the coastal plain
between the modern cities of Tel Aviv and Haifa. The Valley of Achor (see Joshua 7:24-26), in the east is near
the plain of Jericho. Thus, the whole land is meant. Throughout this section, a contrast is made between the
rebellious people and God‘s ―servants.‖
The new heavens and new earth (verse 17) are mentioned by John in Revelation 21:1 as coming at the time
the New Jerusalem descends to earth. Yet here in Isaiah 65, the time described is one in which human beings
still live on the earth in the flesh (verses 21-25; see also chapter 66:22-24).
How, then, are we to understand this? It would seem that the millennial reign of Christ will experience a
measure of a renewed creation—in anticipation of the ultimate new heavens and new earth that will follow
man‘s final judgment. Indeed, the millennial picture of peace in nature and among people (Isaiah 65:25) is
repeated from Isaiah 11:6-9. And all of this will continue over into the last judgment period immediately following
the 1,000 years of peace (see Revelation 20:11-15). Indeed, some see verse 20 as an indication that this time
of judgment will last 100 years.
Reward for God‘s Servants and Indignation to His Enemies (Isaiah 66)
In Acts 7:49-50, Stephen quotes from the first two verses of Isaiah 66. They are the last words he says before
exasperation takes over and he says things that directly result in his being stoned. Jesus also referred to
heaven and earth as God‘s throne and footstool (Matthew 5:34-35).
The contrast between those who obey God and those who don‘t continues. In verse 2, God says He is looking
for those that are ―poor and of a contrite spirit‖ (lowly and repentant in mind) and who tremble at His Word
(properly fear to disobey God‘s instructions in Scripture). Service, gifts and prayers to God from those of a
wrong heart and attitude are actually loathsome to God (verse 3). Those who ―tremble at His word‖ will rejoice
to see Christ appear, while those who don‘t will be ashamed (verse 5). Indeed, the rebellious in heart will see
their worst fears become reality (verse 4).
Verses 7-9 use an analogy of Zion in childbirth. The time of birth pangs is seen elsewhere to symbolize the
period of trial and tribulation on Israel leading up to Christ‘s second coming. With that in mind, notice that the
―male child‖ is born before the time of pain and that the rest of Zion‘s ―children‖ are born from ―the earth‖ as a
nation ―at once‖ after she experiences the birth pangs. The ―birth‖ here, then, appears to refer to the spiritual
glorification of God‘s people, resurrected from the grave to immortality. The spirit birth of the ―male child‖—
Christ‘s resurrection from the earth—occurred long before Israel‘s tribulation. But the rest of His brethren, the
Church, will not be spiritually born (i.e., changed into Spirit beings like Him) until the time of the resurrection of
the just at Christ‘s return.
God will reward His servants and destroy His enemies. All nations will at last learn to honor God. Israelites will
be returned to God from around the world by nations that have not known Him before (verses 18-21). Verse 22
is perhaps a reference to the ultimate new heavens and new earth, which God ―will make‖ after the Millennium
and Last Judgment period—its permanence being used to parallel the permanence of God‘s redeemed people.
In verse 23, ―all flesh‖ of the Millennium and last judgment period will come to honor God according to His
timekeeping scheme—the new moons (which define the beginning of months on His calendar) and Sabbaths.
The end of those who continue to transgress against God will see their flesh consumed by worms (maggots)
and burned up by fire (verse 24; see also Mark 9:47-48). We will consider the specific wording here further
when we come to the New Testament. Says The Nelson Study Bible: ―Although the Book of Isaiah depicts
God‘s coming salvation, it closes with a strong statement of the judgment of the wicked.‖ Indeed, it is a rather
sobering conclusion.
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JEREMIAH

Introduction to the Book of Jeremiah (Jeremiah 1)
The Old Testament mentions nine different people named Jeremiah. The man God used to author this book
was a priest and one of Israel‘s greatest prophets. Because of several biographical narratives in the book of
Jeremiah, more is known about Jeremiah than any other prophet. The Hebrew name Jeremiah apparently
means ―Exalted of the Eternal‖ or ―Appointed by the Eternal.‖ It may relate to the fact that the prophet was one
of only four people who the Bible reveals were sanctified by God before birth for a special purpose—the others
being John the Baptist, Jesus Christ and the apostle Paul (Luke 1:13-14; Isaiah 49:1, 5; Galatians 1:15).
Jeremiah 1:5 may mean that, like John and Jesus, Jeremiah was chosen even before his conception for his
commission.
Jeremiah‘s father Hilkiah (1:1) was apparently not the high priest Hilkiah of 2 Kings 22:8. The priests who lived
at the priest-city of Anathoth (about 3 miles northeast of Jerusalem) were of the house of Ithamar (compare 1
Kings 2:26) while the high priests, since Zadok, were of the line of Eleazar.
Jeremiah‘s ministry began in the 13th year of Josiah (Jeremiah 1:2)—ca. 627 or 626 B.C.—when Zephaniah is
also believed to have preached. The book bearing his name relates his words and works during the reigns of
the last five kings of Judah—a span of about 40 years—and on into the first years of Judah‘s Babylonian
captivity (verses 1-3). Josiah was a righteous ruler who was apparently close to Jeremiah—the king‘s great
reformation coming five years after Jeremiah‘s preaching began. Upon Josiah‘s death, Jeremiah lamented for
him (2 Chronicles 35:25). But the mostly superficial benefits of Josiah‘s reforms were soon replaced by moral
and spiritual decay.
Following him were four wicked rulers—Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, Jehoiachin and, finally, Zedekiah, whose reign
was ended by Babylon‘s invasion of Judah. ―According to the traditional date, the time of [Jeremiah‘s] call (year
13 of Josiah‘s reign—Jeremiah 1:2) coincided approximately with the death of the last great Assyrian ruler,
Ashurbanipal, an event which signaled the disintegration of the Assyrian empire under whose yoke Judah had
served for nearly a century. Against the waning power and influence of the Assyrians, Judah asserted its
independence under Josiah‖ (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, Vol. 2, p. 985). This was no doubt
assisted by the arrival of the Scythians, which soon followed. But following their eventual withdrawal, Judah
found itself in a vulnerable position between two powers contending for dominance—Egypt and the NeoBabylonian Empire—and the latter would emerge supreme.
Jeremiah was appointed ―a prophet to the nations‖ (verse 5)—to ―all the kingdoms of the world‖ (25:26). And
chapters 46–51 are directed to various gentile nations. However, ―nations‖ would seem to refer primarily to the
people of Judah and Israel. His preaching was, of course, in large measure directed to the people of Judah
where he lived. ―But Jeremiah also prophesied to the house of Israel—which God had punished and sent into
captivity more than a century before he was born.
Jeremiah wrote of a time of national trouble that is yet ahead for the modern descendants of the lost 10 tribes of
Israel‖ (The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy, pp. 43-44). A number of passages in Jeremiah
obviously refer to events that will occur just before and after Christ‘s return at the end of this age.
One of the greatest values of this book is its universal application in understanding the righteous nature of God
and the rebellious nature of man, desperately in need of transformation. According to The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, ―Jeremiah preached more about repentance than any other prophet‖ (introductory notes on
Jeremiah). For a time, Jeremiah‘s message was for the people of his day to repent or else be taken captive by
Babylon. Yet, because the response was resentment rather than repentance, God revealed to Jeremiah that
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Jerusalem‘s fall and the people‘s captivity had become the inevitable punishment. Following that revelation,
Jeremiah continued to exhort the people to repent, but he also preached that God‘s will was for them to submit
to Babylon—with assurance that, if they did, they would receive mercy. However the populace, especially the
authorities, viewed this message as pessimistic, heretical, unpatriotic and even treasonous. As a result,
Jeremiah repeatedly suffered rejection, hostility, ridicule, persecution, and threats against his life. For a while he
was actually imprisoned.
Besides this book that bears his name, Jeremiah is also credited with writing the book of Lamentations—a term
that has become almost synonymous with the prophet. Indeed, much of the book of Jeremiah can be described
as a lament about the people‘s lack of obedience to God and the tragic fate awaiting them. Based on the
prophet, the English language contains the word ―jeremiad,‖ defined as ―an elaborate and prolonged
lamentation or a tale of woe‖ (American Heritage Dictionary, 1969). That should not be surprising.
The Jeremiah of popular imagination is a stern and gloomy doomsayer. But that is an extreme and unfair
characterization of the prophet. His messages, which were critical of the people‘s conduct and warned of
punishment, were not his own inventions. Rather, he was conveying God‘s messages. Moreover, these
messages included the wonderful promise of mercy and deliverance if the people would repent. And Jeremiah
1:10 clearly reveals that his commission was to include positive and negative—constructive and destructive—
elements. His book also contains joyous prophecies of the coming Messiah, a new covenant and a blissful new
age to come.
Part of the unfair portrayal of Jeremiah‘s personality is the picture of a chronically depressed person. Yet while
he did suffer frequent melancholy, this was a reflection of the great stress and sacrifices of his life, not of
inherent weakness. A prophet‘s lonely life of being the bearer of bad news was a heavy and depressing burden
to bear, especially for one so deeply concerned and tenderhearted as Jeremiah. He felt anger and disgust at
the apostasy and idolatry of the people, but he grieved as well, knowing the ominous fate awaiting his beloved
countrymen. Added to that, he felt perplexed and humiliated when many years were passing and his prophecies
were not materializing.
Jeremiah is sometimes called the ―weeping prophet‖ (see 9:1, 10; 13:17; 48:32), but mourning for others over
their wickedness and future suffering is a spiritual strength, not a weakness (Ezekiel 9:4; 21:6; Amos 6:6;
Matthew 5:4). Other strengths of Jeremiah were his faith in God, devotion to prayer, faithfulness in fulfilling his
calling, and unflinching courage in the face of hostility and danger. Jeremiah‘s life has parallels with the life of
Christ, who was a ―Man of sorrows and acquainted with grief‖ (Isaiah 53:3; Matthew 16:14).
Eventually, Jeremiah will see his prophecies of the immediate future come to pass. Following the righteous
reign of Josiah, a period of national decline will end with Judah‘s fall to the Babylonians. But the prophet‘s work
does not end with that calamity, as we will see.
Of all the prophetic books, Jeremiah is the longest. It ―is longer than Isaiah or Ezekiel, and the Minor Prophets
combined are about a third shorter. The claim has been made that it is the longest book in the Bible‖
(Expositor‘s). It is also the most complex of the prophetic books. It is not arranged chronologically or topically.
That may partly be because Jeremiah was mainly a preacher rather than a writer, who later dictated events and
messages after the fact. (Jeremiah dictated much of the book to his secretary Baruch.) As it is, ―the
organization of the oracles, prose sermons, and other material is based on content, audience, and connective
links‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Jeremiah). The Bible Reading Program will not cover the
chapters in the biblical order, but will rather put the sections in the apparent chronological order to follow the
story flow of Jeremiah‘s life—placing his messages in that context.
Jeremiah‘s Calling and Commission (Jeremiah 1)
When God called and commissioned Jeremiah, he was modest and reluctant, citing his youth as a handicap to
speaking from experience and with authority. The Bible Reader‘s Companion states, ―He was called by God as
a na‘ar (1:6), a youth some 16 to 18 years old‖ (Lawrence Richards, note on verse 6). However, youthfulness is
relative and his age was not important, since his safety and success was dependent on God, not on himself
(verses 7-8, 17-19).
In verse 10 God gives Jeremiah a mysterious commission: ―See, today I appoint you over nations and over
kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant‖ (New Revised
Standard Version). ―The words root out, pull down, destroy, throw down, build, and plant are repeated at key
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points in the Book of Jeremiah to reaffirm Jeremiah‘s call (18:7; 24:6; 31:28; 42:10; 45:4)‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verse 10). Based on Jeremiah‘s life hereafter, it is easy to ascertain what God meant by plucking up,
pulling down, destroying and overthrowing. This great prophet repeatedly warned the Jews to repent of their
disobedience—but they scorned him. So God used him to pronounce judgment on the nation: the people and
the kings of David‘s line would be overthrown in the Babylonian conquest and uprooted—to Babylon.
But the latter part of the prophet‘s commission yet remained: ―to build and to plant.‖ What did this involve? From
Jeremiah 45:4 we can see that building and planting in this context originally entailed God‘s planting His people
in the land and building a kingdom of them there—now to be pulled up and destroyed. So the commission
would seem to involve planting people in another place in order to establish a kingdom elsewhere. We will
examine this question further toward the end of the book.
God here gives the sign of an almond tree, ―which blossoms when other trees are still dormant…as a harbinger
of spring, as though it ‗watched over‘ the beginning of the season. In a similar fashion, God was ‗watching over‘
His word, ready to bring judgment on Israel‖ (note on 1:11-12). Jeremiah also saw a boiling pot tilted southward,
―indicating the direction in which the pot‘s contents would be spilled. The calamity suggested by this vision was
an enemy attack on Judah and Jerusalem from the north. In 20:4, Jeremiah finally identifies this enemy as
Babylon. Babylon was itself east of Jerusalem, but the road went around the desert and approached from the
north‖ (note on verses 13-14).
Interestingly, the enemy to the northeast when Jeremiah started prophesying was still Assyria. But that would
soon change. Indeed, the book of Jeremiah refers to Babylon 164 times, more references than in all the rest of
the Bible. Jeremiah foretold that Babylon, the destroyer of Judah, would herself be destroyed by the Medes and
Persians, never to rise again. Some of the prophecies in this regard are dual, referring also to the rise and fall of
the end-time political, economic and religious system called Babylon—located to the northwest of Judah (thus
still north)—while some prophecies refer exclusively to the end time.
Preaching God‘s message brought Jeremiah a great deal of suffering, but God emphatically charged him, ―Do
not be afraid of their [intimidating] faces‖ (1:8, 17)—as He, the Almighty Deliverer, would provide impregnable
defense (1:18-19). We too can take encouragement from these words as we carry out the commission God has
given His Church to preach His true gospel to the end of the age (see Matthew 28:19-20).
―Broken Cisterns‖ (Jeremiah 2)
Jeremiah was to ―go and cry in the hearing of Jerusalem,‖ yet his message was about all Israel (Jeremiah 2:13). And then God‘s message was to go to the ―house of Jacob and all the families of the house of Israel‖ (verse
4). Yet remember that the northern kingdom of Israel had been taken into captivity a century earlier. Still, we do
know that, around three years after Jeremiah‘s ministry began, a small percentage of Israelites actually
returned to the land for a short period—that is, the Scythians who overran the region. Thus, it is likely that
Jeremiah‘s message was intended in some measure for Jews and Israelites of His day. But notice again that
the message was for ―all the families of the house of Israel.‖ As the Israelites were scattered throughout the
Assyrian Empire in Jeremiah‘s day, with many near the Black and Caspian Seas, we may safely assume that
this message was not delivered to them.
Hence these prophecies are dual, directed more to the descendants of Israel in the latter days, particularly
since the descriptions in this chapter and much of the book certainly fit our American and British societies and
much of the world today. (In the book of Jeremiah, ―Israel‖ is named almost as much as ―Judah.‖ And
―Jerusalem‖—ancient capital of all 12 tribes—sometimes clearly refers more to Israel than to Judah.)
The Israelites have a short memory, soon forgetting the source of past and present blessings (verses 7, 32),
soon turning to myriad forms of idolatry. ―Those who handle the law‖ (verse 8) teach that God‘s laws are done
away! Whereas most cultures cling to their traditions and gods, Israel, chosen by God to receive the true
religion (the only way that brings true reward!), has been quick to forsake God and to do so ―for what does not
profit‖ (verse 11). These are the ―two evils‖ here—forsaking God and substituting false gods (verse 13). ―God,
the fountain of living waters, offered a limitless supply of fresh, life-giving sustenance. Instead the people chose
broken cisterns, which were useless for storing water and useless for sustaining life‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note
on verse 13). God proclaims a dire penalty for rejecting Him, ―the fountain of living waters,‖ in Jeremiah 17:13.
As He often does, God colorfully portrays the utter stupidity of making gods of wood and stone, but Israel and
Judah make as many dumb deities as the number of cities in Judah (2:27-28). ―See if they can save you in the
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time of your trouble!‖ God taunts (compare verse 28). Today, our peoples still trust in worthless and inanimate
things to save us—such as our weapons of war and our money.
And some still serve actual idols, seeing power in crosses, statues of Mary, good luck charms, etc. And then
there is a wrong trust in other people, directly condemned elsewhere in Jeremiah (17:5). Verses 14-16 of
chapter 2 show that though God had freed Israel from slavery, the nation subjected itself to vassalage and
subsequent plunder and slavery by the Assyrians after making a failed deal with the Egyptians (Noph and
Taphanes were principal cities in Egypt). Judah is now warned, ―Why trust in Egypt or Assyria when they
cannot save?‖ (compare verse 18). This should serve as a warning to us now. For modern Israelites often make
the mistake of putting more trust in alliances than in Almighty God (compare verses 36-37).
Jeremiah repeatedly portrays Israel and Judah as an unfaithful wife who has both deserted her loving,
generous husband and also committed adultery, ―playing the harlot,‖ with multiple lovers—false gods and
national allies (verse 20). She takes steps to ―wash‖ herself (verse 22)—efforts to appear righteous. But it is her
heart that needs washing—her thoughts purified (compare 4:14). And only through true repentance, God‘s
forgiveness and God‘s power can one be truly spiritually cleansed. Israel is adulterous not just by being
seduced, but by actively enticing partners like a female animal in heat (verses 23-25).
Worse, not only has Israel not received correction, but God rebukes the people: ―Your sword has devoured your
prophets like a destroying lion‖ (verse 30). Sadly, Israel and Judah have always rejected God‘s true servants—
even subjecting them to martyrdom. While that is not happening right now, times are prophesied to get much
worse. God also says, ―On your skirts is found the blood of the lives of the poor innocents‖ (verse 34). Today
there is little difference. The most innocent are the children. Few children now are sacrificed to fire, but many
are murdered, many more unborn children are slaughtered, and nearly all children are set on a path of life that
leads to death.
Because obedience to God‘s absolute laws brings automatic blessings, and disobedience brings automatic
penalties, Israel is told, ―You‘ve brought this on yourself‖ (compare verse 17) and ―Your own wickedness will
correct you‖ (verse 19). While a national warning, it is incumbent upon each of us individually to respond. If we
are living contrary to God‘s way, that will eventually catch up with us. Indeed, that is surely producing
consequences already. Let us all, then, turn to God now—and avoid the suffering sin brings.
―Return, O Backsliding Children…for I Am Married to You‖ (Jeremiah 3)
The law stated in Deuteronomy 24:1-4 that, after a divorce where one spouse then marries another, and the
second marriage is terminated by divorce or death, remarriage to the original spouse is forbidden. This is
comparable to Israel‘s situation—but not exactly the same since Israel did not actually marry other gods
(indeed, the false gods Israel has pursued don‘t really exist). While God looked upon the idolatry of Israel and
Judah as ―play[ing] the harlot with many lovers,‖ He says He will yet take her back if she will but repent
(Jeremiah 3:1).
But that is not immediately forthcoming. God remarks, ―You have had a harlot‘s forehead [never blushing]; you
refuse to be ashamed‖ (verse 3; compare 6:15). Continually acting against one‘s conscience leads to a seared
conscience (see 1 Timothy 4:2)—repeated immorality leads to amorality. Logically, one would think that Judah
would have learned some fear of God when she saw God punish the house of Israel with divorce, destruction,
and captivity. But no, ―treacherous Judah‖ sank lower than Israel! Any appearance of returning to God was
done ―in pretense‖ (3:8-11).
It is interesting to note that though God says He issued a certificate of divorce to Israel (verse 8), He still claims
to be married to the Israelites in verse 14. This is because, though God put away Israel as a whole, He
maintained His covenant relationship with a remnant of Israel—in Jeremiah‘s day meaning the faithful of Judah.
Yet God would also consider individuals of the house of Israel as part of this remnant if they would repent and
return to Him (same verse). In verse 12 Jeremiah is told to proclaim the message to the north. This may well
have been directed to those Israelites (the Scythians) who came back into the land of the northern kingdom at
this time. They are said to be ―more righteous‖ than Judah—which makes sense when we realize that many of
these Israelites (perhaps humbled from their captivity) were soon going to help Josiah purge the land of idolatry
and observe his great Passover.
Yet, as explained in the highlights for chapter 2, the message was meant for all the families of Israel—meaning
this call to repentance is likely intended primarily for the end time. In the last days, Israel is still to be found
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mainly to the north of Judea—northwest that is—prior to and during their final captivity (send for our free booklet
The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy to learn more). For those physical Israelites who repent, God
will take them as individuals and join them to the faithful remnant of Israel—the remnant according to grace,
meaning the Church of God (see Romans 11:5). Yet also intended here is the return from captivity of those of
the physical remnant of Israel to God at the time of Christ‘s return—when, according to this and many other
prophecies, they too collectively repent and become spiritual Israelites according to grace.
Israel and Judah will finally and truly return to God ―in those days,‖ at which time the two houses will be rejoined
(verse 18). Notice that Israel and Judah will ―come together out of the land of the north‖ (same verse). This
never happened in ancient times following the Assyrian captivity of Israel or the Babylonian captivity of Judah. It
is clearly a prophecy of the end time.
Then the actual presence of Jesus Christ and the throne of the Lord will make the glory of Israel‘s history—
when the Ark of the Covenant was merely a type of that throne—unimportant and unmemorable by comparison
(verses 16-17). Incidentally, some have speculated that the fact of the ark not being mentioned anymore after
Christ‘s return is an indication that it will have had prominent mention just prior to His return—that it may yet be
found and play some part in end-time events if it was not destroyed in ancient times (see highlights on Isaiah
17–18). Of course, even an event as stunning and incredible as finding the Ark of the Covenant would be paled
into utter insignificance by the return of Jesus Christ in power and glory to rule all nations.
At last, Israel and the world will have ―shepherds according to My heart,‖ who will ―feed the Israelites with
knowledge and understanding‖ (verse 15). This likely had a forerunner in Jeremiah‘s day—meaning Jeremiah,
Zephaniah, other contemporary prophets, faithful priests and the faithful king, Josiah. They provided spiritual
leadership to the Israelites returning back then. Today the shepherds are God‘s faithful ministers. And in the
coming reign of Christ, which is apparently the predominant reference, the shepherds will be Christ, the glorified
saints and righteous human leaders.
All Israel will then submit to God and revere Him as Father, no longer turning away from Him (verse 19). The
nation will no longer respond in a mere pretense of repentance—for the return to God will be genuine.
―The Sound of the Trumpet‖ (Jeremiah 4)
Jeremiah 4 begins with a play on words. God tells Israel, ―If you will return [from captivity to the land]… return to
Me [that is, in a spiritual sense—meaning repentance]‖ (verse 1). As for God‘s instruction to break up the fallow
ground and not sowing among thorns, it should be noted that the reference is to ―unused soil, not a regularly
plowed field. Israel needed a new field in which to sow its seed of faithfulness, a radical departure from its ways
of sin and idolatry‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 3).
In verse 4, we see that the main purpose of circumcision is to illustrate the need for mankind to remove any
hardness of heart and all barriers separating us from God. This repeats what God told the Israelites just before
He first brought them in to the Promised Land (see Deuteronomy 10:16). But the people do not yet heed. They
are therefore instructed to ―blow the trumpet‖ (Jeremiah 4:5), the shofar or ram‘s horn, an ―alarm of war‖ (verse
19)—a symbol repeated throughout Scripture. For God will bring ―disaster from the north.‖ As explained in the
highlights for chapter 1, this was the course of invasion followed by ancient Babylon and that will yet be
followed by end-time Babylon.
Moreover, while this prophecy was directed to Judah and Jerusalem, there are indications that it is also meant
for Israel as a whole. For instance, the warning is to be raised from Dan to Ephraim (verse 15). These
represented the northernmost and southernmost tribes of the ancient northern kingdom. They would have been
the first to see a northern threat coming against Judah. Yet the northern tribes had been taken into captivity
long before Jeremiah wrote—and even the Scythians who briefly returned had left by the time Babylon began to
menace Judah.
God warns, ―Your cities will be laid waste‖ (verses 7). The prophet Ezekiel tells end-time Israel the same thing:
―In all your dwelling places the cities shall be laid waste‖ (Ezekiel 6:6). It is sobering to consider that an aerial
nuclear attack on the United States from Europe would also come ―from the north.‖ Of course, this prophecy
was also meant for the people of Jeremiah‘s day. In either case, God warns of ―watchers‖ (verse 16), which
could indicate advanced scouts of a coming army. However, the term may also be translated ―besiegers‖ (JFB
Commentary, note on verse 16).
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All this was rather unsettling to Jeremiah. He was ―overwhelmed at what God was about to bring upon
Jerusalem. This passage indicates the deep inner struggle Jeremiah faced in his proclamation of the divine
message. Jeremiah challenged God‘s dealings with His people, claiming that God had deceived the people with
a message of peace‖ (note on Jeremiah 4:10). Remember that in chapter 3 God had just told Jeremiah to
convey a message of Israel‘s repentance and return under the reign of the Messiah. Now here he was
delivering an ominous message of doom—to people he deeply cared about. God well understood Jeremiah‘s
compassion—and was no doubt merciful to him in his anguished remarks.
Verse 18 declares that the people have brought this on themselves. Just as in today‘s world, God said the
people are ―experts at doing what is evil, but failures at doing what is good‖ (verse 22, Today‘s English
Version).
The prophet then sees in vision a destroyed land—employing the same language used in Scripture of the chaos
before man‘s creation (verse 23; see Genesis 1:2). It is now the result of the destruction God will bring because
of the people‘s sins (see verse 26). But thankfully, the land will not be utterly destroyed and not everyone will
die (verse 27; 5:18). Yet the consequences will be severe—and, as the people are set in their sinful ways, the
punishment is now inevitable (4:28). If Zion tries to appease, distract and seduce her enemies—like a harlot
with seductive clothes and makeup, offering favors—it won‘t work (verse 30). Instead, she will soon experience
unavoidable pain, as a woman in labor with her first child. And in the end, her lovers will become her murderers
(verse 31).
―And My People Love to Have It So‖ (Jeremiah 5)
See, God says to Jeremiah, if you can find anyone in Jerusalem ―who seeks the truth, and I will pardon her‖
(Jeremiah 5:1). Shockingly, the context implies that no one could be found. Jeremiah considers that many
people are poor and uneducated (verse 4), so maybe he will have success if he goes ―to the great men and
speak to them, for they have known the way of the LORD‖—having had access to the Scriptures and history,
being literate people (verse 5). ―But these have altogether broken the yoke‖—they have rejected God‘s authority
and cast off any restraint (same verse). Therefore the wild animals (the gentiles) will slay them and take over
their cities because ―their backslidings have increased‖ (verse 6). ―How shall I pardon you for this,‖ God asks in
verse 7? ―Therefore you are inexcusable, O man…In accordance with your hardness and your impenitent heart
you are treasuring up for yourself wrath‖ (Romans 2:1-6).
The Israelites have a long history of lusting for and engaging in all the pagan philosophies and practices of
Satan‘s world, when God has not only given them the best religion, but the only true religion on earth. God
pictures them as being led strictly by sensual impulse rather than any intelligence (verses 7-8). ―‗Shall I not
punish them for these things?‘ says the LORD. ‗And shall I not avenge myself on such a nation as this?‖ (verse
9). After relating more of their sins, He repeats the question (verse 29)—and again a few chapters later (9:9).
The imagery of God breaking off sinful ―branches‖ of Israel (5:10) is later used by the apostle Paul (see Romans
11). God is especially angry with false ministers who claim to be His spokesmen, and yet mislead the people
with lies and false security (Jeremiah 5:12-13). God proclaims: ―I will bring a nation against you from afar…a
nation whose language you do not know…They are all mighty men [well-armed and brutal]‖ (verses 15-17).
This is dual, relating to Jeremiah‘s day and the end time, for verse 18 says, ―Nevertheless in those days
[indicating the last days]…I will not make a complete end of you.‖ God says, ―Declare this in the house of Jacob
and proclaim it in Judah.‖
The recalcitrance of the people is largely explained by the fact that they are spiritually blind and deaf (verses
20-21). Yet all creation is a proof of God. And if people don‘t understand anything else, they ought at least to
realize that they must obey their Maker (verse 24). Again, it is the people‘s sins that deprive them of blessings
and happiness (verse 25).
―For among My people are found wicked men,‖ God declares—extremely evil people who will do anything to
anybody for personal gain, usually for money (verses 26-29). But the root cause of the evils is false religion. It is
a ―horrible thing‖ to God that ―prophets prophesy [preach] falsely, and the priests rule by their own power [not
the Holy Spirit]; and My people love to have it so‖ (verses 30-31). What a sad indictment. We see it today in the
name of tolerance. Anyone who would label the behavior of others as wrong is looked upon as a bigot and
hatemonger. And when criticism is silenced, there is soon no fear of consequences, as in verses 12-13.
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The last verse asks the critical question, ―But what will you do in the end [that is, when the hammer of judgment
falls]?‖ The apostle Peter later asked a similar question: ―Therefore, since all these things [the physical world
around us] will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness…?‖ (2
Peter 3:11). We should all be asking ourselves such questions.
―‗Peace, Peace!‘ When There Is No Peace‖ (Jeremiah 6)
Jerusalem was situated in the former borderlands between Benjamin and Judah—and the tribe of Benjamin had
remained part of the southern kingdom of Judah. So the ―children of Benjamin‖ in verse 1 would represent the
inhabitants dwelling on the north side of the city. Tekoa and Beth Haccerem were a few miles south of
Jerusalem. Thus, the city and its outlying areas are all under immediate threat. Again, as in chapters 1 and 4,
the people are warned that ―disaster appears out of the north‖ (6:1, 22)—from ancient and end-time Babylon.
In verse 2, Judah is likened to a vulnerable and helpless woman. She sees her enemies surrounding her, but
she is unprepared—for their attack is coming that night (verses 3-5). In verses 6-8, God directs Judah‘s
enemies to make ready for their attack of Jerusalem. The only hope for Zion‘s inhabitants is to ―be instructed‖
by God, but ―their ear is uncircumcised [covered]‖ (verse 10)—they won‘t listen. God‘s Word is actually
offensive to them (verse 10, NIV). ―It‘s one thing for a modern society to be pluralistic and permit differences in
belief and values. It‘s another thing for a society to become increasingly hostile to Christian beliefs and biblical
values. Where the Word of the Lord offends, judgment will surely fall‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on
verse 10).
Therefore God warns that He is about to unleash His fury on all the people, ―because from the least of them
even to the greatest of them, everyone is given to covetousness; and from the prophet even to the priest,
everyone deals falsely‖ (verses 8-13). ―Healing the hurt of My people slightly‖ (see verse 14) refers to easing
any discomfort concerning possible consequences by speaking reassuring words of promised ―peace.‖ This
was the mantra even as conditions worsened—just as it often is today. Appeals to conscience did no good
because the people ―were not at all ashamed‖ (verse 15)—another example of people ―having their own
conscience seared with a hot iron‖ (1 Timothy 4:2). The words of this section of Jeremiah, it should be noted,
are repeated later in the book (see 8:10-12).
God reminds the people of the ―old paths‖ and ―good way‖—the laws He revealed long ago that expressed His
way of life (6:16). The Jewish Tanakh renders it this way: ―Stand by the roads and consider, inquire about
ancient paths: Which is the road to happiness? Travel, it, and find tranquillity for yourselves.‖ But they refuse to
walk that way (same verse). God sent watchmen who trumpeted warnings, but they wouldn‘t listen (verse 17).
So He says, ―I will certainly bring calamity‖ (verse 19). Offerings and sacrifices without obedience are worthless
(verses 18-20). Or, put another way, ―Religion without righteousness reeks‖ (note on verse 20). God and His
inexorable laws are stumbling blocks to those who want to walk contrary to them (verse 21; compare Isaiah
8:14). Also, just as God has many ways to give success to the righteous, He has many ways to cause failure to
those who live in defiance of Him.
God uses Jeremiah as an assayer of metals to analyze the people for purity, but instead of silver (truth and
righteousness), he finds only other metals of little value (verses 27-28). ―In ancient times lead and silver were
put in a crucible together and heated. The lead oxidized and carried off the alloys of baser metals, leaving the
silver pure. The image of the refiner‘s fire is found several times in the O[ld] T[estament] and suggests a test for
moral quality. Here, however, God‘s attempt to purify His people is futile. The ore is so impure that no silver can
be found, and the whole batch us dumped out‖ (note on verses 27-30).
Trusting in Form Without Substance (Jeremiah 7)
The message here is one of rebuke, warning and exhortation. Delivered in a public place, it is a call for the
people to ―amend their ways‖ (verse 3). The people of Jeremiah‘s day had a form of religion—they worshiped in
God‘s temple. But this gave them a false sense of security—indeed, they believed a lie. The temple of the Lord
is presented in verse 4 as almost a chant. It was viewed as a talisman to save them. The same thing often
happens today. People may place too much faith in considering themselves part of God‘s spiritual temple—His
Church—rather than in God Himself. They may think that just because they attend worship services and are a
member of the Church that this will save them—an example of the false reasoning of righteousness by
association.
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But God demands heartfelt obedience. Incredibly, part of the lie the people believe is that God‘s law is
essentially done away—that they are somehow ―delivered to do all these abominations‖ (verse 10). Yet God
decries this for the outrage that it is, stating that His temple has become to them a ―den of thieves‖ (verse 11).
―The ‗den‘ of robbers was the refuge where thy hid out in search of their next victim. The analogy is devastating.
How could God‘s people steal, murder, commit adultery and perjury, and worship other gods (v. 9), and then
assume ‗we are safe‘ because of God‘s house?‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 11). Jesus would
later quote verse 11 when He chased the moneychangers out of the temple of His day (Matthew 21:13).
God brings up an example from Israel‘s history to make His point. In the time of the judges, Shiloh, in the land
of Ephraim (Joshua 18:1), was the site of the tabernacle of God with the Ark of the Covenant—just as
Jerusalem was later the site of the temple. Back then, ―leaders in the family of Eli had abused their priestly
position for personal gain, and idolatry was rampant in the land. When the Israelites attempted to use the ark as
a victory-giving talisman, the ark was captured (see 1 Sam. 4) and the sanctuary was destroyed by the
Philistines‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Jeremiah 7:12).
Clearly, Judah‘s confidence in the temple is misplaced. So is placing such confidence in the physical
organization of God‘s Church today. Such thinking carried many into apostasy at the end of the first century—
and the pattern has been sadly repeated throughout the centuries. What is vital is that we be firmly grounded
with a personal relationship with God, rather than being simply loyal to the church organization—and trusting in
that loyalty to ensure our salvation. In verse 16, the people had descended so far into depravity that God
actually forbade Jeremiah from interceding for them.
God then strongly rebukes Israel for worshiping ―the queen of heaven‖ (verses 17-18). This goddess, also
mentioned in Jeremiah 44:15-30, is elsewhere referred to as Ashtoreth—known to other Middle Eastern
cultures as Ishtar or Astarte—from which the modern name Easter derives. As Vine‘s Expository Dictionary of
Old and New Testament Words reports: ―The term ‗Easter‘ is not of Christian origin. It is another form of Astarte,
one of the titles of the Chaldean goddess, the queen of heaven…The pagan festival of ‗Easter‘…was
introduced into the apostate Western religion, as part of the attempt to adapt pagan festivals to Christianity‖
(―Easter,‖ New Testament section, 1985). Ishtar was a fertility goddess. And today rabbits and eggs are the
symbols of sex used to celebrate the holiday named after her. Indeed, the special ―cakes for the queen of
heaven‖ (verse 18) may be the origin of the popular Easter custom of hot cross buns. It is also interesting to
note that those who worship Mary as the ―Mother of God‖ today also refer to her as the ―Queen of Heaven.‖
Because of their rebellion, terrible punishment was coming on the Jews of Jeremiah‘s day (verse 20)—and will
likewise come upon all Israel of the latter days, as many other prophecies confirm. Again, God says there is too
much emphasis on form of religion and not enough on right substance. He tells them to go ahead and make all
the sacrifices they want but that it won‘t do them any good (verse 21). God did not command such sacrifices
when He first delivered Israel from Egypt.
The first thing He commanded was obedience (verses 22-23). Consider that some people today may give
offerings or do a few good deeds believing that‘s enough to satisfy God. Others may do far more—being
legalistically meticulous over the smallest details of obedience—and yet ignore the weightier matters of the law,
as was the case with the Pharisees of Christ‘s day, whom He denounced (see Matthew 23:23; 1 Corinthians
13:1-3).
Through the centuries, the Israelites had failed to obey (Jeremiah 7:24)—and this despite the fact that God had
sent so many prophets. In Mark 12:1-12, Christ related a parable that expressed the efforts God had made in
this regard—all to no avail. God tells Jeremiah that his situation will be no different—the people will not listen to
him either (Jeremiah 7:27). And even now, with Jeremiah‘s words nearly everywhere in modern Israel (being
part of the Bible), they still don‘t.
Judgment on Abominations (Jeremiah 7–8)
Because of the people‘s refusal to obey, God has Jeremiah tell them to cut off their hair—an apparently
figurative reference. ―The Heb[rew] feminine form tells us that it‘s Jerusalem [rather than Jeremiah] who is to cut
her hair. The reference is to a person who made a Nazarite vow and was set aside as holy [as all Israel was
supposed to be in a sense]. If defiled, one had to cut off his or her hair to symbolize pollution [see Numbers 6:121]‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 7:29).
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The Jews had gone so far as to set up abominations—idols and pagan altars—in the temple of God (this having
occurred a few decades earlier during the reign of Manasseh). And they went further still, sacrificing their
children at Tophet: ―In the valley of Hinnom, a gruesome place throughout the history of Judah, King Manasseh
had built an altar to the pagan god, Molech. There the children of worshippers were burned on a fiery altar as
sacrifices to the pagan god. ‗Topheth‘ means ‗fireplace‘ or ‗furnace‘ and was probably the name of a pit dug in
the ground for this abominable ritual‖ (Russell Dilday, Mastering the Old Testament, 1987, Vol. 9, p. 484).
Of this ghastly practice, God says, ―…which I did not command, nor did it [even] come into My heart‖ (Jeremiah
7:31)—seeming to imply that they believed God had commanded it. Why would they have thought such a
thing? Because their worship was syncretistic—blending paganism into the true religion. The word for ―Lord‖
was Baal, a name that also denoted the false sun god. And God was their King, the word for which was Melek
or Molech, another name denoting a pagan deity. Many thus believed that the Lord and King—in their mind the
true God—had commanded their traditional religious practices, when these practices had actually come from
paganism. God would not accept such worship even if people believed they were serving Him thereby (see
Deuteronomy 12:29-32).
God says the Valley of Hinnom (Gai Hinnom or, in the Greek New Testament, Gehenna) will be renamed the
Valley of Slaughter—―so named because of the great slaughter of the Jews about to take place at Jerusalem: a
just retribution of their sin in slaying their children to Moloch in Tophet‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown
Commentary, note on Jeremiah 7:32). However, it is likely that this is also representative of the terrible
punishment to come on Judah and Israel in the end time. It may also be typical of the final judgment on all
rebellion since the New Testament 12 times uses Gehenna as a designation for the place of final punishment,
where the incorrigibly wicked will be burned up—called the ―lake of fire‖ in the book of Revelation.
In chapter 8, we see the propensity conquering nations have of dishonoring the dead. In ancient times, they
would often dig up the graves—usually tombs and ossuaries—for anything of value to plunder (verses 1-2).
This was, of course, looked upon as a horrible desecration. The point is that death and destruction are not the
full measure of punishment. The people are also to suffer national ignominy and shame. The ones who aren‘t
dead will wish they were dead—being dragged away as slaves (verse 3).
God laments that His people are perpetual backsliders (verse 5). He heard their past cries for relief and rescued
them many times—but they just won‘t turn their lives around (verse 6). In verse 7 God points out that while
birds know when it is time to take major action in migrating, responding to promptings God has put within them,
human beings seem oblivious to God‘s promptings to obey Him—the increasing calamities intended as
warnings.
In verses 8-9, the educated people who are supposed to be preserving and teaching God‘s Word have actually
rejected it—and proclaim falsehood instead. As the apostle Paul later remarked of pagan philosophers,
―Professing to be wise, they became fools‖ (Romans 1:22).
Warning of judgment then, God repeats the reason He gave for it in Jeremiah 6:12-15 (8:10-12). God tells
Jeremiah that punishment is coming (verse 13), whereupon the prophet relates the sentiments the people will
express when judgment falls (verses 14-16). Forces of enemy invasion are described in the past tense to
demonstrate the certainty of their coming—and, terrifyingly, they are declared to be God‘s forces (verse 16) and
likened to the plague of serpents He sent among the ancient Israelites when they rebelled in the wilderness
(verse 17; see Numbers 21:6).
Proceeding from Evil to Evil (Jeremiah 8–9)
As we read through these sections, it is evident that a dialogue is transpiring, wherein sometimes Jeremiah
speaks and sometimes God speaks directly—and sometimes one of them relates the words, or future words, of
the people. Verse 18 begins a lament of Jeremiah. In verse 19, he quotes the future words of the people,
―wondering that God should have delivered them up to the enemy, seeing that He is Zion‘s king, dwelling in her‖
(Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on verse 19). Of course, they shouldn‘t have placed so much
stock in this—just as they shouldn‘t have relied too much on the temple in chapter 7. God interjects at the end
of 8:19 to explain that the people have brought the situation on themselves. Verse 20 then has the people
speaking a proverb about the harvest being past and the summer being ended. ―Meaning: One season of hope
after another has passed, but the looked-for deliverance never came, and now all hope is gone‖ (note on verse
20).
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This is all too much for Jeremiah. He says he is deeply hurt over what is going to happen to his people—the
NIV has ―crushed,‖ the Hebrew here meaning ―broken‖ or ―shattered‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 2022). ―Rather than gloat at the vindication of his ministry, Jeremiah is heartbroken at the suffering of his fellow
countrymen. Love for God and love for others sometimes are in tension. But loving God doesn‘t mean we must
stop caring for others, even when their tragedies are a consequence of their own sins‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verse 21).
Indeed, God Himself actually cares for these others even more than we do. And He looks for people who will
love as He loves—who are willing to ―stand in the gap‖ for mankind (compare Ezekiel 22:30). This quality
abounds in Scripture among the leaders God chose—such as Abraham (Genesis 18:24), Job and Noah
(Ezekiel 14:14, 20), Moses (Psalm 106:23), the apostle Paul (Romans 11:1), and of course Jesus Christ (John
3:17; Hebrews 7:25). We must exhibit this quality too (1 Timothy 2:1).
Jeremiah asks, ―Is there no balm in Gilead…‖ to heal the people? ―The region of Gilead was known for its
balsam ointment (see Gen. 37:25). There is no healing, physical or spiritual, for a people intent on rebelling
against God‖ (Nelson, note on Jeremiah 8:20-22). The prophet‘s lament continues into verse 2. Yet it appears
that the last sentence of this verse begins another interjection by God, an interjection made clearer in verse 3,
wherein He identifies blatant sins of the people—that they are not ―valiant for the truth‖ but, instead, ―proceed
from evil to evil.‖ In the same verse He says, ―They do not know Me.‖ Nor, as we previously read, did they
understand His judgment (8:7).
―Like his northern counterpart Hosea (see Hosea 4:6), Jeremiah identified the people‘s major deficiency as their
lack of knowledge of the Lord and His judgment‖ (note on 8:7). And yet they were supposed to be Israelites—of
God‘s own nation. Sadly, in one negative respect they did take after their father Israel—or, rather, Jacob as he
was named before his conversion. God says, ―Every brother will utterly supplant‖ or, literally, ―trip up by the
heel‖ (JFB, note on verse 4). This is the root meaning of the name Jacob, who was deceitful in supplanting His
brother Esau.
In verse 9, God repeats His question regarding punishment from chapter 5 (verses 9, 29). It is almost as if He is
convincing Himself that this action needs to take place. He is loath to completely remove His people and allow
destruction to come. But he must—for their sake and for everyone‘s sake. All people must know where
forsaking God‘s law leads (compare verses 12-16). In verses 17-22, God speaks of a resultant time of great
sorrow. ―This brief poem has been called the most brilliant elegy in the O[ld] T[estament]. The weeping women
are professional mourners hired to wail loudly at funerals. The prophet calls for them to quickly train their
daughters, for there will not be enough of such women to put to rest all the slain. When death, like a robber,
climbs in through the windows [verse 21], every household will be affected. We can lock our doors against
disaster. But there is always some window through which calamity can creep unexpectedly.
For security we must rely on the Lord (v. 23)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 17-22). Indeed, verse
23 shows that the only way we as human beings can legitimately feel good about ourselves is through the
acceptance we have in God through knowing Him, understanding His character and—as the clear implication
is—exhibiting His character traits in our own lives. Yet this is not truly glorying in ourselves, as we know that all
of this comes only through God‘s grace. That‘s why Paul paraphrased the verse this way: ―He who glories, let
him glory in the LORD‖ (1 Corinthians 1:31; see verses 29-30).
To truly live by God‘s character requires a spiritual change within us—a circumcision of the heart and not just of
the flesh (see Deuteronomy 10:16; Jeremiah 4:4). In fact, Paul later states that mere circumcision of the flesh is
counted as uncircumcision if it is not accompanied by obedience to God (see Romans 2:23-29). In Jeremiah
9:25-26, God says He will punish Judah along with its uncircumcised national neighbors. In an end-time
context, it is of interest to know that the Muslims practice circumcision. Thus most of the men of Egypt, Edom,
Ammon and Moab today are circumcised as a matter of their religion. But God looks on them all, including
Judah, as uncircumcised because they are uncircumcised in heart. Interestingly, Judah here ―is listed as just
another nation. In fact, it is not even at the head of the list. The point of this text is similar to the concept of
temple inviolability (ch. 7). Just as God would destroy even the temple (7:12-14), so He would ignore even
circumcision when it was merely an outward symbol (see Deut. 10:12-22)‖ (Nelson, note on Jeremiah 9:25-26).
Merry Christmas? (Jeremiah 10)
In this chapter, God makes it very clear: ―Learn not the way of the heathen…for the customs of the peoples are
vain‖ (verses 2-3, KJV), stressing His total rejection of practices adopted from other religions even if they are

798

intended to honor Him. For God is never honored by disobedience. We can read Deuteronomy 12:29-32 and 2
Corinthians 6:14 along with these verses.
God first points out here that pagans were ―dismayed at the signs of heaven‖ (Jeremiah 10:2). As believers in
astrology, they considered their lives to be controlled by celestial events. Today, it is no different among the
huge number of people who make daily decisions based on their horoscopes. This practice is utterly
condemned by God. Even if astrological forces existed—which they do not—the Almighty Creator and Ruler of
the universe would have power over them. Worse still, the sun, moon, planets and stars were actually
worshiped by ancient nations—and their movements were used to determine times for worship. Again, this was
all based on fear and superstition. For instance, the winter solstice was observed because the sun reached its
lowest zenith on that day, the shortest day of the year. It was believed that worship, fires and sacrifices were
needed to encourage and boost the sun god back to his higher station. Afterward, the people celebrated the
rebirth of the sun.
Indeed, the sun god was understood to have been born of his mother goddess around the time of the winter
solstice—in fact, by the reckoning of various ancient cultures, on December 25. Evergreen trees were used in
this particular worship because they seemed to retain life through the winter months.
Continuing then in Jeremiah 10, the Christmas tree must surely come to mind. Many mainstream Christian
scholars, desperate to justify modern Christmas customs, are quick to identify the objects addressed in this
section as wooden poles or idols. And while that is possible, it is not likely. Indeed, the Hebrew word translated
―wooden idol‖ in verse 8, ets, is normally translated ―tree‖ in the Bible. Notice God‘s instruction back in
Deuteronomy 16:21: ―You shall not plant for yourself any tree [ets], as a wooden image [asherah], near the altar
which you build for yourself to the LORD your God.‖
There are a number of references in Scripture to Asherah—understood to be an idol representation of the
goddess Ashtoreth or Astarte, the mother goddess referred to in Scripture as the ―queen of heaven‖ (mentioned
in the highlights on Jeremiah 7:1-27). ―From the Biblical references, it appears that Asherah is referred to in
three manifestations: (1) as an image, probably a statue or figurine representing the goddess herself; (2) as a
tree; and (3) as a tree trunk. The latter two are, in effect, symbols of the goddess‖ (Ruth Hestrin,
―Understanding Asherah: Exploring Semitic Iconography,‖ Biblical Archaeology Review, Sept.–Oct. 1991, p.
50). Indeed, the phrase ―under every green tree‖ (Deuteronomy 12:2), is used a number of times in Scripture to
denote a pagan sacred place—that is, not just trees but evergreen trees.
Jeremiah 10 is indeed talking about the setting up of idols, as is often maintained. But what many fail to realize
in reading through the chapter is that trees themselves were actually set up by ancient pagans as idols. They
were cut from the forest, with stands fashioned to keep them fixed and upright but still able to be moved and set
up anywhere (compare verses 3-5). They were decorated with silver and gold and draped with costly fabrics
(compare verses 4, 9). Idolatrous metal ornaments were fashioned and hung from the branches (compare
verse 9).
In direct disobedience to God, the Jews under Manasseh actually set up an asherah in honor of Baal, the son
and wife of Ashtoreth (see 2 Kings 21:3). Indeed, such was used in surrounding cultures to honor the sun-god
Baal and his mother on the birthday of the sun, December 25—which is when this abomination of Manasseh
may have taken place, in imitation of neighboring societies. Even if that‘s not exactly what Manasseh did, it is
rather likely that such decorated trees in winter would have been part of the Jews‘ worship of Baal. More
amazing to consider is the fact that in the syncretistic blending of religions, Baal (―Lord‖) was identified with the
true Lord. Thus, the apostate Jews, it appears, set up decorated evergreen trees to worship the birthday of the
true Lord—the One who later came to earth as Jesus Christ! And the Lord called it an abomination. Indeed, He
still does.
While people today do not worship Christmas trees, they are nevertheless using accoutrements of past idolatry
to supposedly honor God. Yet the true God will have none of it. He sees it as disobedience and rebellion—and
idolatrously clinging to tradition over His direct commandments. For anything that comes before the true God is
an idol, whether we literally bow down to it or not.
Indeed, it seems rather likely that modern Christmas trees are intended by Jeremiah‘s words—particularly when
we consider that this is an end-time prophecy to the ―house of Israel‖ that speaks of God‘s coming wrath on the
nations and the destruction of all idolatry (compare verses 1, 10-11, 15). For in the end time, no one is setting
up supposed wooden Asherah poles.
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Eventually, all false gods will be utterly destroyed—not only through the obliteration of physical idols but through
removing falsehood from the minds of all people. Verses 12-13 tell of God who created all the things that
people worship. The latter part of verse 13 is also found in Psalm 135:7—it is not clear which was written down
first. Jeremiah 10:14-15 goes on to reveal the folly of idolatrous worship (compare Isaiah 44:14-18; Romans
1:22-31). And verse 16 of Jeremiah 10 focuses again on the true and living God—the Maker of all things. He is
here referred to as the ―Portion‖ or ―share‖ of His people—as He supplies our every need and will one day
share His very power and glory with all who will submit to Him and His righteous ways.
But that is yet future. For the time being, God pronounces His judgment on the people of the land (verses 1718, 21-22). Jeremiah is again distraught, personally identifying with the hurt of the people (verses 19-20). He
pleads with God, stating that it is not possible for mankind to find the right way—rather, the people need God to
direct their steps (verse 23). Standing in the place of Judah, Jeremiah does not ask God to avert punishment—
as God had told him not to (see Jeremiah 7:16). Rather, He asks that God‘s correction be according to His
sense of righteous judgment and fair justice (10:24)—and that it rightly be poured out as well on the nations
who have been enemies of God and His people (verse 25).
The Broken Covenant (Jeremiah 11)
Jeremiah 11 is a clear break from preceding chapters in the book. The section hearkens to God‘s covenant with
His people—which included blessings for obedience to God‘s law and curses for disobedience. During Josiah‘s
reign, the nation had renewed its covenant relationship with God after the Book of the Law was found. But the
recommitment of the people was merely outward as their return to evil ways following Josiah‘s death made
clear. ―To a forgetful people the prophet says that the ancient stipulations still hold force, including the curses
on the unfaithful. A date in the reign of Jehoiakim is appropriate for this discourse. Apparently Jeremiah was
residing in, or frequenting, his native Anathoth, for he is made aware of a plot against him [there] (11:18-21)‖
(New Bible Commentary: Revised, 1976, note on 11:1–12:17).
Because of Judah‘s violation of the covenant, God pronounces the curse on disobedience called for in the
covenant (verse 3). Verse 5 ends with Jeremiah responding, ―So be it‖—or, in Hebrew, Amen, which was the
response the people were to give to the proclamation of the curses according to Deuteronomy 27:15-26,
showing concurrence with God‘s justice.
All the towns of Judah as well as the city of Jerusalem were to hear God‘s case against Judah (Jeremiah 11:6).
In verses 9-10, God describes the return of the people to their evil and idolatrous ways following Josiah‘s death
as an intentional plot—a planned rebellion to throw off the yoke Josiah had put on them. Just as the house of
Israel had broken God‘s covenant, so had Judah (verse 10).
Thus, God decreed that certain calamity was coming (verse 11). The many gods of the people wouldn‘t save
them (verse 12). God interjects with scorn over the fact that Judah had as many gods as they had towns (verse
13)—perhaps meaning that each town had its own god. Sadly, this statement is a repeat of the one made in
Jeremiah 2:28, showing that the people had not changed at all since the time prior to Josiah‘s reformation.
Furthermore, God adds the fact that they had as many shrines to Baal as they had streets! So He repeats his
earlier directive that Jeremiah not pray for them (11:14; see 7:16).
In verse 15 of chapter 11, ―My beloved‖ refers to ―Judah, who remains the object of Yahweh‘s love although she
must leave His house for her hypocrisy‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on verses 15-16). The mention of ―holy
flesh‖ in verse 15 is unclear in the New King James Version. Most other translations render this as meaning
sacred offerings. For example, the New International Version has, ―Can consecrated meat avert your
punishment?‖ ―The reference is to sacrifices offered at the temple. It is hypocritical as well as futile to hurry to
church after sinning and then return eagerly to your sins‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion,
note on verse 15).
God looked on His beloved Bride—His people Israel, of whom Judah was now the remnant—as a beautiful and
fruitful green olive tree (as King David was inspired to describe himself in Psalm 52:8). Olive oil represented
richness and blessing (Psalm 23:5; 104:15). But here the tree is pictured with broken and burning branches.
These branches, representing individual sinning Israelites, were to be broken off. Paul later uses this imagery in
Romans 11.
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Plot to Kill Jeremiah; Message for Neighboring Lands (Jeremiah 11–12)
Jeremiah 11:18–12:6, appears to be an interjection, as 12:7 seems to pick up from 11:17. Jeremiah 11
concludes with a plot against the prophet‘s life. Those behind it wanted to destroy ―the tree with its fruit‖ (verse
19)—that is, the prophet with his prophecies. But God gave Jeremiah supernatural awareness of it. Indeed,
God had warned that such threats would come when Jeremiah was first called—and had encouraged him with
the promise of divine protection and help (Jeremiah 1:17-19). Yet that was long ago, and it is possible that
Jeremiah had not faced such threats so far—as he surely had state protection during the reign of godly Josiah.
Now Josiah was dead though, and the nation was conspiring against God and His prophets. Moreover, the
circumstances no doubt made this situation particularly difficult for Jeremiah:
―Throughout his four decades of service to God the prophet would know the wrath of kings and courtiers,
prophets and priests, and the entire population of Judah. He would be accused of betraying his country. He
would be imprisoned and almost killed. But perhaps nothing would hurt as much as this first crisis, when God
revealed that the people of his hometown, Anathoth, were plotting to murder him! The conspiracy was even
more dreadful because Anathoth was a city settled by priestly families. Anyone who has taken a stand for his or
her moral convictions, or witnessed outspokenly about faith in Christ, will understand the pain of ridicule or
rejection. But few have any notion of the hurt Jeremiah experienced when those he had known from childhood
wanted to take his life‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 11:18-20).
This parallels the reception Jesus Christ later experienced in His hometown of Nazareth (see Luke 4:16-29).
Indeed, there are other parallels with Christ here as well. ―His own familiar friends had plotted against the
prophet. The language [about being a lamb led to the slaughter] is exactly the same as that applied to Messiah
(Isa. 53:7). Each prophet and patriarch exemplified in his own person some one feature or more in the manifold
attributes and sufferings of the Messiah to come; just as the saints have done since His coming (Gal. 2:20; Phil.
3:10; Col. 1:24)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on Jeremiah 11:19).
Jeremiah lays the case before God as the righteous Judge and Vindicator. And God pronounces a punishment
of death by sword and famine, both of which would come with the later Babylonian invasion and siege. God
says ―no remnant‖ would be left to ―the men of Anathoth‖ (verse 23)—that is, to the men involved in the
conspiracy. That there were some in the town who weren‘t involved is evident from the fact that Ezra later
reported that some men of Anathoth returned to the town following the Babylonian captivity (see Ezra 2:1, 23).
In chapter 12, we see Jeremiah terribly disturbed at the whole affair. He asks questions that hadbeen asked
before. ―Why does the way of the wicked prosper?‖ (verse 1; see Job 12:6; Psalm 73:12). He remarks on how
such treacherous people spoke of God often—indeed, Anathoth was a town of priests!—but their hearts were
far from Him (Matthew 15:8; Isaiah 29:13). This is a problem so many have today. They give lip service to
following Christ, but they don‘t obey Him (Matthew 7:21-23). In contrast, Jeremiah served God from the heart as
God well knew (Jeremiah 12:3). How strange then that the wicked seemed to have it so good and he seemed to
have it so hard.
Jeremiah seems to wonder why God is talking about doing something, but not yet doing it. He pleads for God to
act. As he had been like a lamb led to the slaughter, he asks that they experience the same (verse 3). In verse
4, Jeremiah appears to be remarking on droughts that were already occurring as warnings of greater
punishment to come (see 14:1-6). These hurt the plants and animals but were not reforming the wicked! They
still said, ―He [Jeremiah] will not see our final end‖ (12:4).
In other words, they were basically saying that he would die before them—that he would be killed and they
would go on living, in no worry over this dreadful ―final end‖ he spoke of. In verse 5, instead of giving an answer
of comfort, God says things are going to get much worse. He first uses the metaphor of a race. If Jeremiah is
worn out in his contest with the ―footmen‖ (the men of Anathoth), how can he make it against ―horses‖ (the
much greater and more powerful antagonists he still has to face)? If he can‘t take it in peacetime (as he yet
suffered no actual harm), how would he make it through the ―floodplain [or thicket] of the Jordan‖? That is, as
this expression connoted ―the wild, luxuriant and beast-infested growths of the hot marshy land beside the
Jordan‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on verse 5), how would he endure real physical suffering later? Even
now, it was already worse than Jeremiah knew. Some of his own family members were part of the conspiracy
against him (verse 6).
The fact is, God had already told Jeremiah He would handle it—and would protect him. So He now expects the
prophet to grit his teeth and develop strength. That is a call to character. Indeed, what he was now going
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through was to prepare him for tougher times ahead. It is very much like the Christian experience today. God
does not remove all our trials. We constantly witness the seeming prosperity of those who don‘t follow His ways
while things don‘t always go so well for us. Moreover, our families and others close to us sometimes turn
against us as Jesus warned (Matthew 10:36). But in spite of it all we must remain strong and devoted to
following God—just as Jeremiah was required to. And in doing so, there will be great reward (see Mark 10:2930).
In Jeremiah 12:7, God appears to simply pick right back up where He left off in 11:17—as if to say, ―All right
then, let‘s get back to it.‖ But in his words there is a message for Jeremiah and his situation. God basically
states that He has had to forsake His house and those He loves because others have ruined them. God, we
see, does not ask His people to endure things that He Himself has not endured. This was made most evident in
the coming of Jesus Christ in the flesh to suffer and die for the sins of the world.
After speaking of the destruction that would come on His people for their sins, He then turns to the surrounding
lands—―evil neighbors‖ who worshiped other gods and taught God‘s people to do the same (verses 14-17).
They would now invade. These neighbors ―included the powerful nations of Babylon and Assyria, as well as
opportunistic kingdoms like Edom, Moab, and Ammon. These latter kingdoms seized land, crops, and hostages
when Judah was weakened by invasion‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 14). Ultimately, God would bring
punishment on them all. But He also ―gave them an amazing promise: He would show compassion on them by
allowing them to learn about him, the God of Israel, even as they had taught the Israelites about their gods
(12.16). Rather than just wiping them from the face of the earth, the Lord would give them an opportunity to turn
from their worthless idols and serve him. This was truly amazing kindness. This gesture shows God‘s heart of
compassion for all the people of the world. It demonstrates the truth that Peter would later express, that the
Lord is ‗patient, because he wants everyone to turn from sin and no one to be lost‘ (2 P[eter] 3.9 [Contemporary
English Version]‖ (―An Amazing Promise,‖ Word in Life Bible, 1998, p. 1119).
The beginning of Jeremiah 13 (verses 1-5) may have followed chapter 12 in time order, but since the remainder
of chapter 13, explaining the significance of the first five verses, appears to refer to events during the reign of
Jehoiakim‘s son Jehoiachin or Jeconiah (compare verses 6, 18), we will read all of chapter 13 at a later time.
The Waistband and the Wine Jugs (Jeremiah 13)
We turn back now to chapter 13 of Jeremiah, as most of what it describes—starting in verse 6 and continuing to
the end of the chapter—appears to fall during the three-month reign of the 18-year-old Jeconiah, who was
apparently heavily guided in his rule by his mother Nehushta (compare verse 18; 22:24-27; 29:2; 2 Kings 24:8,
12). The events of the first five verses of Jeremiah 13, however, likely happened during the reign of Jeconiah‘s
father Jehoiakim, as we will see—perhaps soon after the events of chapters 11 and 12.
God starts out telling Jeremiah to obtain a linen ―girdle‖ (13:1, KJV). There is a difference of opinion as to
exactly what this piece of clothing was. Many say the Hebrew here should be translated belt. Some say sash.
Others contend that a waistcloth, or loincloth, is meant. Still others argue for a skirt or kilt, or even shorts. It is
not clear whether the girdle was decorative outerwear or an undergarment. What is clear is that it was worn
around the waist (verses 2, 4, 11). This was to symbolize Israel and Judah, which God had bound to Himself by
covenant—and which relied on clinging to God‘s very being to be ―held up,‖ so to speak (compare verse 11).
The waistband would also have been valuable. All of this was fitting symbolism for Israel and Judah. ―Linen was
a costly material (Is 3.23, 24), often imported from Egypt (Pr 7.16). The Israelites generally reserved its use for
making exquisite furnishings, such as those in the sacred tent [the tabernacle] (Ex 26.1, 31, 13), and fine
garments, such as those worn by the priests (28.39) or a favored person (Es 8.15; Ez 16.10.13)‖ (―A Waste of
Fine Material,‖ The Word in Life Bible, sidebar on Jeremiah 13:1-11). Israel, rescued from Egypt and supported
by God, was to be a special treasure and chosen priesthood. The waistband was not supposed to get wet
(verse 1), as this would cause it to begin deteriorating.
God then instructs Jeremiah to take the waistband to the River Euphrates (Hebrew Perath) far to the north and
hide it in a hole. ―This would have meant a round-trip journey of some seven hundred miles—a trip that would
have taken two to three months‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 3-5). And Jeremiah ends up going twice.
Not believing that the prophet would have left his responsibilities in Judah for so long, some commentators
argue that Perath should in this instance be rendered Ephrathah (another name for Bethlehem) or Parah (a
town of Benjamin, Joshua 18:23), both of which were quite near Jerusalem. Yet the Euphrates seems far more
likely.

802

First of all, Perath normally denotes the Euphrates in Scripture. The objection that Jeremiah would not have left
his duties for so long is improper reasoning since his duty would always be to go where God told him. Consider
also that Jeremiah preached for many, many years in Judah—so an absence of a few months is not at all
unreasonable. God could even have supernaturally sped up Jeremiah‘s journey if time was a factor.
Most important, however, is the symbolism of the Euphrates. The land promised to Israel actually extended all
the way to the Euphrates (Exodus 23:31; Deuteronomy 11:24)—and reached as far in the days of David and
Solomon (2 Samuel 8:3, 6; 1 Kings 4:21, 24). Beyond the Euphrates was the territory of the Mesopotamian
powers—previously Assyria and now Babylon. The Euphrates itself was the crossing point. The ―hiding‖ of the
waistband there would seem to imply God‘s people seeking refuge and help from the powers of Mesopotamia.
This was true of their national alliances. It was also true religiously, since the false gods the people worshiped
originated in Babylon. The people of Israel were ultimately taken beyond the Euphrates themselves—in
captivity. And the same would soon befall the people of Judah.
The expression ―after many days‖ in Jeremiah 13:6 could actually mean that Jeremiah didn‘t return to the
Euphrates until years later. If a few months of travel were required for the journey, the events of the first part of
the chapter must have happened prior to Jeconiah‘s three-month reign—thus sometime during his father‘s
reign.
Spending years in a hole by a river—far away from its owner—there was no way the waistband would not get
wet and dirty and thus suffer damage. Indeed, Jeremiah finds it rotted and worthless. This parallels what
happened to Israel and Judah: ―Rather than clinging to the Lord, the people chose to worship idols (13:10).
They became as useless to God as Jeremiah‘s rotten linen belt was to him. The processes in [the physical
realm of] creation often parallel the realities of the spiritual realm. Spiritual decay may not be as obvious as the
damage of moisture to buried cloth, but the results are even worse…. Jeremiah‘s ruined belt still paints a vivid
picture of our ruined condition [when we fail to cling to God and His ways]‖ (―INDepth: Jeremiah‘s Symbolic
Acts, Nelson Study Bible, sidebar on Jeremiah 13).
God then tells Jeremiah to say to the people, ―Every wine jug is to be filled with wine‖—to which the people
basically respond, ―Of course they are‖ (compare verse 12). Commentators believe the statement Jeremiah
made was a proverb of the time. Some think it meant ―good times ahead‖—and that the complacent Jews were
saying they already knew this (indeed, the false prophets had told them so). Yet it may also be that the
statement was a proverb denoting a truism—that wine jugs were made to hold wine. Either way, the common
understanding of this proverb was not what God meant by it. He meant that the people, as the wine jugs, were
going to be filled with His wrath until they reeled as if drunk: ―As wine intoxicates, so God‘s wrath and
judgments shall reduce them to that state of helpless distraction that they shall rush on to their own ruin (ch.
25:15; 49:12; Isa. 51:17, 21, 22; 63:6)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on Jeremiah 13:12).
In verse 17, we again see Jeremiah‘s tremendous heart of feeling. As bold as his pronouncements have been,
he knows he will deeply lament with weeping when his countrymen are carried away captive. We then see a
message for the king and queen mother (verse 18)—again, most likely Jeconiah and Nehushta. They would be
exiled to Babylon very soon. The mention of the ―cities of the South‖in Judah (verse 19) is evidently to point out
that even these—though located the farthest away from northern invasion (see verse 20)—will be shut up in a
siege that no one will break. And all Judah—the whole land—will be taken captive.
The nation will be stripped of her people and violated (verses 20-22, 26). God depicts the sins of Jerusalem as
a prostitute that has no shame—sentenced for adultery and immorality, having forgotten Him to whom they
were bound by covenant and trusting in false idols (verses 25, 27). God speaks a now-famous proverb in verse
23—concerning Ethiopian skin color and leopard spots—that implies people cannot change their character and
live rightly. ―Habit is second nature…it is morally impossible that the Jews can alter their inveterate habits of sin‖
(JFB, note on verse 23). Yet notice God‘s remarkable statement at the end of the chapter: ―Woe to you, O
Jerusalem! Will you still not be made clean?‖ (verse 27). The fact is, while the Jews were incapable of
transforming themselves into people of right character, they actually could ―be made clean‖—through the
miraculous power of God. Yet they had to respond to Him and cling to Him for this to happen. But alas, they did
not.
The same situation remains true for everyone. While the normal human mind is hostile against God and cannot
be subject to His law (Romans 8:7), through the transforming power of God we can be changed. Indeed, we
must be changed. That is the message of the whole Bible.

803

Droughts Will Give Way to More Severe Punishment (Jeremiah 14–15)
Drought, first apparently mentioned in 12:4, continues to afflict the land (14:1-6). Things get so bad that the
people resort to calling on God, Jeremiah here recording the people‘s plea for relief in which they confessed
their sins and asked God to save them for His own name‘s sake (verses 7-9). This was according to the prayer
Solomon had long before prayed at the temple‘s dedication: ―When the heavens are shut up and there is no
rain because they have sinned against You, when they pray toward this place and confess your name, and turn
from their sin because you afflict them, then hear in heaven, and forgive the sin of Your servants, Your people
Israel, that You may teach them the good way in which they should walk; and send rain on Your land which You
have given to Your people as an inheritance‖ (1 Kings 8:35-36).
But there was a major problem here. The people confessed but they did not ―turn from their sin‖ as Solomon
had stated. They asked God to act for the sake of His name (His reputation) after they had, by their wicked
conduct, profaned God‘s name among the nations—and would not desist from doing so. Therefore, their
repentance is meaningless and God will not accept it. He knows that such pleas always come in times of need.
In the past He answered the calls over and over again. This time He has drawn the line and will follow through
with the threatened punishment (Jeremiah 14:10).
Again, God tells Jeremiah not to pray for the people (verse 11; compare 7:16; 11:14). In verse 12, God says
that He will not accept any of their hypocritical displays of piety but will send worse punishment than just the
droughts. The people will be consumed by the sword (of warfare), by famine and by pestilence (disease
epidemics). Centuries before, King David was given a choice between these three punishments for sin (see 2
Samuel 24:13). But the people of Judah would now suffer all three (Jeremiah 14:12; compare Jeremiah 16:4;
24:10; Ezekiel 14:21). Indeed, these terrible occurrences have often formed a cycle in human history. In war,
people are pillaged, their crops and livestock ruined, their water taken or polluted. This leads to famine.
Widespread malnourishment then weakens people to the point of greater susceptibility to infection with disease.
Jeremiah‘s love for the people is obvious. While he is not allowed to pray for the people‘s deliverance from
punishment, he proposes mitigating circumstances that may alleviate the people‘s guilt to some degree. ―He
says it‘s the prophets‘ fault. The prophets have misled the ordinary folks.
There are two things to note here. First, we are each responsible for our own choices. We can‘t pass that on to
any else, even preachers! Second, the prophets were guilty of misleading Judah and would suffer more greatly
than others [compare James 1:1-3]. [But] don‘t suppose that ‗he said it was all right‘ or ‗I was obeying orders‘
relieves us of responsibility‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 13-16, emphasis added).
In verses 17-18, God gives Jeremiah a lament to utter when the prophesied punishment actually comes.
―Jeremiah‘s tears, portraying his own and the Lord‘s anguish over a destroyed people, are part of his message
to them and have the force of an ‗acted oracle.‘ They show the backlash of the message of doom on him who
preaches it, and none should preach destruction who cannot weep for those under its threat‖ (New Bible
Commentary, note on verse 17). Surely we will feel the same when we see our nations suffer in the years
ahead. Indeed, many tears were shed by God‘s people over the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center in
New York. Thus we can certainly empathize with Jeremiah.
At the end of verse 18, it is not clear in this case if the ―land they do not know‖ is a foreign land or their
homeland so devastated as to be unrecognizable. Eventually, as other prophecies make clear, they will be
removed to a foreign land. In verses 19-22, the people make another empty plea for mercy. ―The people of
Judah based their hope for relief on an appeal to God to act for the sake of (1) His name, (2) His temple (e.g.,
His ‗glorious throne‘), and (3) His covenant. Why was the plea empty? Because Israel‘s blatant idolatry had
already dragged God‘s name through the mud. His temple was defiled by those who supposed they could
[brazenly] sin and still worship. And His covenant had been broken by those who now wanted to claim it. There
comes a time when only judgment can preserve God‘s honor‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 21).
So God responds in Jeremiah 15:1-9 with His determination to proceed. Moses and Samuel were among the
great leaders of God who interceded for Israel with favorable results (Exodus 32:11; 1 Samuel 7:9). But their
intercession would avail nothing for the people now. Verse 2 of Jeremiah 15 is rather ominous, telling the
prophet to respond to inquiries about where to go (i.e., what to do now) with the pronouncement of judgment.
―The imagery of dogs, birds and beasts devouring human flesh vividly illustrates not only death but desecration‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 3-4). These animals may also portray gentile nations here.
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―The basis for this desecration is the defilement of Jerusalem that took place during the reign of Manasseh,
when idolatry reigned in the temple courts and children were sacrificed to Molech‖ (note on verses 3-4).
Manasseh was the most evil king Judah ever had (2 Kings 21:9-18). It seems he did turn to God later, but had
caused much damage to the relationship between Judah and God. ―He was now dead, but the effects of his
sins still remained. How much evil one bad man can cause! The evil fruits remain even after he himself has
received repentance and forgiveness. The people had followed his wicked example ever since; and it is implied
that it was only through the long-suffering of God that the penal consequences had been suspended up to the
present time (cf. I Kings 14:16; II Kings 21:11; 23:26; 24:3, 4)‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verse 4).
―As Waters That Fail?‖ (Jeremiah 15)
Jeremiah has faithfully pronounced the message God has told him to. But no one, of course, is happy to hear it.
His comment regarding not having lent for interest is ―proverbial for, ‗I have given no cause for strife against
me‘‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verse 10). Yet his preaching has generated nothing but strife it seems.
Everyone hates him, whereupon Jeremiah is understandably dejected. He wishes he hadn‘t been born. ―Note
that his call was from the womb and that God decreed from birth that he would be a prophet (see 1.5; 20:1418)‖ (The Harper Collins Study Bible, 1993, note on Jeremiah 15:10).
The Hebrew of verse 11 is difficult. The New Revised Standard Version renders it, ―The LORD said: Surely I
have intervened in your life for good, surely I have imposed enemies on you in a time of trouble and in a time of
distress.‖ But, God asks in verse 12, can anyone break iron and bronze? This appears to symbolize Jeremiah,
whom God referred to as an ―iron pillar‖ and ―bronze walls‖ in his call (1:18; compare 15:20). That is, God would
protect him.
In verses 13-14 it is not clear whether God is speaking to Jeremiah or to Judah again. The latterseems more
likely but some have suggested that Jeremiah is to experience some measure of punishment as a
representative of the people—perhaps, in some sense, as a type of Christ. We do know that Jeremiah was later
carried away against his will to Egypt. In any case, Jeremiah asks that God, in fairness, would protect him and
take vengeance on the real wrongdoers, those who are persecuting him. The prophet declares his faithfulness
to God. He ―ate‖ God‘s words—accepting and internalizing them and finding joy in them (verse 16). He was not
part of the assembly of mockers because 1) he would not mock God‘s message and 2) what he preached
prevented him from being part of the assembly at all—he was isolated from everyone.
In verse 18, we see Jeremiah in great anguish over his predicament. But then he goes too far. Having declared
his own faithfulness, he actually accuses God of faithlessness. God is the fountain of living waters (2:13), but
now Jeremiah wonders if He is not like a dried up stream as far as the prophet‘s welfare is concerned.
In verse 19, God responds with a gentle rebuke. It is a rebuke because God calls on Jeremiah to ―return‖—the
Old Testament word for repent. He tells him to ―take the precious from the vile‖—an ―image from metals: ‗If thou
wilt separate what is precious in thee (the divine graces imparted) from what is vile (thy natural corruptions,
impatience, and hasty words), thou shalt be as My mouth‘: my mouthpiece (Exod. 4:16)‖ (JFB, note on verse
19). God warns him, ―Let them return to you [that is, let the people change to walking in your right, faithful
ways], but you must not return to them [you must not change to walking in their wrong, faithless ways].‖ If
Jeremiah turns from his negative, wrong thoughts, then he will be able to continue in God‘s service and God will
continue to protect him, just as was promised at Jeremiah‘s initial call (verse 20). It is in this way that God‘s
rebuke is gentle, for it is accompanied by a wonderful positive reassurance of God‘s enduring faithfulness even
despite the weakness of His servant. This is something for which we should all be ever so grateful.
Jeremiah Not to Marry or Participate in Judah‘s Social Life (Jeremiah 16)
Jeremiah is commanded by God not to marry and have children while in Judah. He is also forbidden from taking
part in social activities such as mourning and feasting. Both were to serve as a witness against Judah. ―The
prophet is ordered to behave in an eccentric manner [as prophets often were]…; celibacy was extremely
uncommon, refusal to participate in funerary rites ill-mannered and disrespectful. Both actions had one
meaning: There is no future here‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-21). ―The prohibition against
marriage is to underscore the coming death and destruction that will face parents and children. Even burial will
be denied the dead. The theme of lament is repeated in God‘s refusal to allow Jeremiah to intercede on the
people‘s behalf (7.16; 14.11-12; 15.1). He is also forbidden to rejoice with them, for joy will be taken from the
land during the impending destruction and exile‖ (Harper Collins Study Bible, note on 16:1-13). Jeremiah 16:9 is
a repetition of 7:34—and will be repeated again in 25:10.
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Moreover, the restrictions imposed on Jeremiah actually served his well-being. He would not have been able to
have a normal family life anyway with his commission and the animosity it brought. Furthermore, the near future
was going to be calamitous—―so severe that the single state would be then (contrary to the ordinary course of
things) preferable to the married (cf. I Cor. 7:8; 26:29; Matt. 24:19; Luke 23:29)‖ (JFB Commentary, note on
verse 2). In times of great trial, worry over loved ones increases the pain of the circumstances. This being so,
we can perhaps see how the prohibition against fraternizing in normal social contexts was also a great blessing
to Jeremiah. It kept him from developing close friendships from those who were soon to suffer. Moreover, we
should consider that many of the social customs of the people, such as those in Jeremiah 16:6, were derived
from paganism. Jeremiah would, of course, have to separate himself from such practices.
Verses 10-13 illustrate the falsity of the people‘s confession of sin in chapter 14. For they here do not even
know what sins they are guilty of—even though they have committed terrible idolatry worse than their
ancestors! So punishment is certainly coming—they will be taken away to another land where they will learn
through painful experience what it really means to be subject to paganism and cut off from the true God (16:13).
Verses 14-15 (repeated in 23:7-8) offer a glimmer of hope about the future. God will bring Israel back in a
second Exodus (compare Isaiah 11:11). This is speaking not of the Jewish return from Babylonian captivity in
ancient times, but of the return of all Israel from captivity at the end of this age. This should be clear from the
fact that the ancient Jewish return from exile has never overshadowed the Mosaic Exodus from Egypt—as God
said this return would.
In the next verse, Jeremiah 16:16, God seems to return to the theme of immediate punishment, as hunting and
fishing are elsewhere used as metaphors for captivity by enemies (compare Ezekiel 12:13; Amos 4:2;
Habakkuk 1:15; Micah 7:2). Yet perhaps God is actually using similar imagery to describe the bringing back of
His people mentioned in the previous verse. The Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary states: ―It is
remarkable, the same image is used in a good sense of the Jews‘ restoration, implying that just as their
enemies were employed by God to take them in hand for destruction, so the same [i.e., hunters and fishers]
shall be employed for their restoration. (Ezek. 47:9, 10). So spiritually… [God‘s ministers are ―fishers of men‖],
employed by God to be heralds of salvation, ‗catching men‘ for life (Matt. 4:19; Luke 5:10; Acts 2:41; 4:4…II
Cor. 12:16)‖ (note on Jeremiah 16:16).
But before any future regathering, God‘s people are to receive ―double‖ for their sins (verse 18). It is not clear
exactly what is meant here. It may refer to the fact that God expects more from those to whom He gives special
gifts so that Israel and Judah are to receive a more severe judgment than the rest of the nations (compare Luke
12:47-48; James 3:1). Some suggest that ―double‖ is idiomatic for ―fully‖ or ―amply.‖ Others maintain that the
double punishment actually refers to two periods of punishment, the ancient captivity and the one to come
later—just prior to the ultimate restoration promised in the preceding verses.
The point of verses 19-21 is also not exactly clear. These seem to refer to the time of Christ‘s return, when the
relationship between God and man is restored and all nations on earth come to know God and worship Him
(compare Isaiah 2:1-4; 11:9). The word ―gentiles‖ in verse 19 actually means ―nations‖ and, in that sense, could
include Israel and Judah. So the point may be the happy ending of Israel‘s future return, followed by all nations.
However, the point may also be that while God‘s people have filled His land with foreign idols and are rejected
(verse 18), many foreigners would come to forsake their pagan past and embrace the true God—that is, during
the Church age. This would serve as a point of shame against God‘s own people (see Romans 11:11). Either
way, we can still be thankful for the happy ending promised in verses 14-15 and throughout Scripture.
The Deceitful Heart of Man; Hallow the Sabbath (Jeremiah 17)
Rather than the law of God, rebellious idolatry—including pagan offering and asherah worship with its
associated evergreen trees (see Jeremiah 10)—is ingrained in the heart, the inner character, of the people of
Judah, being passed down from one generation to the next (17:1-2). This is much like the sin of modern
Israelite nations. Christmas trees and other pagan traditions are clung to so strongly as to be considered part of
the very heart of the people—again, passed down through the generations.
For the people‘s rebellion, God will give their enemies the wealth of His ―mountain [Jerusalem] in the field [of
the nation of Judah]‖ and of all their ―high places‖ (worship centers) in the land (verse 3). Indeed, even the
people themselves will be given to their enemies—deported to a foreign land (verse 4). God‘s anger will burn
―forever‖—that is, against the sin as long as the sin persists. God then contrasts trust in man with trust in God.
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In verse 5, two different Hebrew words are translated ―man‖: ―Cursed is the man [the person] who trusts in man
[mankind].‖ The Jews should have realized this regarding their national and religious leaders. We must
understand this today. This does not mean we cannot place any trust in other human beings. But our ultimate
faith and trust must not be in other people—or ourselves. Indeed, God Himself gives human beings to guide
and teach us.
But He cautions that our allegiance must be to Him and His Word first. ―We ought to obey God rather than men‖
(Acts 5:29). In fact, Scripture contains many warnings about false teachers who will rise up even within the
fellowship of the true Church (20:29; 2 Peter 2:1-4). And God makes it clear that people will not be excused if
they choose to follow what a man says above what God says. Human beings have no authority to change any
of God‘s directives. Those who rely ultimately on other people or themselves are inevitably cursed.
Those who place faith and trust in God, on the other hand, are blessed. They are compared to fruitful trees, as
in Psalm 1:3. They do not need to fear times of physical drought—as Judah was experiencing when Jeremiah
prophesied—because the Almighty God is there to sustain them. He will ensure their fruitfulness on a physical
level and, more importantly, on a spiritual level—granting them abundant eternal life in the end.
Failure to discern this is a problem of the heart—a person‘s inner thoughts and feelings. God declares that it is
deceitful—from the same root as the name Jacob (the designation for unconverted Israel)—and ―desperately
wicked‖ (Jeremiah 7:9). For the latter expression, some margins have ―incurably sick.‖ It is like a mental illness:
―Truly the hearts of the sons of men are full of evil; madness is in their hearts while they live, and after that they
go to the dead‖ (Ecclesiastes 9:3). Romans 8:7 tells us that ―the carnal mind is enmity against God; for it is not
subject to the law of God, nor indeed can be.‖ Clearly, the human mind needs spiritual healing, which God
ultimately will bring (see Jeremiah 31:33).
Lest any think that the heart is so deceitful that even God can‘t see what it‘s about, God assures us that He is
quite aware of it and, knowing to what degree each person is culpable, is able to deliver just recompense to
everyone (17:10). The discussion then moves from those who trust in human beings to those who trust in
wealth apart from right living. A ―nest egg‖ won‘t ultimately save anyone (verse 11). God is our only real source
of hope (verse 12).
Those who depart from the Lord, ―the fountain of living waters,‖ shall be ―written in the earth‖ (verse 13). This
apparently refers to being written in sand, which signifies no permanence at all—as opposed to being ―written in
heaven‖ (Luke 10:20) in the ―book of life‖ (Revelation 13:8; 20:12, 15). Perhaps Jeremiah 17:13 explains why
Jesus, after declaring Himself the source of living waters (John 7:37-38) and being rejected as such by the
religious leaders (verses 45-53), ―wrote on the ground‖ when these religious leaders came to entrap Him the
next morning (8:1-9).
Jeremiah prays for his own spiritual healing (verse 14). He knows that his message will provoke further scorn,
beyond what he has already suffered. In verse 15, he declares that his persecutors are essentially inviting the
day of doom in their mocking. In verse 16, Jeremiah points out that he himself has not desired the coming of
that day. He has taken no joy in pronouncing judgment on the people—certainly not on the nation as a whole.
However, he does ask for vindication—that he would be protected (verse 17) and that his persecutors would
suffer the judgment they themselves called for (verse 18), the ―double destruction‖ here being what God had
already foretold (see 16:18).
The remainder of the chapter is devoted to God‘s admonition about keeping the Sabbath holy. In verses 19 and
20, Jeremiah addresses the ―kings‖ of Judah. It may be that Jehoiakim‘s son Jehoiachin (Jeconiah) was a
coregent with his father at this time (a possibility we will later give more attention to). The people, be they kings
or commoners, are told to stop violating the Sabbath—to stop bearing burdens and doing work on God‘s Holy
Day (verses 21-22). This should be understood within the teachings of Jesus Christ. He explained that it was
acceptable and within the keeping of the Sabbath to take care of emergencies, to visit the sick and to carry
one‘s bedroll on the Sabbath (Luke 13:15; 14:5; Mark 3:4). Indeed, he spoke against the extreme limitations the
Pharisees placed on the Sabbath and on all of God‘s laws (Matthew 23:4).
But there are clearly things we should not be doing on the Sabbath, as the Fourth Commandment and Isaiah
58:13 make clear. The burdens Jeremiah spoke of referred to the typical errands of the people—for instance,
lugging wares home from the market. And the work the people were doing referred to their regular business or
household responsibilities. This should have all ceased to observe God‘s holy time—from Friday sunset to
Saturday sunset. Sadly, Israel and Judah both had a terrible record when it came to keeping God‘s Sabbath.
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Ezekiel 20 makes clear that the two main sins of Israel in the past were idolatry and Sabbath breaking—and
that they had been severely judged for these. Now their continued violation of the Sabbath would be met with
judgment again (see Ezekiel 22:8, 14-16, 26, 31).
The Sabbath was very important. Besides being one of the Ten Commandments, God had given the Sabbath
as a special sign between Him and His people (Exodus 31:12-17). It identified Him as the true God, the Creator.
If the people had continued in its faithful observance, perhaps they would have continued to worship the
Creator rather than elements of creation like the pagan world around them. In verse 25 of Jeremiah 17, God
states that even at this last moment He could change His mind and stay the punishment against Judah—
allowing Jerusalem to remain standing and the line of David to continue to rule from it—if they would just start
hallowing the Sabbath. Of course, this would have required keeping it properly from the heart—not the
hypocritical way in which the people engaged in various ritual practices. But they would not. Nor will the nations
of Israel do so today. Thus, punishment was coming in Jeremiah‘s day—and it is likewise coming in the near
future. The warning of destruction with which the chapter ends is essentially a quote from the prophets Hosea
and Amos—concerning ancient and future calamity (see Hosea 8:14; Amos 1:4–2:5).
With such strong comments from God about the Sabbath, it is utterly foolhardy to think and teach, as many do
today, that the Sabbath can be changed to Sunday or that it no longer matters. It obviously mattered a great
deal to God. It should likewise matter to us. (To learn more, send for or download our free booklet Sunset to
Sunset: God‘s Sabbath Rest.)
Clay in the Potter‘s Hands (Jeremiah 18)
God here uses the example of a potter forming clay vessels. Almost a century earlier, Isaiah had written, ―But
now, O LORD, You are our Father; we are the clay, and You our potter; and all we are the work of Your hand‖
(Isaiah 64:8). Thus, the potter and clay was a familiar image of God‘s absolute authority over His creation. But
―the message God intended to communicate through this illustration was not, as some have thought, one of
divine sovereignty. It was a message of grace. Judah had resisted the divine potter. Yet even now God was
willing to begin anew and reshape His people into that good vessel He had had in mind from the beginning‖
(Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Jeremiah 18:6). God desires that all Israel be saved (Romans 11:26)—in
fact, all mankind (1 Timothy 2:4).
In verses 7-8, we see what Jonah well knew when he ―dragged his feet‖ in bringing God‘s warning message to
Nineveh (Jonah 3:10). If people will repent at God‘s warning of destruction, He will call off the destruction. But
the opposite is also true. If God pronounces good on a nation and it turns to evil, he will bring punishment on it
instead (verses 9-10). So there was a warning inherent in the potter-and-clay analogy as well. But the main
focus here was on mercy. God was fashioning disaster but was willing to start over with the people if they would
soften their hearts and allow Him to work with them.
―But when Jeremiah preached this good news the people continued to resist the heavenly potter! It was too late
to surrender their passion for idolatry and sin. What a tragedy! In the coming invasion the people who were
unwilling to change would be crushed by suffering. The few survivors would become workable clay in His
hands‖ (note on verse 6).
In verse 12, it is interesting to consider that people here see obedience to God as hopeless—perhaps viewing it
as impossible. It may be that the false prophets had corrupted them by a message of ―cheap grace‖—that since
they couldn‘t obey God, the only thing to do was mouth confessions and rely on their sacrifices and other acts
of piety. This is not so different from what is often espoused in modern mainstream Christianity. Furthermore,
the people‘s concept of God had been corrupted by pagan teachings so that they were essentially appealing to
pagan gods while believing they were trusting in the true God. He is astonished that they would forsake Him
and His ways for false religion. ―Snow water of Lebanon‖ (verse 14) refers to the waters from high Mount
Hermon, which looms over the northern part of the land of Israel (Lebanon actually means ―White Mountain‖).
These waters sank into the ground and emerged in the form of many springs, providing most of the water for
the Jordan River to water the Promised Land. God likewise provided their physical and spiritual needs. Why
would they look elsewhere?
Since the people have forgotten God and forsaken His ways, the land will be desolate and the people taken
captive and scattered (verses 15-17). God will turn His back on His people (verse 17), just as they had turned
their backs on Him (2:27). While this was, no doubt, difficult for God, being a loving Father (compare Hosea
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11:8), the evil of the people had to stop. Indeed, the need for intervention was made even more pressing by the
people‘s mistreatment of each other and of God‘s servants.
In verse 18, we find the people again plotting against Jeremiah, whereupon the prophet cries out to God
(verses 19-23). Jeremiah has done all he could to intercede for them, and yet they are trying to bring him down
(verse 20). So he now cries out for God to act in terms that seem to violate Christ‘s instruction that we love our
enemies and pray for them (Matthew 4:43-48). But we should suspend such judgment, not really knowing all
the facts. It is likely that Jeremiah understood the truth of the second resurrection—that these people would be
given an opportunity for salvation at a later time—and that he was here asking that God not provide a present
atonement so as to relent from present destruction (as God had said earlier in Jeremiah 18 that He would upon
repentance), for the sake not only of himself but of God‘s message. ―Some have questioned the bitter prayer for
vengeance. But those Jeremiah inveighs against have not only slandered him, but distorted the truth and so
brought judgment upon the entire nation‖ (note on verses 19-23).
Moreover, God Himself may have inspired His prophet with this call for judgment. The Jamieson, Fausset &
Brown Commentary states: ―In this prayer he does not indulge in personal revenge, as if it were his own cause
that was at stake; but he speaks under the dictation of the Spirit, ceasing to intercede, and speaking
prophetically, knowing they were doomed to destruction as reprobates; for those not so, he doubtless ceased
not to intercede. We are not to draw an example [of how to pray concerning our enemies] from this, which is a
special case‖ (note on verse 21). In any case, as with other calls for vengeance in Scripture, what is expressed
is that the perfect vengeance of God is awaited rather than any hint of personal acts of revenge being taken by
God‘s servant (see Romans 12:17-21).
The Psalms of David contain several calls for God to exact vengeance. Regarding these, the Tyndale
Commentary remarks, ―We may summarize [these] as the plea that justice shall be done and the right
vindicated‖ (note on Psalms 1–72, p. 26).
The Broken Flask; Jeremiah Put in the Stocks (Jeremiah 19–20)
Chapter 19 contains the sign of the smashed clay flask. ―Like the previous oracle this is an acted parable. The
place is significant, the valley of Ben-hinnom at the entry of the Potsherd Gate, i.e. the rubbish tip [garbage
dump] for broken crockery‖ (New Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-2). Indeed, Jeremiah escorts a number
of elders and priests out to the trash dump to witness what is to become of Jerusalem. Some of the prophecy
here regarding Tophet and the Valley of Hinnom, it should be noted, is repeated from Jeremiah 7:31-33. Tophet
was the place in the Valley of Hinnom where children were sacrificed in pagan ritual. Josiah had destroyed this
place and it was just a big junk pile in the valley.
Many innocents died here, but now many guilty would die or be cast here—the corpses of the eople of
Jerusalem thrown out onto this heap. The dead would thus be given over to wild animals, ausing the
desecration of their remains (19:7). Compounding the horror, the people of Judah would ink to cannibalism out
of desperate hunger during the coming Babylonian siege (verse 9), as God had ronounced at the time of Moses
in the curses for disobedience to His laws (see Deuteronomy 28:5257).
Jeremiah then smashed the clay flask as he was instructed, making it no longer useful (Jeremiah 9:10-11). It is
interesting that this imagery followed the previous chapter, wherein God as the otter declared that He could
refashion the people if they were willing. But they had refused—and herefore they will be smashed and, like this
clay flask, cast into the refuse of Hinnom. God explained hat just as Tophet, a place of pagan sacrifice, had
been destroyed and turned into a garbage dump, so erusalem—the whole of which was a place of pagan
sacrifice—would be destroyed in like manner verses 12-13).
Jeremiah then proclaims the message of doom right in the temple court (verses 14-15)—with he elders and
priests who returned with him probably explaining to others what they had just seen him do. Pashhur, the ―chief
governor‖ of the temple—a priest who was head of security, being over the temple guards—takes action
against Jeremiah for his pronouncements (20:1-2). Pashhur had evidently proclaimed, perhaps even in God‘s
name, that Jerusalem would not be destroyed (see verse 6). He is incensed at Jeremiah‘s preaching, perhaps
viewing him as an insurrectionist. As it stood, things were going quite well under Babylonian vassalship.
Whatever his motive, Pashhur ―struck‖ Jeremiah (verse 2)—meaning either that he personally hit him or had
another guard do so, perhaps to arrest him, or that he had the prophet beaten. This is the first recorded
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instance of actual physical violence against Jeremiah. Pashhur then had God‘s prophet put into the stocks.
―The Heb[rew] word (mahpeket) means ‗causing distortion,‘ and the stocks forced arms, neck, and legs into an
extremely painful position‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 1-6). While Jeremiah had escaped
punishment a few years earlier by a council ruling, Jehoiakim may have overturned that ruling by his killing of
Urijah (see Jeremiah 26). Or perhaps Pashhur had authorization to hold anyone temporarily at his own
discretion until a higher order was issued.
In any event, Passhur‘s treatment of God‘s prophet led to a pronouncement of divine judgment, which Jeremiah
delivered when Jeremiah was brought out of the stocks the next day—showing that the prophet had suffered in
them overnight. Jeremiah declares that Pashhur, whose name meant ―Large‖ or ―Free,‖ which implied safety
and security such as he proclaimed for Jerusalem, would instead be called Magor-Missabib, meaning ―Fear on
Every Side‖ (20:3). Pashhur, his family and his friends would all be dragged away captive to die in Babylon
(verse 6).
The rest of chapter 20 shows the personal anguish Jeremiah experienced. In verse 7, the word the King James
Version renders ―deceived‖ is better translated ―enticed,‖ ―persuaded‖ or, as in the New King James Version,
―induced.‖ God had called Jeremiah with a strong appeal and, though Jeremiah gave some resistance, the
urging of God was just too strong to deny. But in following His call and commission, the prophet was mocked
every day. It got so bad that Jeremiah tried to cease prophesying (verses 8-9). But that was even harder to
endure, so powerful was the urge to declare God‘s message when it so very much needed to be said (verse
9)—particularly with all the taunting that just continued anyway (verse 10).
We find the scorners making fun of what Jeremiah had proclaimed regarding the new name of Pashhur, ―Fear
on Every Side‖ (same verse). However, Jeremiah is confident that God is with him and will judge these mockers
(verse 11). He prays for God‘s intervention (verse 12) and then rejoices in God‘s deliverance (verse 13) in
terms reminiscent of Psalm 109:30-31.
But then he sinks back into terrible depression (verses 14-18)—perhaps because God has not yet put an end to
the mocking. It just goes on and on and on. Perhaps he had even been thrown back into the stocks for a period
of time. Whatever the case, we again see the humanity of Jeremiah. Subject to constant ridicule, dire threats
and now humiliating punishment, he felt so alone. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states, ―He had
encountered more opposition from more enemies than any other O[ld] T[estament] prophet‖ (introductory notes
on Jeremiah). Perhaps we can identify with the feelings he must have had to some extent. Other heroes of the
Bible experienced similar moments. In wishing that he had never been born, he was echoing the cry of one of
God‘s great servants, Job (see Job 3). Of course, this is a passing phase that Jeremiah does overcome. In
times of severe suffering, human beings think and say things that are not complete thoughts, but fragments of
feelings and emotions that well up from deep inside.
God‘s people do stumble at times, but they rise to go forward again and again (Proverbs 24:16), as Jeremiah
certainly did. We should not be too hard on him here, but should rather learn a lesson about the need for
endurance—a need Jesus Christ and His followers proclaimed (Mark 13:13; Matthew 10:22; 1 Corinthians 13:7;
James 1:12; Hebrews 10:36).
Zedekiah Sends a Delegation to Jeremiah (Jeremiah 21; 34)
The prophet Jeremiah had warned incessantly of Babylonian invasion, calling on the nation of Judah and its
leaders to repent. God, in fact, decreed through him that the nation should submit to Babylon. Zedekiah had not
heeded. Instead, he rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar, prompting swift retaliation, as we‘ve seen.
In chapter 21, with the siege of Jerusalem underway, we see Zedekiah sending a delegation to Jeremiah to ask
that he inquire of God regarding the outcome of the siege (verses 1-2). This delegation consists of Zephaniah
the priest (earlier shown to have been sympathetic to Jeremiah in 29:24-28) and a certain Pashhur son of
Melchiah (or Malchiah). He is not the same as Pashhur son of Immer, mentioned in Jeremiah 20, who long
before had placed Jeremiah in the stocks. As we continue the story in the next few readings, we will find the
king making further inquiries—yet, as we will see, he just cannot bring himself to do what he should.
Instead of giving Zedekiah the answer he wants here, the message to the king is that God will fight against
Jerusalem Himself (verses 4-6). God had shown immense mercy over many generations, always correcting His
people and then blessing them again as they repented. But many in Judah, including the king, showed that they
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were hardened against God‘s way. There was no room left for minor corrective measures. God would now have
to deal a final, decisive blow to their rebellion.
―The metaphor of the outstretched hand and mighty arm had been used many times (Deut 4:34 et al.) of God‘s
miraculous intervention on Israel‘s behalf in Egypt. But now it is used to express God‘s opposition to his people.
Their doom was inevitable and the defeat total. Jerusalem would be crowded with refugees who, with their
cattle, will have fled from the surrounding areas‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 5). God is
incredibly patient with human weakness, but the Bible makes very plain that He will not tolerate prolonged
rebellion against Him. The fact that there is indeed a ―last straw‖ of human sin that exceeds the limits of God‘s
patience and willingness to extend mercy has ominous implications for today‘s sin-riddled societies. (Of course,
even in His punishment God is showing mercy since the real cruelty would be to let humanity continue to grow
more and more corrupt.)
God gives His people an ultimatum—choose life or death—defect or remain in the city (verses 8-10). To remain
was too painful to imagine—famine and disease and then, weakened, to wage war to the death.
The royal house is then addressed with an appeal, even at this late stage, that the justice system be
reformed—that the oppressed among the populace be delivered (verses 11-12). Otherwise God‘s judgment
would fall (same verse). The clear implication is that a turn to righteous judgment, even now, would avert
calamity. But a real turn doesn‘t come.
God says He is against the ―inhabitant of the valley‖ and ―rock of the plain‖ (verse 13)—references to
Jerusalem. ―In reply to the claim that ‗rock of the plain‘ (KJV, RSV) is not suitable for Jerusalem [which sits on a
hill], it can be shown that the Hebrew may be rendered ‗level rock‘ or ‗rock of the level place,‘ since misor
denotes ‗plateau‘…(cf. Ps 27:11 {‗straight path‘}; 143:10 {‗level ground‘}). It would refer, then, to the level ‗rocky
plateau‘ (so NIV) on which Jerusalem stood. The valley could be the Tyropeon, between Mount Zion and Mount
Moriah, an appropriate designation in that the royal residence was located on Mount Zion...[One] early
archaeologist…understood the ‗rocky plateau‘ to be Mount Zion, where there is a level tract of considerable
extent. Finally, because the city was surrounded by high hills, it could appropriately be called a valley (Isa 22:1).
Thus the words of the text are explicable‖ (Expositor‘s, footnote on verse 13). It should also be considered that,
figuratively speaking, the land of Judah was, in terms of its political power at this time, a valley between the two
mountains, or great kingdoms, of Babylon and Egypt.
Sadly, even in the face of actual siege, the people of Jerusalem remain foolishly confident that God will not
allow His holy city to be breached (verse 13). They are, of course, gravely mistaken (verse 14).
In chapter 34, God sends Jeremiah to deliver the message of Jerusalem‘s fall to Zedekiah in person (verse 2).
The king himself was not to die in the battle, but would be taken captive to later die in Babylon.
The Macmillan Bible Atlas says of this period: ―The cities of Judah were destroyed one after the other. In
various excavations, such as at Ramat Rahel, Beth-zur, Beth-shemesh, Lachish, Arad, and En-gedi, absolute
destruction is apparent. The last of the fortified cities of Judah to fall were Lachish and Azekah (Jer. 34:7) The
sentence: ‗We are watching for the signals of Lachish, according to all the indications which my lord hath given,
for we cannot see Azekah,‘ in one of the Lachish Letters (no. 4), was obviously written after the fall of Azekah
[which was soon to come]‖ (Yohanan Aharoni and Michael Avi-Yonah, 1977, p. 105).
The ―Lachish Letters‖ were military communications inscribed on potsherds—a common means of recording
messages at the time—uncovered in 20th-century excavations of the Jewish stronghold of Lachish. They
provide dramatic archaeological corroboration of the biblical account of this tumultuous time. Regarding what
they document about this period, Expositor‘s adds: ―Evidence for the Fall of Azekah (Letter IV), written soon
after Jer 34:7, is particularly revealing. As well the report of Judah‘s sending of a high army official to Egypt
(Letter III) and of the unrest in Jerusalem (Letter VI) are illuminating, as is the mention of ‗the prophet‘ (=
Jeremiah? Letter VI)‖ (footnote on 2 Kings 25:2). Egypt will respond to Judah‘s call for help.
―The Wind Shall Eat Up All Your Rulers‖ (Jeremiah 22)
In the wake of Josiah‘s death, Josiah‘s son Jehoahaz was made king by ―the people of the land‖ (2 Chronicles
36:1). This ―was a technical term that referred to a body of leaders such as a council of elders or a kind of
informal parliament (see 33:25). This group acted in a time of crisis, such as the death of Josiah in battle
[actually, from battle]. His loss was made worse by the fact that he had at least four sons who could succeed
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him. Josiah [probably not expecting to die for many years] may not have made his choice of successor clear‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 36:1).
―Jehoahaz (called Shallum in Jer. 22:11) was Josiah‘s third son (see [2 Kings] 24:18; 1 Chr. 3:15). The name
Jehoahaz means ‗The Lord Has Grasped.‘ This is the same name as the king of Israel, the son of Jehu (10:35).
Johanan, Josiah‘s first son, apparently had died and Eliakim (or Jehoiakim), the second son, was bypassed. A
fourth son, Mattaniah (or Zedekiah), would eventually ascend to the throne and rule as Judah‘s last king (598586 B.C.)‖ (note on 2 Kings 23:31). Sadly, the reforms of Josiah‘s magnificent reign didn‘t last. Jehoahaz turned
out to be evil like Josiah‘s predecessors. But he only reigned three months.
―Jehoahaz‘s reign of three months came to an end with the return of Pharaoh Necho from Haran. Jehoahaz
was summoned to Riblah, Necho‘s headquarters in Syria. Then he was led away to die in Egypt. His brother
Eliakim was installed on the throne with his name changed to Jehoiakim. Judah thus became no more than a
vassal of Egypt. The curse for Judah‘s disobedience was about to fall (see Deut. 28:64-68)‖ (note on 2 Kings
23:31). Necho, it appears, did not accept Judah‘s appointment of its own king. He wanted it made clear that no
one would now reign in Judah except by his appointment. The change of Eliakim‘s name to Jehoiakim also
demonstrated the pharaoh‘s overlordship. Unfortunately, Jehoiakim, like his brother, did not follow in Josiah‘s
ways but continued in the evil ways of most of Judah‘s rulers.
Jeremiah addresses these events in most of Jeremiah 22. In 2 Chronicles 35:25, the prophet leads the nation in
a lament. Jewish custom, which derives from biblical times, is a week of intense grief as the first part of a month
of official mourning (for close family members a lesser form of mourning might continue for a year). Jeremiah
22:10 shows that more than three months have passed since Josiah‘s death. Jeremiah says to no longer weep
for him—but to instead weep for his successor Shallum (Jehoahaz), who has been taken away to Egypt, never
to return (verses 10-12). Jeremiah then launches into a scathing prophecy against Jehoiakim, addressing him
first in the third person (verses 13-14), then as ―you‖ (verses 15-17) and finally by name (verse 18). Jeremiah‘s
description speaks for itself. Like so many people in power, Jehoiakim looked after his own interests at the
expense of his subjects, building a great palace while extorting from his subjects to pay tribute to Egypt. This
was in direct violation of God‘s law (Leviticus 19:13).
Jeremiah uses Jehoiakim‘s father Josiah as an example of true godly leadership—doing what is right and just,
defending the cause of the poor and needy. He explains that this is what it means to really ―know God‖ (see
verse 16). Indeed, Josiah did this and lived well—without having to oppress people (verse 15). Having a huge
mansion might look impressive, but it doesn‘t equate with godliness and true leadership. Jehoiakim suffered
from a malady experienced by many people in power—covetousness (verse 17). And, as Jethro advised Moses
more than 800 years earlier, covetousness people make for poor leaders (Exodus 18:21). Indeed, this led to still
worse sins.
The first part of Jeremiah 22 appears to also relate to the reign of Jehoiakim, as there is no break between
verses 9 and 10. It further illustrates the decline in justice and righteousness that followed Josiah‘s reign. God
says to the king, ―You are Gilead to Me, the head of Lebanon…‖ (verse 6). These places ―were sources for
timber for the royal palaces. These luxurious residences would be reduced to deserted wilderness and set
ablaze if the kings disobeyed the covenant‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 6-7). And sadly Jehoiakim and
the other kings following Josiah did just that. Verses 8-9 foretell the right conclusion other nations will eventually
reach about Jerusalem‘s destruction, just as Moses had warned in Deuteronomy 29:24-28.
Jeremiah also pronounces judgment on Jehoiakim personally. Some of this may have been added later,
following Jehoiakim‘s attempt to destroy Jeremiah‘s recorded prophecies (see Jeremiah 36:27-32, especially
verse 32). There will be no national lament or proper burial for Jehoiakim (Jeremiah 22:18-19; compare 36:30).
The people of Judah will instead lament their worsening circumstances. God tells them to go cry in Lebanon to
the north, in Bashan to the northeast and in Abarim in the southeast (Jeremiah 22:20)—perhaps indicating the
length over which Josiah had extended his rule.
The nation‘s ―lovers‖ or allies will themselves be carried away when destruction comes and will thus provide no
help (verses 20-22). That destruction, unstated here, will come from Babylon. (Babylon is mentioned in verse
25, but that part of chapter 22 is beyond our current reading, as it was evidently given later, during the reign of
Jehoiakim‘s son Jeconiah.) In verse 23, the ―inhabitants of Lebanon, making your nest in the cedars,‖
apparently refers not to Lebanon of the north but, as verses 6-7 indicate, to Jerusalem, ―(Isa. 37:24; Jer. 22:23;
Ezek. 17:3, 12; for Lebanon‘s cedars were used in building the temple and houses of Jerusalem; and its beauty
made it a fit type of the metropolis)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on Habakkuk 2:17). The
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national armory from Solomon‘s time was actually called ―the House of the Forest of Lebanon‖ (see 1 Kings 7:2;
10:16-17; Isaiah 22:8). And the wealthy of Judah built cedar mansions aloof from the common people to ensure
protection (compare Habakkuk 2:9). Yet no reliance on the temple, palace, armory or rich neighborhoods would
save the people of Judah from what was coming. The winds of adversity and invasion would eat up their rulers
and bring them to shame for their wickedness (Jeremiah 22:22).
Historian Walter Kaiser Jr. sums up this period of Judah‘s history: ―The drama of the final years of Judah and
the Davidic line of kings involved the three major international powers of the day: Assyria, Babylon, and Egypt.
Of course, there were minor roles given to the Cimmerians, the Scythians, Medes, and other people groups
who longed to fill the vacuum as Assyria began to show signs of weakening. Three of the final four decades of
the seventh century (640-609 B.C.) provided a glimmer of hope and the prospect of revival of a restored and
even a reunited nation as a result of Josiah‘s reform in 621 B.C. Alas, however, the maelstrom of international
unrest proved too much for the last five Davidic kings of Judah in the last decade of the seventh century and the
first decade and a half of the sixth century (600-587 B.C.). Two of the last five Davidic kings met their deaths as
a direct result of involvement in these international struggles, while the other three died in exile‖ (A History of
Israel, 1998, p. 386).
Message Regarding the New King (Jeremiah 22–23)
When Josiah‘s son Jehoiakim died in 598 B.C. after an evil reign of 11 years (2 Kings 23:36-37; 2 Chronicles
36:5), Jehoiakim‘s son Jehoiachin—also known as Jeconiah (1 Chronicles 3:16-17; Jeremiah 28:4; 29:2;
Matthew 1:11-12) or simply Coniah (Jeremiah 22:24, 28)—was crowned king of Judah.
But here we encounter what appears to be a contradiction. The Chronicles version of the story says that
Jeconiah was eight years old when he began to reign, whereas the 2 Kings version says eighteen. Which was
it? The archaeological and biblical evidence proves that he had to be much older than eight at the time he took
over the rule of Judah and reigned for three months (from December 598 through March 597 B.C.). For he had
at least five children while a captive in Babylon only five years later, as mentioned on a Babylonian ration
receipt (see The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, 1986, notes on 2 Chronicles 36:7, 9). And ―the scriptural
descriptions of Jehoiachin seem to represent him as a mature young man (Jer. 22:24-30; Ezek. 19:6)‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 24:8).
The answer is probably fairly simple. Jeconiah was no doubt 18 when he succeeded his father in 598 B.C. Ten
years earlier, at the age of 8 in 608 B.C., his father must have installed him as coregent—probably just in name
rather than critical function, so as to perpetuate the dynasty in the event the whirlwind of events removed
Jehoiakim from the throne (as Jehoiakim‘s brother Jehoahaz had been removed the previous year, 609 B.C.). A
coregency of Jehoiakim and Jeconiah could explain why Jeremiah addresses the ―kings‖ of Judah in Jeremiah
17:19-20. But as Jeconiah likely assumed no actual power until his father died, he is credited with a reign of
only the three months rather than 10 years.
As king, Jeconiah follows in the footsteps of his father—continuing in evil rather than turning to God (even
though Nebuchadnezzar is in the process of mobilizing his forces against Jerusalem during Jeconiah‘s entire
three-month reign, as we will later see). Since Jeconiah‘s mother Nehushta, the daughter of Elnathan of
Jerusalem, is mentioned prominently, including the fact that she would and later did suffer deportation with her
son (2 Kings 24:8, 12; Jeremiah 22:26-27; 29:2; 13:18), it seems likely that she wields considerable influence
over the young ruler. Incidentally, Nehushta‘s father is probably the same as Elnathan the son of Achbor, the
official in the administration of Jehoiakim who apprehended Urijah the prophet but later tried to talk Jehoiakim
out of burning the scroll of Jeremiah (see Jeremiah 26:21-23; 36:12, 25).
In Jeremiah 22, God‘s message regarding Jeconiah quickly moves from third person (verse 24a) to second
person—addressing the king directly (verses 24b-26). God tells Jeconiah that even if he were the signet ring on
God‘s right hand, ―the most important private possession bearing the owner‘s mark and authority‖ (New Bible
Commentary, note on verses 24-30), God would still pluck him off and hand him over to others. Continued
rebellion against God by Judah‘s rulers would be tolerated no longer. Jeconiah and his mother would soon be
carried captive to Babylon (verses 25-26). Switching back to third person in verse 27, we are told that ―they‖—
Jeconiah and his mother—will not return to the land of Judah.
In verse 28, Jeconiah is described as a ―broken idol.‖ The Jews idolized their Davidic ruler, likely expecting him
to save them from the Babylonians. Yet Jeconiah himself would be taken captive to Babylon. In verse 30, God
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declares him ―childless‖—which is qualified by what follows, as Jeconiah actually had seven sons (1 Chronicles
3:17-18; compare Matthew 1:12). Indeed, in the same verse
God says Jeconiah would have ―descendants‖ (Jeremiah 22:30). But they, like him, would not ―prosper‖ as a
king. They were, in effect, banned from the throne of David. Thus, it was only in regard to the throne that
Jeconiah was to be regarded as childless. It should be mentioned that though Jesus Christ, the ultimate heir of
David‘s throne, ―was lineally descended from Jeconiah [see Matthew 1], it was only through Joseph, who,
though His legal, was not His real father. Matthew gives the legal pedigree through Solomon down to Joseph;
Luke the real pedigree, from Mary, the real parent, through Nathan, brother of Solomon, upwards (Luke 3:31)‖
(Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on Jeremiah 22:29-30). We will look more closely at these
genealogies later in the Bible Reading Program.
―Woe to the Shepherds‖ (Jeremiah 22–23)
While Jeremiah 23 may constitute a separate prophecy, it is also possible that it follows right on from chapter
22. Chapter 22 decried the three failed Davidic rulers who followed Josiah, ending with Jeconiah. Chapter 23
begins with a message of ―woe to the shepherds,‖ the leaders, of God‘s ―sheep,‖ His people (verse 1), and then
speaks of the future King of the line of David who finally will save Judah and set things right (verses 5-8).
In verses 1-2 the leaders, both civil and religious, bear a huge responsibility for driving God‘s people away from
Him, which is why the people are driven from the land and scattered into distant parts. The leaders have failed
to ―attend to‖ or take care of the people—so God will take care of them (that is, in an altogether different sense).
The prophet Ezekiel would later convey a very similar message from God concerning the wayward shepherds
of His people (see Ezekiel 34).
Verses 3-8 of Jeremiah 23 are parallel with 3:14-18. Eventually, God would gather a ―remnant‖ of His flock,
bringing them ―back to their folds,‖ and appoint new, caring shepherds for them (verses 3-4). This would be
fulfilled in part when a small remnant of the Jewish people later returned from Babylonian captivity—the
shepherds being Ezra, Nehemiah, Zerubbabel and others. There would be a later fulfillment through the Church
of God as the ―remnant according to the election of grace‖ (Romans 11:5)—the shepherds being Jesus Christ
and His true ministers (the word ―pastor‖ actually means shepherd). And, of course, the ultimate fulfillment of
this prophecy is when Jesus Christ takes over this world at His return, when all people—including a regathered
Israel—will be governed and taught by Him, His glorified saints and spiritually converted human leaders.
In Jeremiah 23:5, the ―Branch‖ from David‘s genealogical tree is the Messiah, Jesus Christ (see also 33:14-16;
Isaiah 4:2; 11:1-5; Zechariah 3:8; 6:12). The mention of both Judah and Israel in Jeremiah 23:6-7 makes it clear
that this is an end-time prophecy—referring exclusively to the return of Christ in power and glory to rule all
nations. Verses 7-8 explain that the great ―Second Exodus‖ of the house of Israel (compare 3:18; Isaiah 11:1116) will surpass even the ancient Exodus from Egypt (compare Jeremiah 16:14-15). This is certainly not
referring to the small Jewish return from Babylonian captivity in the sixth century B.C. Instead, it is clearly
speaking of a great and awesome return that is yet future.
The rest of Jeremiah 23 contains a scathing denunciation of the religious shepherds of God‘s people: ―For both
prophet and priest are profane‖ (verse 11). The same is true today. The word ―prophet,‖ it should be pointed
out, can simply mean preacher, especially in the New Testament. In other words, ―prophet‖ refers to those who
foretell (the future) and those who forthtell (God‘s truth). Yet not all who claim to represent God do—in fact,
most don‘t. There is one true God, who reveals divine truth, and calls a relatively few to be His followers,
prophets, and ministers. But the world has always been filled with many counterfeit and alternative religions and
religious leaders. If a false religion teaches some good values and good works, it is still damaging in an overall
sense. Indeed, any false religion ultimately deprives its followers of a genuinly committed and close relationship
with God and the one path that leads to eternal life.
Compounding the evil is the utter blasphemy and disgrace of leaders who claim to represent God setting
examples of corrupt and immoral behavior, implying that such conduct is God‘s nature or that it is acceptable to
Him. God is outraged when people claim to be His spokesmen when they are anything but—living and
preaching totally contrary to His will (compare Matthew 15:1-9).
Beginning with Jeremiah 23:9, Jeremiah‘s conscientious character and compassionate personality are shown.
He reels in shock and misery as if drunk at the harmful message of the false prophets and because of the
judgment God has proclaimed for his countrymen. Terrible droughts continue (compare verse 10; 12:4; 14:1-6)
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because the land, Jeremiah says, ―is full of adulterers‖ (verse 10). And no wonder, for the spiritual leaders
themselves ―commit adultery‖ (verse 14). ―This term could apply to those who practiced immoral sexual
behavior, those who committed spiritual adultery by pursuing other gods, and those who were involved in cultic
prostitution‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 9-10).
The deplorable situation God addresses here through Jeremiah certainly existed in the prophet‘s day—and the
message was clearly applicable to that time. But there are indications that the message was also, even
primarily, for the end time. While ―the year of their punishment‖ (verse 12) may have referred in part to the year
of ancient Jerusalem‘s fall, 586 B.C., the primary fulfillment, we may ascertain from verse 20, was to come in
―the latter days.‖ Surprisingly, the end-time year of punishment usually refers to the final Day of the Lord, after
the time of ―Jacob‘s trouble‖ (30:7), when God punishes the enemies of Israel. Perhaps God views the false
prophets in Jeremiah 23, who represent spiritual Babylon, as Israel‘s enemies. Verse 12 may mean that they
will suffer through the darkness of the Great Tribulation to meet with final disaster in the Day of the Lord. In
verse 20, God says that we would understand all of this perfectly in the latter days (other translations say
―clearly‖).
But do we—even though it appears we are in the latter days? Verse 20 seems more likely to mean that after
these things are actually fulfilled in the latter days, then we will understand perfectly. Part of Jeremiah 23:15 is a
reiteration of 9:15, where God decreed punishment for following false religion (see verses 13-14). And the false
prophets are the source of this abomination. The false prophets basically told the people what they wanted to
hear, which was, ―You shall have peace‖ (verse 17). The people did not appreciate Jeremiah telling them
otherwise—and people still don‘t want to hear what God actually says. Ironically, this runs counter to the main
reason for prophecy. Verse 22 highlights an important truth: the primary purpose of a prophet of God was not to
merely foretell the future, but to turn the hearers ―from their evil way and from the evil of their doings.‖ Instead,
these prophets shamefully ―cause [God‘s] people to err by their lies and by their recklessness‖ (verse 32)—
shrugging off any damage they may be doing. Rather than delivering God‘s messages, they ―steal [God‘s]
words every one from his neighbor‖ (verse 30). That is, they plagiarize each other and often take God‘s actual
words (those in Scripture being the prime example) and twist them to suit their own messages.
From verse 33 to the end of the chapter, God is warning them not to mock Jeremiah, sarcastically asking him,
―What is the sad news from God today?‖ Jeremiah‘s experiences are sobering because they give us insight into
the hostile resistance God‘s Church can anticipate as its end-time warning message becomes stronger and
more and more people become aware of it.
The Second Babylonian Deportation and the Reign of Zedekiah (Jeremiah 24, 52)
Nebuchadnezzar returns to Jerusalem ―at the turn of the year‖ (2 Chronicles 36:10), near the spring equinox, ―in
the eighth year of his reign‖ (2 Kings 24:12)—that is, in March of 597 B.C. (his first year according to Jewish
reckoning being September 605–September 604 B.C.). Jeconiah‘s time as king of Judah is up.
―After replacing his father on the throne of David, Jehoiachin [Jeconiah] evidently maintained an anti-Babylonian
posture that immediately brought Nebuchadnezzar‘s stern reaction. After only three months in power
Jehoiachin found his city surrounded by the Babylonian hosts and he quickly capitulated. This time the royal
family was deported along with other leading citizens including Ezekiel the prophet. The cream of Judah‘s
military force and her most skillful craftsmen also had to abandon their land and homes to go into exile. Finally,
Nebuchadnezzar helped himself once more to the temple treasures and carried them back to Babylon as a sign
of his complete success‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 452).
The Babylonians were prolific recorders of their accomplishments. Among around 300 cuneiform tablets
unearthed near modern Baghdad, one Babylonian chronicle was found paralleling the biblical account of
Nebuchadnezzar‘s sacking of Jerusalem and capture of its monarch in 2 Kings 24:10-17.
―Here is the Babylonian version: ‗Year 7 {of Nebuchadnezzar [according to Babylonian reckoning]}. In the
month of Kislev {December 598}, the king of Babylonia mobilized his troops and marched to the west [showing
that he began his assault as soon as Jeconiah assumed the throne]. He encamped against the city of Judah
{Jerusalem}, and on the second of Adar {March 16, 597}, he captured the city and seized {its} king. A king of his
choice he appointed there; he to{ok} its heavy tribute and carried it off to Babylon.
―The corroboration of the biblical text by the records of Israel‘s ancient foe is unmistakable, and a bit ironic,‖
writes U.S. News & World Report religion writer Jeffery Sheler. ―Until a century ago, it was commonly claimed
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by skeptics in the biblical academy that Nebuchadnezzar had never existed—that he was yet another of the
Bible‘s legendary figures invented for propaganda purposes. But then the German archaeologist Robert
Koldewey, excavating in Iraq beginning in 1899, came upon the ruins of Nebuchadnezzar‘s magnificent palace
complex, the famed temple of Marduk, and the remains of the Ishtar gate [now in the Pergamon Museum in
Berlin]—as well as numerous inscriptions, statues, and stelae from the ancient Babylonian empire. At once,
Nebuchadnezzar ceased to be a fictional foil in a supposed Hebrew mythology; archaeology had affirmed him
as a true historical figure. And now the royal records of this ancient enemy of the Israelites are adding testimony
to the accuracy of the Bible as it relates this important chapter of Israel‘s history. This reversal once again
shows the capacity of archaeology to turn the skeptical suppositions of biblical scholarship upside down‖ (Is the
Bible True?, 1999, p. 137).
Returning to the scriptural account, it is clear that Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion is a devastating blow to the
nation. While the first deportation of Jews to Babylon, which included Daniel and his friends, was quite small,
this one is major—involving a substantial portion of Jerusalem. The Babylonian emperor, we are told, takes all
but the poor captive (2 Kings 24:14; compare Jeremiah 27:20; 29:2). ―This method of eliminating leaders and
leaving the peasant population to pay taxes to the kingdom was learned from the Assyrians and was designed
to reduce the likelihood of rebellion‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 2). The beginning of 2 Kings 24:20
sums up this episode and all that would soon transpire: ―It was because of the LORD‘s anger that all this
happened to Jerusalem and Judah, and in the end he thrust them from his presence‖ (NIV).
Nebuchadnezzar removes Jeconiah and his mother from power and places Josiah‘s remaining son Mattaniah—
Jeconiah‘s uncle—on the throne, renaming him Zedekiah as a demonstration of the emperor‘s supremacy. As
with Necho‘s replacement of Jehoahaz with Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar keeps the Jewish kingship within the
royal family of David rather than introducing a new dynasty. This was a smart move on both occasions, as the
people would not have accepted a non-Davidic ruler and it maintained the façade of Jewish self-rule, which
helped to prevent uprising. More importantly, of course, God‘s overseeing direction in keeping His promise to
David was certainly a factor.
Mattaniah‘s new name Zedekiah meant ―Yahweh Is Righteousness.‖ Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary says, ―This being a purely Hebrew name, it seems that [Nebuchadnezzar] allowed the puppet king
to choose his own name, which was confirmed‖ (note on 2 Kings 24:17). If that‘s so, it‘s interesting to recall that
Jeremiah had prophesied that, after Jeconiah (Jeremiah 22:24-30), a ―Branch of righteousness‖ would come
from David‘s house to save Judah (23:5-6) called ―Yahweh Our Righteousness‖ (see verse 6). Could it be that
Mattaniah, probably with the help of advisers, intentionally chose a name meaning something very close to
that? In other words, might Mattaniah have co-opted Jeremiah‘s prophecy to set himself up as a messianic
figure to inspire popular support? It is certainly a possibility.
But the people had difficulty accepting him as the true king, much less anything beyond that. ―Being only
‗twenty-one‘ at the time of his appointment, Zedekiah was by far the youngest of Josiah‘s sons to occupy the
throne (cf. [Expositor‘s note] on 1 Chron 3:15). Furthermore, though ‗he reigned in Jerusalem,‘ the fact that
seals have been discovered with the inscription ‗Eliakim steward of Yaukin [Jehoiachin or Jeconiah]‘ indicates
that, at the least, his nephew Jehoiakin continued to wield influence as a recognized possessor, even if an
absentee one, of royal property and, at the most, that Zedekiah may have ruled to some extent as a regent for
his exiled predecessor‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on 2 Chronicles 36:11).
―Though Zedekiah, Jehoiachin‘s uncle and Josiah‘s son, was left as puppet ruler of Judah, it is clear that the
Jewish people regarded Jehoiachin as the true scion of David until the day of his death. He never returned to
Jerusalem, it is true, but after long years as a political prisoner in Babylon he was placed on a government
pension and apparently was treated more as an honored guest of Babylon than as her prisoner (2 Kings 25:2730). It must have seemed to the exilic Jewish community that the time would surely come when Jehoiachin
would lead them back triumphantly to Jerusalem and restore the former glory of the house of David‖ (Merrill, p.
452). Yet this was utterly foolish, considering that God had banned Jeconiah and his descendants from
inheriting David‘s throne (Jeremiah 22:24-30).
In any event Zedekiah was ―king de facto of whatever was left of Judah in 597‖ (Merrill, p. 452). Indeed, he was
more than that, for God‘s decree against Jeconiah made Zedekiah the legitimate successor of David despite
what the people thought or desired. Yet the stubborn and faithless Zedekiah does not heed God, propagating
11 more years of wicked rule. ―Evil like his brothers, he paid no attention to the admonishings of Jeremiah the
prophet to accept Babylonian suzerainty as the will of God [as we will see in upcoming readings]. Rather, he
rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar, thus inviting sure and swift disaster. The date of this rebellion cannot be
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determined‖ (Merrill, p. 452)—but it was sometime between 593 and 588 B.C., as we will see. The Jewish
king‘s rebellion is utter defiance, not merely against the Babylonian king, but also against God and His prophet
(2 Chronicles 36:12)—doubly so since Zedekiah took an oath in God‘s name that he would not rebel against
Babylon (verse 13). This all spells disaster for the king—and for the Jewish nation. The end would come soon.
The Two Baskets of Figs (Jeremiah 24, 52)
God had a plan in allowing some of the Jews to go into exile while allowing others to remain in Jerusalem. To
make clear to Jeremiah and others what He was doing, God gave the prophet a vision of two baskets of figs
(Jeremiah 24), one filled with good, ripe figs and the other with foul, rotten ones. Eerdmans Dictionary of the
Bible explains that the ―most common reference to the fig in the O[ld] T[estament] is metaphorical. It is generally
used to depict peace, prosperity and God‘s blessing…or God‘s judgment‖ (―Fig Tree‖ 2000, p. 461).
Through the image of the good figs, God explained to Jeremiah that He was providing a place of refuge for
those who would later be able to return to Him with a right heart. As we‘ll later read, the exiles were given the
opportunity to prosper in Babylon (Jeremiah 29:4-7). At the time of the second deportation, Daniel had already
been in Babylonian exile for eight years and was by now entrusted with enormous responsibility in the empire.
No doubt he was able to wield considerable influence with regard to the Jewish exiles—including their
treatment, settlement, employment, education, etc. An important lesson for us here is that God doesn‘t just act
impulsively, but plans for the future—in this case placing Daniel in Babylon first and promoting him to a position
of high authority ahead of the arrival of the remaining exiles.
The bad figs represented those such as Zedekiah and the other leaders of Judah who were rebellious and
stubborn. Left behind in Jerusalem (or in Egypt), they would ultimately be destroyed. Concerning those who
―dwell in the land of Egypt‖ (24:8) there is some debate. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary contends: ―To
understand them as those involved in the events of chapters 43 and 44 [when a sizable remnant of Judah later
flees to Egypt following Nebuchadnezzar‘s destruction of Judah in 586 B.C.] is to leap too far ahead in the
narrative of the book‖ (note on 24:8). Yet the statement could certainly mean this, as it was a prophecy.
However, there are other possibilities. Expositor‘s continues: ―A number of scholars suggest that those living in
Egypt were Jews who were deported with Jehoahaz to Egypt by Pharaoh Neco (cf. 2 Kings 23:31-34). Others
suggest that they were emigrants who were opposed to the Babylonian domination of Judah or fled to Egypt at
the first approach of Nebuchadnezzar. Another proposal is that they were fugitives from Judah who went to
Egypt during various wars. Since details are lacking, it is impossible to rule out those probabilities.
Archaeological research does, however, reveal that those who remained in Egypt set up a rival temple later on‖
(same note). Perhaps God intended all of these groups.
Jeremiah 24 concludes with a warning of the ominous cycle of sword, famine and pestilence also mentioned
elsewhere (verse 10; see Jeremiah 14:12; 27:8, 13; 29:17-18; 1 Kings 8:33-39; Ezekiel 14:21; compare
Revelation 6:3-8). Indeed, tying in directly with this chapter, Jeremiah 29:18 says, ―Behold, I will send on them
the sword, the famine, and the pestilence, and will make them like rotten figs that cannot be eaten, they are so
bad.‖
Seventy Years; Judgment on the Nations (Jeremiah 25)
This chapter of Jeremiah was written either just before or just after Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah—following
the battle of Carchemish—and made Jehoiakim swear allegiance to him. Since mention is made of the ―first
year of Nebuchadnezzar,‖ it seems most likely to refer to the period following his accession to the throne of
Babylon in September of 605 B.C.—which occurred just after the invasion of Judah. If so, then
Nebuchadnezzar had basically come and gone. It does not appear that he wrought any real damage on Judah
at this time. Most likely, with Egypt in retreat, Jehoiakim switched allegiances rather quickly—giving up the
temple treasures and prisoners mentioned in Daniel 1 without any resistance.
Yet Jeremiah views what has transpired as a turning point—the beginning of the fulfillment of what he has
proclaimed for 23 years, in conjunction with other prophets, since the beginning of his ministry (see Jeremiah
25:3). At that earlier time, he had proclaimed that destruction would come on Judah from ―the north…all the
families of the north‖ (1:14-15). Now, he makes it clear that this refers to the Babylonian forces under
Nebuchadnezzar (25:8-9).
Verses 11-14, relating to the ―seventy years,‖ have been a source of confusion to many. It seems to say that
Babylon would fall in 70 years, and that this will be the same period as Judah‘s desolation. Jeremiah later writes
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to captives, telling them that God will cause them to return to the Promised Land ―after seventy years are
completed at Babylon‖ (29:10). According to 2 Chronicles 36:20-23, the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.
began the 70 years of desolation in fulfillment of Jeremiah‘s prophecy. Daniel and Zechariah apparently
understood it this way too (Daniel 9:2; Zechariah 1:12).
So where is the difficulty? Jeremiah gave his prophecy around the time that the initial deportation of Jews (such
as Daniel) occurred, in 605 B.C. But ancient Babylon fell to Cyrus of Persia in 539 B.C., just 66 years later. And
in the first year of Cyrus, he issues a decree allowing the Jews to return to the Promised Land—again in
fulfillment of Jeremiah‘s prophecy (Ezra 1:1). Nothing significant appears to have happened in 535 B.C., 70
years after Jeremiah gave this prophecy. Furthermore, it seems strange that punishment was supposedly to
come on Babylon in 535 B.C. when the Babylonian Empire ended four years earlier, in 539 B.C.
How, then, do we resolve this? We must realize that Jeremiah was foretelling two distinct things, each lasting
70 years but not necessarily the same 70 years. They are linked together because the accomplishment of the
one is necessary for the fulfillment of the other. Jeremiah 25:11 mentions: 1) the desolation of Judah; and 2) the
duration of the Babylonian Empire. Verses 8-10 describe the first element. Verse 11 is the transitional verse,
which includes both elements. And verses 12-14 amplify the second element, explaining that Babylon will be
destroyed at the end of its imperial reign.
How long did the Babylonian Empire last? While the last pockets of Assyrian resistance were eliminated in the
605 Battle of Carchemish, the Assyrian Empire really came to an end with the fall of Haran to Babylonian-led
forces in 609 (this was the defeat of the army that had fled Nineveh at its fall three years earlier in 612). Starting
in 609, Babylon turned from battling the Assyrians themselves to subduing all the former Assyrian territories,
beginning with the land of Armenia. Thus, the Babylonian Empire began in 609 B.C. It then lasted 70 years,
until the conquest of Cyrus in 539 B.C. So this 70-year period had already begun when Jeremiah prophesied.
Notice that he didn‘t say otherwise.
The Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem, including the temple of God, and took the bulk of the population captive
in 586 B.C. This accomplished its desolation, which Jeremiah foretold. As mentioned, the fall of Babylon to
Cyrus in 539 enabled the return of the Jews to the Promised Land. But the repopulation of the land took place
over time. It is significant to note that 70 years from 586 B.C. brings us to 516 B.C., the time the temple was
rebuilt. The mirth and gladness of verse 10—repeated from 7:34 and 16:9—found greatest expression during
the annual festivals, which were observed in the presence of the temple. Thus, the restoration of the temple
brought an end to the 70-year desolation Jeremiah prophesied.
Moving on in chapter 25, notice the reference in verse 13 to prophecies against the nations recorded in the
book of Jeremiah. It may simply refer to what follows beginning in verse 15. But it could also refer to chapters
46–51. The Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary notes regarding 25:13: ―It follows from this, that the
prophecies against foreign nations (chs. 46-51) must have been already written. Hence LXX [the Greek
Septuagint] inserts here those prophecies. But if they had followed immediately (vs. 13), there would have been
no propriety in the observation in the verse.
The very wording of the reference shows that they existed in some other part of the book, and not in the
immediate context. It was in this very year, the fourth year of Jehoiakim (ch. 36:1, 2), that Jeremiah was
directed to write in a regular book for the first time all that he had prophesied against Judah and foreign
‗nations‘ from the beginning of his ministry. Probably, at a subsequent time, when he completed the whole work,
including chs. 46-51, Jeremiah himself inserted the clause, ‗all that is written in this book, which Jeremiah hath
prophesied against all the nations.‘ The prophecies in question may have been repeated, as others in Jeremiah,
more than once; so in the original smaller collection they may have stood in an earlier position; and in the fuller
subsequent collection, in their later and present position.‖
Starting in Jeremaih 25:15 and continuing to the end of the chapter, God pronounces judgment on the nations.
Notice that He begins with Jerusalem and Judah—―put first: for ‗judgment begins at the house of God‘; they
being most guilty whose religious privileges are greatest (I Pet. 4:17 [compare Ezekiel 9:6])‖ (JFB, note on
Jeremiah 25:18). Yet in fairness, judgment is brought on all nations (see especially verse 29).
In verse 26, the name Sheshach refers to Babylon (see Jeremiah 51:41). Various explanations have been given
for it. One is that it was written according to a code wherein the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet is expressed
by the last, etc., so that the word Sheshach would exactly correspond to Babel. However, it seems unnecessary
to conceal the word Babel here since the word Babylon is given in close context in both places. Others translate
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the word as meaning ―Bronze-Gated‖ or ―House of a Prince.‖ And there are still other explanations (see JFB,
note on 25:26; Alfred Jones, ―Sheshach,‖ Jones‘ Dictionary of Old Testament Proper Names, 1997).
The prophecy of judgment on the nations here applied in part to what happened in ancient times. All of those
mentioned in verses 17-25 fell to Babylon. Then, as in verse 26, Babylon fell after them. But this scenario will
be repeated in the last days. Indeed, it is clear from verses 31-33 that the primary fulfillment of this prophecy
will come in the end time, when a large percentage of mankind will be destroyed during the Day of the Lord
(compare Isaiah 66:16).
Jeremiah on Trial for His Life (Jeremiah 26)
The incidents described in this chapter take place at the beginning of Jehoiakim‘s reign—thus around 609 B.C.
Some commentators believe this chapter is parallel with chapter 7 because in both places God has Jeremiah
proclaim at the temple the object lesson of Shiloh. If they are the same incident, then chapters 7 through 10
should fall here in time order. And that may be. However, the wording of chapter 7 could imply that Josiah had
not yet destroyed Tophet, the place of child sacrifice. Jeremiah, therefore, may be essentially repeating a
proclamation he gave more than 13 years earlier (as he likewise later repeats some of the statements
concerning Tophet in chapter 19).
The reference to ―all the cities of Judah‖ coming to worship (26:2) indicates that this was most likely one of the
nation‘s annual festivals. The essence of Jeremiah‘s address to the people was that Judah needed to repent or
Jerusalem would suffer the same fate as Shiloh. As explained in the highlights for Jeremiah 7, even though
Shiloh had been the resting place of the tabernacle and Ark of the Covenant, God had allowed it to be
destroyed. The people were at this time still placing too much trust in the temple and Jerusalem and their forms
of worship. God, they reasoned, would never allow His holy temple and city to be destroyed. But they were
wrong.
Verse 3 of chapter 26 highlights an important principle found throughout Scripture. Even though God threatens
dire consequences, He is prepared to relent if the people respond and turn from their evil ways (see 18:7-8; 1
Kings 21:29; Joel 2:13; Jonah 3:10). If they don‘t, the punishment would fall. Jerusalem would be made a ―curse
to all nations‖—that is, destroyed to provide an example to all nations (Jeremiah 26:6).
The religious leaders then stirred up the assembled worshipers against Jeremiah. They basically arrested him,
telling him he would receive the death penalty for what they saw as his blasphemy in saying God‘s temple
would be destroyed. Jesus would later suffer similar reaction from religious leaders over the many
proclamations He made that they perceived as a threat to their continuing power, including His declaration that
the temple would be destroyed (see Luke 21:5-6; 22:2).
In Jeremiah‘s case, a hearing was convened before ―all the princes and all the people‖ (Jeremiah 26:11-12),
which may have denoted a bicameral national council or high court. The ―princes‖ here didn‘t necessarily
belong to the royal family, even though they came from the king‘s house. The Hebrew word from which the
word ―princes‖ is translated ―may denote leaders, chieftains…[The word] also appears frequently as a word
representing royal rulers and officials, no doubt of sundry ranks and titles…. Thus Jer 26:11 speaks of the
princes of Judah, and the context (vv. 10-16) depicts them as occupying the ‗king‘s house,‘ to possessing
judicial power, ordering Jeremiah to die or to be spared‖ (Harris, Archer and Waltke, Theological Wordbook of
the Old Testament, 1980, Vol. 2, p. 884). Verse 17 says that certain ―elders of the land‖ addressed the
―assembly of the people.‖ Perhaps these elders were members of this assembly, serving as clan or town
representatives.
―Jeremiah gave a threefold defense on his own behalf. First, he announced that the LORD had sent him to
deliver the message they had heard. He was not a false prophet. Second, he announced that his message was
conditional. If the people would reform their ways (cf. 3:12; 7:3) God promised not to bring about the disaster.
Thus Jeremiah‘s message did offer some hope for the city. Third, Jeremiah warned that if they put him to death
they would bring the guilt of innocent blood on themselves. They would be guilty in God‘s sight of murdering an
innocent man‖ (The Bible Knowledge Commentary, note on Jeremiah 26:12-17).
While this may have caused some of them a measure of concern, the reaction of the officials in verse 16 is
based more on legal technicality than on any belief in what Jeremiah was saying. A prophet could not be put to
death unless he spoke in the name of another god or his prophecy turned out to be false. The latter could not
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be as yet determined. And the former had not been committed, as Jeremiah had spoken in the name of the true
God of Israel. So Jeremiah seemed to be off the hook.
But what really tipped the scales in his favor was the citing of a precedent by certain elders in verse 17—that of
Micah‘s proclamation of the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple given more than 90 years earlier, in which
King Hezekiah, the supreme judge of the time, did not have Micah executed. ―This is really a fine defense, and
the argument was perfectly conclusive. Some think that it was Ahikam [mentioned in verse 24] who undertook
the prophet‘s defense‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, note on verse 17).
The chapter ends with a brief story of another prophet of God named Urijah (or Uriah), mentioned only here in
Scripture. Jehoiakim had sought to put him to death, so he fled to Egypt. But being a vassal of Egypt at this
time, Judah had extradition rights and Urijah was brought home to his execution. This episode may have been
inserted here to show that even though Jeremiah‘s case seemed pretty ironclad, the state still posed a
danger—as a corrupt king such as Jehoiakim could quite easily see to it that a prophet was executed. In any
event, Jeremiah was saved with the help of Ahikam, which may refer to the preceding court defense or perhaps
the prophet actually taking refuge with him.
Interestingly, Ahikam was the son of Shaphan, who had served under faithful King Josiah. ―The family of
Shaphan played an important part in the final years of Judah…. Shaphan was King Josiah‘s secretary who
reported the finding of the Law to Josiah (2 Kings 22:3-13). Shaphan had at least four sons—three of whom
were mentioned in a positive way by Jeremiah (Ahikam, Gemariah, and Elasah). The fourth son, Jaazaniah,
was the ‗black sheep‘ of the family; his presence among the idol-worshipers in the temple caught Ezekiel by
surprise (Ezek. 8:11). Ahikam‘s son, Gedaliah, was appointed governor of Judah by Nebuchadnezzar after the
fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.‖ (Bible Knowledge Commentary, note on verse 24).
The Yoke of Babylon (Jeremiah 27–28)
Jeremiah 27:1 says, ―In the beginning of the reign of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, king of Judah…‖ Most
commentators take ―Jehoiakim‖ to be an ancient copyist error in the Hebrew Masoretic Text, believing it should
actually say ―Zedekiah,‖ as in some other early manuscripts. It is true that chapter 27 is clearly set in the early
part of Zedekiah‘s reign, his fourth year to be exact, and not Jehoiakim‘s (compare verses 3, 12; 28:1).
However, another explanation could be that the chapter break between Jeremiah 26 and 27 occurs in the
wrong place. Jeremiah 26 is set ―in the beginning of the reign of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, king of Judah‖
(26:1). Perhaps the last verse of chapter 26 should read, ―Nevertheless the hand of Ahikam the son of Shaphan
was with Jeremiah, so that they should not give him into the hand of the people to put him to death in the
beginning of the reign of Jehoiakim the son of Josiah, king of Judah.‖ The first verse of chapter 27 would then
read, ―This word came to Jeremiah from the LORD, saying…‖ While this may seem unlikely to some, we cannot
rule it out as a possibility. Moving into the substance of the chapter, we encounter a hotbed of political plotting
during this fourth year of Zedekiah (594-593 B.C.). ―Emissaries from Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, and Sidon
met in Jerusalem to plan revolution [against Babylon]. In the Jewish court, pro-Egyptian conspirators probably
looked to Egypt for help, especially with the accession of the new king, Psammetichus II (594-589 B.C.E.).
Jeremiah [according to God‘s direction] opposed rebellion, arguing that Judah‘s only hope was to remain a
vassal to the Babylonians‖ (HarperCollins Study Bible, note on 27:1–28:17).
God here again gives Jeremiah a seemingly strange, but dramatic, task to perform. The prophet is to make and
then don ―bonds and yokes‖—and to give these to the gathered envoys for delivery to their national leaders as
part of God‘s message to them that they were all to submit to Babylon. ―The yoke is that used by two oxen to
pull a heavy load. Normally, yokes consisted of a crossbar with leather or rope nooses or rods of wood that
would be placed around the animals‘ necks. Attached to the crossbar was a wooden shaft for pulling the load
(see Deut 21.3; 1 Sam 6.7; 11.5; 1 Kings 19.19). For the yoke as a symbol of servitude [Jeremiah 27:8, 12], see
also 1 Kings 12.1-11‖ (note on Jeremiah 27:2).
―The task assigned to Jeremiah required great faith, as it was sure to provoke alike his own countrymen and the
foreign ambassadors and their kings, by a seeming insult, at the very time that all were full of confident hopes
grounded on the confederacy‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 3).
God‘s message through His prophet is intended to make it plain to the leaders of the surrounding nations that
they wield power only so long as He allows it. He would promote Nebuchadnezzar and subjugate these leaders
and their peoples under him. Yet in this exaltation of the Babylonian emperor, it is clear that God remains
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ultimately supreme. He even calls Nebuchadnezzar ―My Servant‖ (verse 6). ―With all of his military might and
conquests, the king of Babylon was still a servant of the God of Israel, carrying out the Lord‘s purposes—
namely the judgment of Judah [and these other nations]‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 6-7).
In verse 8, the yoke symbol is explained to the emissaries—submit to Babylon or else, the alternative being
punishment through the dreadful three-fold cycle of sword, famine and pestilence. Jeremiah then delivers to
them a serious warning not to listen to prophets or various occult practitioners who were saying the opposite
(verses 9-11). He then proclaims the same message to King Zedekiah, the priests and all the people he
encounters as he wanders about wearing the yoke (verses 12-16).
Jeremiah then issues a challenge to the false prophets. Nebuchadnezzar had taken much of the temple
furnishings in his prior invasions of Jerusalem (see Daniel 1:1-2; 2 Kings 24:11-13). The false prophets were
claiming these would soon be brought back. But Jeremiah says ―the vessels which are left‖ in the temple would
also be taken to Babylon in the coming destruction of the city (Jeremiah 27:16-22). Jeremiah challenges the
false prophets to intercede with God to try to stop his words from coming to pass and to bring to pass the things
they have announced. This would prove who spoke for God.
It may not be quickly noticed but Jeremiah does offer words of hope and encouragement in the midst of this
challenge and pronouncement of calamity. In verse 22, he says that Babylon would ultimately be punished and
that the temple furnishings would then be brought back as part of Judah‘s restoration. Surprisingly, these items
were apparently well accounted for in Babylon, being returned in specific numbers when the Persians later took
over (see Ezra 1:7-11). It is likely that Daniel played a part in the care and cataloging of them.
Hananiah‘s Lies (Jeremiah 27–28)
Jeremiah 28 introduces the prophet Hananiah, who contradicts Jeremiah, falsely claiming that he speaks for
God. ―Hananiah had the temerity to use the same introductory formula as Jeremiah, implying a claim for
inspiration similar to his. The form of the Hebrew verb sabarti (‗I will break‘) in v[erse] 2 is the prophetic perfect,
which emphasizes the certainty of a future event or promise. The yoke refers to the one Jeremiah had just
made. Flatly contradicting Jeremiah‘s God-given counsel of submission, Hananiah predicted a return of the
captives and the temple vessels within two years, emphasizing the time element by putting it first (v. 3)‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Jeremiah 28:3) This was unbelievably bold—and utterly foolish.
Jeremiah responds to Hananiah‘s message of Judah‘s imminent national restoration by essentially saying,
―Would that it were true!‖ (compare verses 5-6). But, he continues, this theme of immediate peace and
prosperity runs contrary to the long tradition of the messages of God‘s prophets (compare verses 7-8). If a
purported prophet of God comes along saying everything‘s just fine and predicting ―smooth sailing,‖ the reaction
should be as Jeremiah‘s: ―We‘ll have to see it to believe it‖ (compare verse 9; Deuteronomy 18:21-22).
Hananiah, angry at the rebuke, breaks Jeremiah‘s yoke and blasphemously makes his own ―sign‖ out of it,
issuing another false prophecy in God‘s name. His announcement ―reversed every statement by Jeremiah and
advanced the cause of rebellion against Babylon by Judah and the surrounding nations, something King
Zedekiah had desired all along‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 10-11). But Hananiah and those who trust
in him soon learn an important lesson about pretending to represent the great Creator God. Hananiah might
have broken the wooden yoke on Jeremiah‘s neck, but those who embraced his message would soon suffer
under a figurative yoke of ―iron,‖ which is unbreakable (verses 13-15). Hananiah, in fact, learns that he won‘t
even be around long enough to have a yoke on his own neck—except the yoke of death (verse 16).
Remarkably, though Jeremiah said Hananiah would die ―this year‖ (same verse), God doesn‘t wait the whole
year to fulfill the decree. Instead, the false prophet dies just two months later (compare verses 1, 17). ―There
was no way the people and priests of Judah, who witnessed the confrontation that took place (28:1), could
avoid linking Jeremiah‘s prediction with Hananiah‘s demise. God shouts out His warnings‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verse 17). Yet the stubborn leaders and wayward populace refused to face reality—that all
of Jeremiah‘s other prophecies were true—and humbly repent.
The false prophets of Jeremiah‘s day were powerful and influential, as we can see. Even today, we need to be
wary of false prophets—false preachers—who appear to be true servants of God (Matthew 7:15; 2 Corinthians
11:13; 1 John 4:1). The apostle Peter warns the Church of God: ―But there were also false prophets among the
people, even as there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in destructive heresies…and
bring on themselves swift destruction. And many will follow their destructive ways…. By covetousness they will
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exploit you with deceptive words; for a long time their judgment has not been idle, and their destruction will not
slumber‖ (2 Peter 2:1-3). The Bible even foretells the rise of a great false prophet who will deceive the world at
the end of the present age (see Revelation 19:20; 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12).
Letter to the Exiles (Jeremiah 29)
Jeremiah 29 appears to fall in the same time frame as chapters 27–28—the fourth year of King Zedekiah (see
28:1). Though chapter 27 contained rumblings and plotting of rebellion against Nebuchadnezzar, it is evident
that Zedekiah has not yet actually revolted—for we see him sending a delegation to the emperor in Babylon
(29:3). Later in his fourth year, Zedekiah himself travels with others to Babylon (see Jeremiah 51:59). The
reason for these journeys is not given, ―but it is altogether possible that they had to do with the annual
presentation of tribute‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 463). Regarding the second journey, The
HarperCollins Study Bible alternatively suggests, ―It may be that Zedekiah made such a trip in order to explain
his participation in the conspiracy mentioned in ch[apter] 27‖ (note on 51:59-64). The same could be true of this
earlier delegation.
Jeremiah sent messages from God with key individuals in both delegations—the first message being a letter to
the Jews in captivity. He entrusts the letter to Elasah the son of Shaphan and Gemariah the son of Hilkiah.
They are clearly important dignitaries. Elasah was evidently the brother of Ahikam, who defended Jeremiah
(26:24), and brother of the Gemariah who allowed the use of his room at the temple for the proclamation of
Jeremiah‘s prophecies (36:10)—all three being sons of Shaphan, who reported the finding of the Book of the
Law by the high priest Hilkiah to King Josiah (2 Kings 22:3-13). The Gemariah of Jeremiah 29 may have been
the son of Hilkiah the high priest. ―If so, Jeremiah was supported by two very powerful families in Judah who
had been involved in Josiah‘s reform‖ (verse 3).
In the letter, God tells the exiles through Jeremiah that they will be there for a long time and that they should
make the most of it by settling down, building houses, growing food, expanding their families and being good
citizens of Babylon, even praying for it: ―For in its peace you will have peace‖ (verse 7). This parallels the
responsibility of God‘s Church today, which dwells in the ―Babylon‖ of this world. Besides telling us to obey the
governing authorities (Romans 13:1-7), the apostle Paul writes: ―Therefore I exhort first of all that supplications,
prayers, intercessions, and giving of thanks be made for all men, for kings and all who are in authority, that we
may lead a quiet and peaceable life in all godliness and reverence‖ (1 Timothy 2:1-2).
Indication of Judah‘s integration into Babylonian society is confirmed by archaeology. Over the course of
excavations in 1889, 1900 and 1948 at Nippur, southeast of Babylon, 700 inscribed tablets known as the
Murashu Archives were uncovered. ―These tablets record contracts, certificates and receipts for payments, in
documents belonging to a Jewish family living in Babylon in the fifth century B.C. The names of the individuals
mentioned there are both Hebrew and non-Hebrew names, perhaps indicating that the family was integrating
into Babylonian society‖ (Walter Kaiser Jr., The Old Testament Documents: Are They Reliable and Relevant?,
2001, p. 163).
In general, ―the Jews experienced economic well-being, and some found opportunities to rise high in the
government, just as Daniel did. There is evidence that they were able to form their own council of elders and to
have the advantage of prophets and priests in their midst as well, for Jeremiah addressed all three groups when
he wrote to the captives (Jer. 29:1)‖ (Kaiser, A History of Israel, 1998, p. 414). Yet Jeremiah warns the people
against listening to the prophets among them (Jeremiah 29:8-9). For these prophets were preaching the same
message the false prophets in Judah were propagating—that the captivity would be over shortly, with the
people soon resettled in the Jewish homeland.
Yet Jeremiah reaffirms the time as 70 years, as in chapter 25 (see 29:10). He also reaffirms the wonderful fact
that God‘s people actually would go free and return to Judah—but that they had to wait a while. Verses 11-14
―are undoubtedly among the most comforting in Scripture. The exiles in Babylon are to settle down and wait, for
God knows the plans He has for them, plans to give them a hope and a future. In the O[ld] T[estament] ‗hope,‘
either miqweh/tiqwah or yahal invites us to look ahead in confident expectation. Each assumes a time of
waiting. But the latter especially reminds us that our future is guaranteed by our personal relationship with God.
Because He is our God, He has plans for us [too]. And those plans are good—both beautiful and beneficial.
Like the exiles, we may have to wait for God‘s plans for us to bear fruit. But we can wait confidently, because
our hope is in Him‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on 29:11-14).
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The point of verses 15-20 can be a little confusing. In essence, God seems to be saying: ―Because you think
these false prophets are telling you the truth—that you‘ll be going back to Judah soon—let me tell you what‘s
going to happen to the land of Judah and the people who remain there….‖ ―He informs them that their hopes of
returning soon are fruitless, for Zedekiah, the present occupant of Judah‘s throne, will shortly be unseated and
the last vestiges of the kingdom will be cruelly eroded away‖ (Merrill, p. 463). The imagery of cyclical
punishment and rotten figs is again used (verses 17-18; compare Jeremiah 24). So the exiles just needed to
wait it out—keeping their hopes and trust on God‘s true message.
In Jeremiah 29:21-23, two prophets were singled out for speaking lies in God‘s name. As punishment,
Nebuchadnezzar would have them ―roasted in the fire,‖ a form of execution that was certainly used in Babylon
(see Daniel 3).
Next Jeremiah sends instruction to proclaim a message to another false leader in the exile, Shemaiah
(Jeremiah 29:24), who went on a letter-writing campaign to the people and priests of Jerusalem to have
Jeremiah reprimanded or locked up for his prophecies. One important recipient was Zephaniah the son of
Maaseiah (compare 21:1-2; 34:3-4; 2 Kings 25:18), who read aloud the letter he received to Jeremiah. The
prophet then received God‘s judgment against Shemaiah. His treachery would be paid back in his having no
descendants and being prevented from seeing the blessings God had promised to the exiles.
Deliverance From Jacob‘s Trouble (Jeremiah 30–31)
It is not known specifically when chapters 30 and 31 of Jeremiah were written. Since they follow our previous
reading, chapter 29, which contains the letter sent to the captives in Babylon, we are reading these chapters
now. Indeed, there is a thematic continuity here. In the letter, Jeremiah delivered God‘s message that the
people would later be brought back from captivity. The message of this section, communicated to Jeremiah in a
dream (31:26) is also one of return from captivity—yet clearly in the end time. ―In the latter days,‖ God says,
―you will consider it‖ (30:24). This ties in with ―Behold, the days are coming…‖ in verse 3. We will see more
about this phrase later.
In no way can the return of this section refer to merely the Jewish return from the ancient Babylonian captivity.
Notice that this is a return of Judah and Israel to the Promised Land (verses 3, 10). This has never happened.
However, some who recognize that this section is a prophecy of events in modern times have argued that it
refers to the Jewish return to establish the state of Israel in the 1900s. Yet it is only a low percentage of Jews in
the world who have returned to live in the land of Israel. Moreover, only a very small percentage of Jews are
ethnically descended from Israelites of the northern tribes. Most are descended from the southern tribes of
Judah, Benjamin and Levi. Indeed, most of the people in the world today who are descended from the northern
tribes are not Jews at all—rather, they are largely people of northwest European heritage (as northwest Europe
is the area to which the ―lost tribes‖ eventually migrated following their ancient captivity). The United States and
Britain are the preeminent nations descended from ancient Israel (download or send for our free booklet The
United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy to learn more).
Also noteworthy is the great joy described in Jeremiah‘s account of the return from captivity. When some of the
Jews under Zerubbabel returned from Babylonian captivity, they apparently were not feeling relieved and
liberated, since they had not suffered an oppressive slavery prior to this. They had mixed feelings when they
arrived at Jerusalem, saw the ruins and realized they would not be able to restore the temple to its former glory
(Ezra 3:11-13; Haggai 2:1-3). Shortly before Nehemiah came to Jerusalem, he ―wept and mourned for many
days‖ at the pitiful state of Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1:3-4). So the description in Jeremiah 30–31 of miraculous
interventions, huge masses of people and great excitement, joy and thanksgiving just does not fit the return of
Jews from Persian-ruled Babylon.
We should also observe that the release from captivity described here follows a period of greatest suffering for
both Israel and Judah (Jeremiah 30:4-7). The greatest suffering the people of the northern kingdom had
experienced so far was the Assyrian conquest of their nation and their subsequent deportations. Yet God could
not here be referring to those events, as He gave Jeremiah this prophecy of Israel‘s suffering more than a
century later. So to what was He referring? Notice verse 8: ―Alas! For that day is great, so that none is like it;
and it is the time of Jacob‘s trouble, but he shall be saved out of it‖—that is, after suffering through it, not that
Israel would never have to go through it at all. This is parallel with other passages of Scripture. The end of
Daniel 11 describes events ―at the time of the end‖ (verse 40). Of the same period, the Jewish prophet Daniel
was told, ―At that time…there shall be a time of trouble, such as never was since there was a nation, even to
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that time. And at that time your people shall be delivered‖ (12:1). The next verses show that this refers to the
time of the resurrection at Christ‘s return. We see this here in Jeremiah 30 as well.
God says He will ―raise up‖ King David after this terrible time (verse 9), so there should really be no question
that we are dealing with future events. Matthew 24:21-22 says of the time preceding Christ‘s second coming,
―For then there will be great tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until this time, no,
nor ever shall be. And unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved [preserved alive]; but for the
elect‘s sake those days will be shortened.‖ Clearly, there is not more than one worst time ever. These verses
are all describing the same period. Jeremiah 30:12-15, regarding Israel‘s incurable affliction and wound,
abandonment by allies and severe chastisement from God is obviously parallel to Hosea 5:12-15, which was
previously explained in the Bible Reading Program to be a prophecy of this same period of the Great
Tribulation.
This will be a time of terrible calamity for the American people, other nations of British heredity, certain peoples
of northwest Europe, and the Jews—to soon be followed by the entire world suffering the greatest catastrophes
imaginable. All the dreadful events of human history will pale before the awful and horrific events that are
coming. But each scriptural announcement of this worst time that is yet to happen is accompanied by a
message of hope: ―but he shall be saved out of it‖; ―your people shall be delivered‖; ―those days will be
shortened.‖
In fact, as we have elsewhere noted, God offers a promise of protection even during this terrible time to those
who will repent and seek Him. In Luke 21:36, Jesus said: ―Watch therefore, and pray always that you may be
counted worthy to escape all these things that will come to pass, and to stand before the Son of Man.‖ And He
tells true Christians who remain faithful in this age: ―Because you have kept My command to persevere, I also
will keep you from the hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth‖
(Revelation 3:10). This should not be viewed as a guarantee against death or even martyrdom, as death itself
can be a ―place of safety‖ until the resurrection (see Isaiah 57:1-2). Nevertheless, it does appear that God will
give His faithful servants protection from the kind of suffering the rest of the world will experience—and in
general will hide His faithful people from what is coming (see Revelation 12:13-16; Zephaniah 2:3). On the other
hand, as for Christians who have spiritually drifted from God, it appears that they will have to experience the
terrible times ahead in severe measure to be shaken into taking a stand for Him and His truth (see Revelation
12:17; 3:14-21).
A Dream That Ends Sweet (Jeremiah 30–31)
After the awful calamities at the end of this age, Jesus Christ will return and a new age will commence. Notice
again the mention of King David being resurrected. This is repeated in Ezekiel 37:24-25). Some think ―David‖ in
both places is a reference to Christ, David‘s descendant, since it is Christ who inherits the throne of David to
reign as King over Israel (see Isaiah 9:6-7; Luke 1:32-33).
Yet notice that Jeremiah 30:9 says the Israelites will serve ―the LORD their God, and David their king.‖ The
―LORD‖ in this context is Jesus Christ. Consider that even when David ruled over Israel 3,000 years ago, the
ultimate King of Israel was Jesus Christ, as David and then Solomon ―sat on the throne of the LORD‖ (compare
1 Chronicles 29:23; 2 Chronicles 9:6-8). Even so, Christ promises that in His coming Kingdom, His servants will
share His throne with Him (Revelation 3:21). Yet they will have specialized administrative duties, being given
particular rule, under Him, over different responsibilities, such as different numbers of cities (compare Luke
19:11-19). The 12 apostles,resurrected in glory, will each rule over one of the 12 tribes of Israel (Matthew
19:28). And a resurrected David will serve as king, under Christ, over all of them.
Humbled and repentant, the Israelites will be restored to a position of honor and glory in the world (Jeremiah
30:18-20). Foreigners will no longer be their masters (verse 8). In fact, the nations that enslaved them will be
destroyed (verse 11)—that is, the political entities, not all the people in them, since we also see that these
enemy nations will themselves be put into captivity for a time (verse 16). At long last, Israel will have peace and
no longer need to fear (verse 10). The beginning of Jeremiah 31 contains what The Expositors Bible
Commentary describes as ―one of the most beautiful poems in [Jeremiah‘s] book‖ (1998, note on verses 3-4). It
is a continuation of the magnificent prophecy about Israel and Judah‘s future in the previous chapter. God‘s
love won‘t be just a nice platitude—He will demonstrate it with action. He will bring Israel‘s people home, the
land will be fertile, producing plenty of food, and there will be peace and abundance.
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God says in verse 8, ―Behold, I will bring them from the north country [primarily Europe], and gather them from
the ends of the earth‖—wherever they have been scattered. A proclamation is issued to the nations and to the
remnant of Israel ―in the isles afar off‖ (verse 10) that God is the one who has humbled, freed and now
amazingly blessed Israel. The scattered Israelites will come ―streaming to the goodness of the LORD‖ (verse
12). And eventually, the rest of mankind will follow their example.
We then see a sad picture of Rachel weeping inconsolably for the loss of her children, which is heard at Ramah
in the territory of Benjamin, five miles north of Jerusalem. Rachel, wife of Jacob, was the mother of Joseph and
thus of the northern tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh that descended from him. She was also the mother of the
southern tribe of Benjamin, so she is representative of both kingdoms. Rachel died giving birth to Benjamin and
was buried not too far to the north of Bethlehem, which itself is five miles to the south of Jerusalem (Genesis
35:19; 48:7). The location of her tomb was later referred to as Zelzah, which in Samuel‘s day was within the
territory of Benjamin (see 1 Samuel 10:2-3). The traditional spot is about a mile north of Bethlehem, and thus
around nine miles from Ramah. The image of Rachel weeping from the grave is not to be understood literally.
Like the image of Abel‘s blood crying out to God from the ground (see Genesis 4:10), it is figurative—especially
considering that this is a prophetic dream.
Rachel‘s northern children had in one sense been lost in the Assyrian conquest and deportation more than a
century earlier. Many of her southern children had been lost to the Assyrians not long afterward. And many
more were lost in the stages of Babylonian conquest, the final stage of which was coming soon. Ramah was
―the very place where exiles were gathered before deportation to Babylon (cf. [Jeremiah] 40:1)…. Jeremiah
himself was in a camp for exiles in Ramah (cf. 40:1)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on 31:15). So the prophecy apparently
had some application to Jeremiah‘s day.
However, in context, it should be clear that the primary meaning here relates to what we have already seen in
this prophetic dream—the terrible time of Jacob‘s trouble, when Rachel loses more children than ever before. In
verses 16-17, the weeping is to stop because the children will be brought back. In fact, Ephraim is specifically
mentioned as returning in the next few verses, making the end-time context plain—since Ephraim will not return
in the repentant way described until after the Great Tribulation.
It may seem strange, then, that the New Testament book of Matthew applies the verse about Rachel weeping
for her children to King Herod‘s massacre of the innocent children in the region of Bethlehem in his attempt to
kill the infant Messiah (Matthew 2:16-18). Expositor‘s comments: ―How can this prophecy be fulfilled in
Matthew‘s reference? First, it must be stressed that Matthew‘s method of quoting an O[ld] T[estament]
reference does not automatically imply a direct fulfillment…. For proof see the immediate context in Matthew
2:15, where Hosea 11:1 in its original context unmistakably speaks of the nation Israel but by analogy and
higher fulfillment (called by some ‗compenetration‘) refers to Christ. Similarly, that which related to Israel in
original revelation (v. 15) is by analogy (‗typological fulfillment‘…) used in speaking of Herod‘s atrocities. In both
cases God will overrule the nation‘s sorrow for her ultimate joy‖ (note on Jeremiah 31:16-17; see also
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 15). Indeed, though children were lost to Rachel in
Herod‘s massacre, they will ultimately be restored in a future resurrection (see Ezekiel 37:1-14).
It should be pointed out that though we have spent time exploring the meaning of Rachel‘s weeping, that is not
really the main focus of the dream. The main focus of the dream, and why it is so positive at this point, is that
the time for weeping has ceased. The mention of the weeping itself was in fact very brief. It is God‘s declaration
concerning the wonderful time that follows that filled most of Jeremiah‘s present vision.
In Jeremiah 31:21, Israel is directed back to God. In verse 22, God intends to bring Israel‘s gadding about to an
end. ―For the LORD has created a new thing in the earth—a woman shall encompass a man.‖ This is one of the
most disputed sentences in the book of Jeremiah. Many interpretations have been suggested. A tradition going
back to early ―church fathers‖ is that it refers to Jesus in Mary‘s womb. But most modern interpreters reject this
view. Indeed, just to say that a male child is inside a mother‘s womb does not seem that unique.
Interestingly, rabbis have used verse 22 to explain the custom of a bride walking in circles around the
bridegroom seven times at a traditional Jewish wedding. This is also related to the encirclement ofJericho
seven times, whereby the city wall was brought down. The idea with bride and groom seems to be one of
collapsing any wall or barrier between them—and in Jeremiah would imply collapsing the wall that has been
built up between the woman Israel and her Husband the Lord. However, if the interpretation does relate to God
and Israel, perhaps it is much simpler. In the beginning of the verse, God asked Israel how long she would gad
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about. And now the new thing He has brought about is that she encircles her Husband with her arms—
embracing and clinging to Him rather than continuing to wander.
The New Living Translation renders the verse: ―For the LORD will cause something new and different to
happen—Israel will embrace her God.‖ This seems most reasonable. Nevertheless, we cannot be certain as to
what is meant. We do know that Israel returns to God—and that is sufficient. Verses 23-25 show Judah,
Jeremiah‘s beloved homeland, ultimately restored with great blessings. The prophet had been afforded a
marvelous picture. After all the warnings and the people‘s continuing rebellion, beyond the sin and punishment
of Israel and Judah, he sees through God‘s vivid testimony that they would ultimately turn back to God and be
gloriously restored to such blessings as he could only imagine. It was such a change for Jeremiah from the
sadness of so many previous visions, and the frightening images at the beginning of this one, that he woke up
in the middle of it feeling on top of the world—or, as he put it, ―my sleep was sweet to me‖ (verse 26). Greatly
comforted, he was able to rest easy—for he saw with clarity what the future would ultimately bring.
A New Covenant (Jeremiah 31; 49)
Previously, Jeremiah awoke from a prophetic dream that had become peaceful and even blissful regarding the
future of Israel and Judah. Comforted, he fell soundly back asleep. And it appears that he went right back into
the dream. This final part of the prophecy is divided into three sections, each beginning with the same words we
read in Jeremiah 30:3, ―Behold, the days are coming, says the LORD…‖ (31:27, 31, 38).
―This expression introduces a new era in the history of God‘s dealing with His people‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note
on verses 38-40). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary says it is ―an eschatological formula that places the
prophecy in messianic times in the Day of the Lord, the consummation period of the nation‘s history‖ (note on
verse 31).
The first section continues the millennial picture of the prophetic dream. Though the population of Israel and
Judah will be greatly diminished due to the calamities they will suffer in the end time, God will begin to multiply
them once again when He returns them to the Promised Land. He will also multiply the animals of the nation—
bringing back the livestock and general wildlife (verse 27). As God has overseen the destruction of the nation,
He will now oversee its building and planting—here using the same words as those describing Jeremiah‘s
commission (see 1:10). In God‘s just society, children will not have to pay for their parents‘ sins, as happens in
various ways in the present age (31:29-30). The New Living Translation paraphrases the thought this way: ―The
people will no longer quote this proverb: ‗The parents eat sour grapes, but their children‘s mouths pucker at the
taste.‘ All people will die for their own sins—those who eat the sour grapes will be the ones whose mouths will
pucker.‖ (The discontinued proverb is also mentioned in Ezekiel 18:2; see verses 1-20 there for a fuller
exposition).
We then come to the second section here (Jeremiah 31:31-37). God says He will make a ―new covenant‖ with
Israel and Judah (verse 31). ―This mountain-peak O[ld] T[estament] passage stands in a real sense as the
climax of Jeremiah‘s teaching‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 31). Indeed, in Jeremiah 17:9 God proclaimed that
the human heart ―is deceitful above all things, and desperately wicked.‖ Here, we see how this is going to
change. In describing this New Covenant in contrast to the one He made with Israel when He brought them out
of Egypt, God is, by implication, declaring the previous one old. Thus the term ―Old Covenant‖ for the Sinai
Covenant.
The Old Covenant was, as we see here, essentially a ―marriage‖ covenant—by which God was a Husband to
Israel (verse 32). In this covenant, Israel, the wife, had agreed to submit to God and obey His laws. But she did
not. The people never had the right heart and mind to obey (Deuteronomy 5:29; Romans 8:7). This fault of the
people, the book of Hebrews explains, was the problem with the Old Covenant—and the reason the New
Covenant was necessitated (8:7-8). The book of Hebrews actually quotes this important passage from
Jeremiah twice (verses 8-13; 10:16-17).
What, then, is the New Covenant? It is basically a new marriage contract God lays out with Israel and Judah.
Does it negate God‘s laws, as many today claim? By no means. Rather, under the terms of the New Covenant,
these laws of God (i.e., those that were His laws at the time of Jeremiah‘s prophecy!) are written in the hearts
and minds of God‘s people—engraving them into their very character and making it possible for them to truly
obey. God says that all will know Him under this new arrangement (Jeremiah 31:34). And how do people really
know God? The New Testament answers: ―Now by this we know that we know Him, if we keep His
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commandments. He who says, ‗I know Him,‘ and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is
not in him‖ (1 John 2:3-4). That should be pretty clear.
Notice what else God says in Jeremiah 31:34: ―For I will forgive their iniquity [lawlessness], and their sin
[lawbreaking] I will remember no more‖ (compare 50:20). If lawbreaking were constantly before God‘s face, how
would He ever forget it? Is God saying that He will eliminate lawbreaking by doing away with His laws? Clearly
not, as He will write His laws in the hearts and minds of His people.
So what God must be talking about is putting an end to lawbreaking—an end to sin—through enabling people
to obey. Yet as other biblical passages explain, this is a growth process. People do not become perfect
overnight. With help from God through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit He gives them, they grow in obedience—
God‘s laws being written into their character gradually. But eventually, as Scripture shows, people are to be
transformed into perfect spirit beings who will never sin again. This is how sin will ultimately one day be
remembered no more—it will no longer exist. Yet there must still be a provision for dealing with sin in the
meantime—both sins committed before this process has begun and sins that occur during the growth period.
And indeed there is—the sacrifice of Jesus Christ.
On the eve before His death, during the last Passover meal at which He ate with His disciples, Jesus introduced
the symbols of broken bread to represent the sacrifice of His broken body and wine to symbolize His shed
blood—His death. Notice: ―Then He took the cup, and gave thanks, and gave it to them, saying, ‗Drink from it,
all of you. For this is My blood of the new covenant, which is shed for many for the remission of sins‘‖ (Matthew
26:27-28). Christ was explaining that the shedding of His blood as a sacrifice for sin was required to make the
New Covenant possible. Without it, there was no way to atone for the sins of all who would participate in the
covenant. Also, it was Christ‘s death that brought the Old Covenant marriage to an end—thus enabling a new
marriage contract to be entered into.
Notice further that Jesus was here initiating the New Covenant with His disciples. This can be confusing since
Jeremiah‘s prophecy of the New Covenant made with Israel and Judah is definitely millennial in setting.
Furthermore, the ―marriage of the Lamb‖ does not occur until Christ‘s return (Revelation 19:7-9)—and this is
clearly referring to Christ‘s marriage to the Church. It helps when we understand that the Church of God is
spiritual Israel—a pioneer in the relationship God announced through Jeremiah. However, this does not explain
why the Church seems to be under the New Covenant marriage today even though the marriage does not take
place until Christ‘s return.
To understand, we must know something about the nature of Jewish marriage in biblical times. Couples initially
became engaged or betrothed with a customary shared cup of wine. This betrothal was not like engagements
today, which can easily be broken off. A Jewish betrothal (Hebrew eyrusin) was a binding contract. It required a
divorce to break it. The couple during this kiddushin or ―sanctification‖ period was considered essentially
married—and already considered husband and wife—except that they did not live together or have conjugal
relations. The betrothal period was one of preparation. Later, at the time of the actual marriage ceremony
(nissuin), another cup of wine was shared to confirm the covenant and a wedding feast commenced. (In
modern Jewish practice, the eyrusin and nissuin are combined into the same wedding ceremony—the
contractual engagement period having been removed, according to some scholars, during the dangerous times
of the Middle Ages due to fear that bride or groom would not survive until the wedding.)
With all of this as background, we can better understand the New Covenant relationship. Jesus initiated the
New Covenant—proposed marriage we might say—to a group He saw as the remnant of Israel and Judah who
were as yet married to Him under the Old Covenant arrangement. As we‘ve seen, the Old Covenant
arrangement was not good enough. Even Christ‘s disciples, the most faithful people of His day, were still carnal
and condemned because of their sins. They needed to be freed from the Old Covenant marriage and then
changed into new spiritual people to enter into the new relationship with Christ. This was accomplished through
Christ‘s death and resurrection and their receiving the Holy Spirit (see Romans 7:1-4; 1 Corinthians 7:39;
Galatians 2:20; 2 Corinthians 5:16-17; Romans 8:5-10), thus making them the Church of God, the true ―Israel of
God‖ (Galatians 6:16)—that is, the faithful remnant of Israel according to God‘s grace (compare Romans 11:15).
Having agreed to the New Covenant, the Church is now betrothed and sanctified to Christ—under the terms of
the New Covenant but not yet in the coming fullness of the New Covenant marriage. The Church has grown to
include more people ever since. Yet to be part of it still requires partaking of the cup of the New Covenant each
year, reaffirming agreement to the terms of the marriage contract—a repentant commitment to obey and the
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acceptance of Christ‘s shed blood to atone for any failure to obey. Those who accept these terms and follow
through on them become part of the true Israel, spiritual Israel. Gentiles, and even all those who make up the
physical nations of Israel and Judah, must actually become spiritual Israelites, through repentance and spiritual
conversion, in order to participate in the New Covenant. And a small number of physical Israelites and gentiles
have become part of spiritual Israel, the Church, since the Church began.
At Christ‘s return, those who are betrothed to him prior to that time will then go through an actual wedding
ceremony and feast wherein the New Covenant will be ratified. Glorified with spirit bodies, they will be perfect
and will never sin again, having God‘s laws ingrained perfectly into their character—continuing in unbroken
oneness with Christ thereafter. This is the culmination and fullness of the New Covenant marriage—yet God
intends to thereafter extend the marriage relationship to all human beings, that is, to all who will ultimately agree
to be changed in the same way.
When Christ returns and joins into the fullness of marriage with the Church, He will then also extend His
engagement proposal to all those of physical Israel and Judah who are then left in theworld—and later to all
Israel and Judah of all ages in the resurrection of Ezekiel 37. Yet, as mentioned, all of these too must become
spiritual Israelites. Christ will also extend His proposal to all mankind—yet the covenant is still with Israel
(Jeremiah 31:31; Ezekiel 37:11, 19) since all must become spiritual Israelites to participate in it. Eventually, all
who ultimately choose to serve God and continue in His covenant will be changed into spirit to enter into the
fullness of the New Covenant. And, in the end, sin will at last be no more.
Yet even before that, when Israel and Judah as a whole repent and embrace the way of God at Christ‘s
return—and become spiritual Israelites betrothed under the New Covenant—peace and harmony will begin to
reign among them as God transforms them on the inside to develop His character. And as all of mankind is
brought into this relationship, peace will extend to encompass the earth—all under the rule of Christ and His
perfected saints, the glorified spiritual Israel.
What we see, then, is that the offering of the New Covenant to Israel and Judah at large, as described in
Jeremiah 31, will happen in an ultimate sense after Christ‘s return. It is parallel to other passages foretelling the
general outpouring of God‘s Spirit in the latter days. However, He has already initiated the New Covenant with a
forerunner of Israel, His Church, to whom He has given the ―firstfruits of the Spirit‖ (Romans 8:23) to begin the
process of transformation now (download or send for our free booklet Transforming Your Life: The Process of
Conversion).
Finally, we come to the third section of Jeremiah 31 (verses 38-40). With the New Covenant will come a rebuilt
Jerusalem. ―The rebuilding of the city will encompass the four corners of the capital (cf. Zech 14:10). The Tower
of Hananel was the northeast corner of the city (cf. Neh 3:1; 12:39; Zech 14:10). The Corner Gate probably
refers to the one at the northwest corner of the city wall (cf. 2 Kings 14:13; 2 Chron 26:9). The locations of
Gareb and Goah are unknown (v. 39); conjecture places Gareb on the western side of Jerusalem and Goah
towards the Valley of Hinnom on the south. There are no clues to the sites. The valley of the corpses and ashes
(v. 40) is generally understood to be the Valley of Hinnom (cf. 7:31). It has been suggested that the fields are
quarries. The Kidron flows east of Jerusalem (cf. 2 Sam 15:23). The Horse Gate is apparently at the southeast
corner of the temple courts (…cf. Neh 3:28 with 2 Kings 11:16; 2 Chron 23:15). Thus even the polluted areas
would be sanctified to the Lord‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Jeremiah 31:38-40).
Prophecy Against Elam (Jeremiah 31; 49)
The prophecy against Elam (49:34-39) apparently came to Jeremiah at a later time than the several prophecies
immediately preceding it in chapters 46-49. Yet they are all grouped together in his book, along with chapters
50-51, as these are prophecies against other nations. This one was given to Jeremiah ―in the beginning of the
reign of Zedekiah.‖ This would date the prophecy to sometime in the first half of Zedekiah‘s reign, from 597-593
B.C.
Elam was a son of Shem (Genesis 10:22). As we have seen previously, the ancient territory of the descendants
of Elam eventually came to be called Persia (known today as Iran). Western Persia was called Elymais by the
Greeks. During the day of Assyrian rule, some of the Elamites were evidently pressed into Assyrian military
service and may have participated in assaults on Israel and Judah. This may be partly what is meant in Isaiah
22:6, which states that ―Elam bore the quiver with chariots of men and horsemen‖ (though, as was explained in
this verse, it may well be an end-time prophecy). Yet theElamites, along with the nearby Medes, actually
opposed Assyrian rule in the main. They allied with the Chaldean Babylonians in overthrowing the Assyrians.
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Following that, they also ―helped Nebuchadnezzar against Judea‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary,
note on Jeremiah 49:34)—at least in the initial incursions.
For the Elamites‘ actions and pride in their strength, God pronounces punishment on them. He would break
their ―bow‖—the implement of their power (again compare Isaiah 22:6). ―God often orders it so that that which
we most trust to [at] first [later] fails us, and that which was the chief of our might proves the least of our help‖
(Matthew Henry‘s Commentary, note on verses 34-39). The ―four winds from the four quarters of heaven‖ (verse
36) represent a mustering of power by God (compare Ezekiel 37:9; Daniel 8:8)—evidently military forces under
His direction in this case.
Interestingly, ―the last exploit of Nebuchadnezzar which is recorded in the Babylonian Chronicle is a campaign
against the Elamites…594-593 [B.C.]‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel,
1987, p. 452). Once Babylon was secure as the imperial successor to Assyria, the Elamites and Medes were no
longer needed as allies. So they were conquered and became subjects of the Chaldeans. Some see this as the
prophesied destruction on Elam. In this context, the Lord setting His throne in Elam (Jeremiah 49:38) is said to
be Nebuchadnezzar‘s conquest, as this is by God‘s doing (compare 27:4-8; 43:10), and the Elamite return from
captivity (49:39) is considered to be the later conquest of Babylon by the Persians and Medes under Cyrus in
539 B.C. Still others identify the destruction of Elam as the Persian Empire falling to the Greek forces of
Alexander the Great in 331 B.C.—this later episode seeming to fit better since it was the great destruction of the
Elamites in ancient times and the prophecy states that recuperation from the foretold loss does not occur until
―the latter days‖ (verse 39).
Yet while verses 35-37 may refer to ancient destruction, perhaps they actually refer to end-timecalamity—or it
could be that they are dual in meaning, applying to past history and events yet to be. In any case, verses 38-39
are probably exclusively for the end time—which would seem to give some latter-day context to the previous
verses as well. The Lord setting His throne in Elam (verse 38) most likely refers to the establishment of the
Kingdom of God over all nations following Christ‘s return—and this will be accompanied by great destruction, as
the nations of the world will attempt to fight Him.
Recall from Isaiah 21 that the Elamites today are apparently to be found in Eastern Europe as well as their
ancient homeland of Iran (with a few in western India). When the kings ―of the whole world‖ gather to fight the
returning Christ (Revelation 16:14), it is evident that a representation of Elamite forces will be present and thus
destroyed. Soon afterward, forces of Persia are part of a great military host that will be destroyed for attempting
to invade a reestablished Israel under Christ‘s rule (see Ezekiel 38–39, especially 38:5). Either or both of these
events would well fit Jeremiah‘s prophecy.
Apparently, those Elamites who are scattered and taken into captivity will eventually be brought back to
reconstitute a nation during the reign of Christ. This demonstrates God‘s great mercy. In fact, even those who
die without a full realization of what they are doing—which will be the case with the vast majority of those
fighting Christ at His return—will be brought back to life after the first 1,000 years of Christ‘s reign (see
Revelation 20:5) and then given their first real opportunity to serve or reject God.
Jeremiah Buys His Cousin‘s Field—A Sign of Hope (Jeremiah 32)
The events of this chapter occur during the 10th year of Zedekiah (verse 1), which equates to the 11th year of
Ezekiel‘s captivity—for even though Zedekiah‘s reign and Ezekiel‘s captivity began at the same time,
Zedekiah‘s first year seems to have followed an uncounted accession year (see Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious
Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 1983, pp. 184, 190).
Zedekiah‘s 10th year was the second year of the siege of Jerusalem (587 B.C.). As we earlier read, the
Egyptian army had approached (Jeremiah 37:5), prompting Nebuchadnezzar to order his Babylonian forces to
temporarily depart from Jerusalem to confront them. The Egyptians suffered a terrible defeat (see Ezekiel
30:21-22) and withdrew back into Egypt. Now the Babylonians had returned and their siege of Jerusalem was
again underway. On King Zedekiah‘s orders, Jeremiah was still confined in the courtyard of the guard at the
palace (32:2). ―Zedekiah should have known by this time that Jeremiah‘s message was not his own. Yet he
found fault with the prophet‘s predictions because they were wholly unfavorable to the country and to Zedekiah
himself. In plain, unequivocal terms Jeremiah foretold Zedekiah‘s fate‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
verses 3-5).
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God informs Jeremiah in advance of the visit of his cousin Hanamel. The prophet is to agree to Hanamel‘s offer
to sell him his field in their hometown of Anathoth under the terms of property redemption: ―Family property
must not pass into the hands of an outsider (v. 7). The purpose of this law was to keep property in the family
and preserve the bond between family and their property. For the seller this was duty; for the relative or
kinsman-redeemer it was a right…. The passage reveals that the ancient laws of land tenure were still followed
in Judah in spite of its apostasy. In addition to the general law for all Israel, these land-tenure laws would in
Jeremiah‘s time have special relevance to alienation of property belonging to priestly families—property that
should not pass into nonpriestly hands. The situation is all the more dramatic since the field Jeremiah was to
buy had already been captured by the invading Babylonians‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 6-7).
Expositor‘s suggests that Hanamel might have been in financial straights (same note). Biblical historian Eugene
Merrill, however, concludes: ―Hanamel obviously believed that, whereas he would soon be exiled, Jeremiah
would be left behind and, hence, in a position to care for the estate‖ (Kingdom of Priests, p. 465).
With the Chaldeans outside, the request would have seemed preposterous to anyone who found out about it.
Yet God directs Jeremiah to go through with the transaction, which the prophet does, committing the deed
scrolls to his scribe Baruch. ―According to custom, one copy of a deed was sealed for safekeeping; a second
copy was left open for future consultation‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 10-11). Jeremiah, at God‘s
command, tells Baruch to put both copies in a clay jar to be kept safe for a long time to come (verse 14).
Interestingly, the oldest copies of the Old Testament, those among the Dead Sea scrolls, were found preserved
in just such clay jars in the Judean desert—and they had been preserved more than 2,000 years!
Jeremiah relays the point of what God has told him to do: ―Houses and fields and vineyards shall be possessed
again in this land‖ (verse 15). The exiles will one day return. But the prophet then prays to God, seemingly to
gain understanding of what was happening, mentioning the presently dire circumstances of the nation (verses
16-25). Some commentators ―have seen a need on Jeremiah‘s part for confirmation of the transaction. Still
others feel that Jeremiah slipped into an attitude of doubt…. Given all the circumstances and the tension of the
political and military situation, such an attitude would be understandable. Jeremiah may have longed for some
reconciliation of the purchase with his prophecies of Jerusalem‘s destruction…. Although he had explained the
meaning of the episode (v. 15), [it is possible that] he was still troubled by its improbabilities; furthermore, he
also longed for reassurance for the people‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 16).
God then gives His reply reassuring Jeremiah (verse 26-44). Even though the situation seemed hopeless, God
reminded Jeremiah that nothing is too hard for Him.
Yes, for the time being He would deal severely with Judah, destroying the very rooftops where they burned
incense to idols (versed 29). Israel and Judah, in spite of God‘s magnificent promises to them, had rebelled
from the very beginning when they were a young nation. Amazingly, God says of the ―holy city‖ of Jerusalem:
―For this city has been to Me a provocation of My anger and My fury from the day that they built it, even to this
day‖ (verse 31). How ironic that the Jews thought that being in that city would save them! The idolatry and
rebellion became so bad in the end that they even set up their idols in God‘s temple. Josiah had removed the
idols, but the pagan worship was still in their hearts, and it hadn‘t taken long for them to revert to their old ways.
God knew what human nature was like, but even He hadn‘t expected Judah to stoop so low that they would
actually murder their children, sacrificing them to the false god Molech (see verse 35, where He uses words He
had spoken to Jeremiah many years earlier in 7:31). So again, yes, the nation would now be punished as
Jeremiah had announced (32:36).
But, as God explains in the remainder of the chapter, He would, in the future, gather the exiles back from
captivity and resettle them in the land. While the Jewish return from Babylonian captivity in the days of Ezra
may have been in mind on one level, it is clear that this is not the primary meaning of this section. God repeats
His promise from chapter 31 to make a new covenant with the people of a changed inner being. He refers to it
as an ―everlasting covenant‖ (verse 40) as in Ezekiel 16:60. And this covenant will be made with all the people,
who are described as having a unified heart (Jeremiah 32:39). This is obviously describing not the ancient
return of the Jews from Babylonian captivity but the future return of all Israel and Judah at the time of Jesus
Christ‘s second coming, when the Kingdom of God is established on earth. Note the nature of the Kingdom
Age. It is not described as transpiring in some ―heavenly‖ place above the clouds. People will buy land, sign and
seal deeds, and through business become prosperous (verse 44). Indeed, this comes back to ―the main theme
of this chapter. [Jeremiah‘s] transaction was an example to be universally followed in the future restoration (v.
43). What he did will be repeated by many others in that coming day‖ (note on verses 43-44).
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Notice that Jeremiah placed this hopeful chapter right after chapter 31, the New Covenant chapter. Indeed,
chapters 30–33 are sometimes referred to by commentators as the Book of Consolation, as this section looks
forward to the wonderful time when Israel will at last be restored, spiritually converted and richly blessed.
National Restoration and the Righteous Branch (Jeremiah 33)
This chapter concludes what some have called the ―Book of Consolation,‖ the section containing God‘s promise
of national restoration, before the book of Jeremiah returns to the historical aspects of Judah‘s downfall.
The inhabitants of Jerusalem were trying desperately to save their city. As had happened in Hezekiah‘s day, the
people pulled down houses, including some within the palace complex, to strengthen the walls (verse 4; see
Isaiah 22:10). ―Houses that were built along the city walls could be torn down and filled with rubble to produce a
wider, more solid wall. This was one means of combating the sloping earthen siege ramparts that armies
constructed opposite domestic quarters rather than at heavily fortified towers or gates‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on Jeremiah 33:4-5). But this effort would prove to be in vain because it was God they were really fighting
against (verse 5).
Verse 6 then switches immediately to a message of great hope, when God will bring ―health and healing.‖ The
captives of both Judah and Israel will return (verse 7), clearly pointing to the time of Jesus Christ‘s second
coming. Jeremiah was still in prison (verse 1) but God was now going to encourage him and give him an even
greater insight into the wonderful world to come, revealing His secrets (verse 3).
God again tells Jeremiah about the coming new world—prosperity, peace, rebuilt cities, forgiveness, fertile
pastures, peace for the flocks, safety and an example to the whole world. It would be so good that even God
Himself will be made happy by it. The New Living Translation brings out the impact of this: ―Then this city will
bring me joy, glory and honor before all the nations of the earth! The people of the world will see the good I do
for my people and will tremble with awe!‖ (verse 9). The people will be so happy that they will again sing praises
to God and offer Him their thanks. With regard to the ―sacrifice of praise‖ or ―thank offerings,‖ the Harper Study
Bible comments: ―Jeremiah seems to refer to spiritual sacrifices, not animal offerings, i.e., thanksgivings made
with the mouth, or what Hosea calls ‗the fruit of our lips‘ (Hos 14:2)‖ (note on Jeremiah 33:11).
In verses 14-16, God repeats the prophecy about the coming ―Branch,‖ given earlier in chapter 23. ―The
Messiah is here called a righteous Branch, a true shoot of the stock of King David. Many of David‘s
descendants had become kings of injustice; now the people were looking for the coming of a righteous king
who would come as the Lord‘s anointed or Messiah. The phrase The LORD is our righteousness must be
understood as, ‗Jesus is our righteousness.‘ The word ‗LORD‘ here is ‗Yahweh‘ [‗He Is Who He Is‘; the Eternal];
in this context, it can only mean Jesus the Messiah. Thus Jesus is Yahweh, or God. And the N[ew] T[estament]
refers to Jesus our Righteousness (cf. 1 Cor 1.30). His righteousness is imputed to us [through His death
atoning for our sins and His life in us helping us to obey God]. We have no righteousness in ourselves, only his
righteousness (2 Cor 5.21)‖ (Harper Study Bible, note on Jeremiah 23:5-6). In Jeremiah 33, the name ―The
Eternal Our Righteousness‖ is given to Jerusalem (verse 16)—as God‘s people bear His name and receive His
righteousness.
Continuity of the Royal and Priestly Lines (Jeremiah 33)
The latter part of Jeremiah 33 is a remarkable section concerning two important family lineages. God had
promised David that his royal line would continue forever (2 Samuel 7:12-16). This is repeated here with the
addition of a second part, the promise of continuity for the Levitical priests. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary
states: ―Monarchy and priesthood were the two bases of the O[ld] T[estament] theocracy. When these
appeared to be in most danger of extinction in Jeremiah‘s day, we find their continuance couched in sure and
irrevocable terms. What is affirmed of the monarchy in v. 17 is promised the priesthood in v. 18. The Levitical
priesthood is assured a permanent ministry (cf. the promise to Phinehas in Num. 25:13). As legitimate priests,
they will serve the Lord‖ (note on Jeremiah 33:17-18).
Yet these promises have appeared to many to contradict history. Neither the occupation of the Davidic throne
nor the Levitical priesthood‘s offering of burnt and grain offerings has been continuous. Expositor‘s explains in
its note on verses 17-18: ―If one sees in them a constant presence and succession of Davidic rulers and
Levitical priests, then, of course, history does not validate this interpretation. But the passage claims no such
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thing. It says only that David‘s dynasty will never cease. Temporary interruption is only apparent, not true
cessation.‖
Yet when would the two offices, brought down with the Babylonian conquest, resume? The physical sacrifices
of the Levitical priesthood were reactivated when the Jews returned to the land of Judah in the days of Ezra and
Nehemiah. But a few centuries later they were again cut off for a short time under Syrian oppression in the
second century B.C. After their next restoration, they continued until the Romans destroyed the second temple
in A.D. 70.
Since then, nearly 2,000 years have gone by and they have never been reestablished. Of course, the priestly
descendants have always been there—recognized even. Many Jews today bear the names Cohen, Cohn,
Kahane, Kagan, Kahn or some other variant, meaning ―priest.‖ No doubt many of priestly descent have
continued to serve in a ―priestly capacity‖ as teachers and officiators at religious functions. In fact, some have
speculated that the true ministry of Jesus Christ has always had descendants of the Levitical priesthood among
its numbers, and that may well be. But the prophecy here specifically mentions burnt and grain offerings.
Sacrifices are elsewhere prophesied to be reestablished among the Jews soon before Christ‘s return—to be
performed once again, no doubt, by the Levitical priesthood. But these too will be cut off. Then, as the last
section of Ezekiel informs us, sacrifices will be reinstated under Levitical priests after Jesus Christ returns to set
up His 1,000-year reign over the earth. Indeed, this ultimate resumption appears to be the main focus of this
passage in Jeremiah—or, more accurately, the continuity of the priestly line that will make this millennial
resumption possible.
What then of the Davidic throne? Since the prophecy of David‘s descendants is intertwined with that of the
Levites, they are usually viewed as being similarly fulfilled. Based on the gaps in the Levitical service, many
have interpreted this section of Jeremiah with the view of a very long gap in the occupation of David‘s throne—
from Jerusalem falling to the Babylonians more than 2,500 years ago until David‘s descendant, Jesus Christ,
comes to claim the throne at His yet-future return to then reign forever. But while that is no doubt the ultimate
focus of verse 17, parallel with the messianic prophecy of verses 14-16, it does not fully consider the section
that immediately follows, which speaks of a vast pool of Davidic descendants (verse 22) from which God will
draw ―rulers‖ (plural) to set over the descendants of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (verse 26).
Since this multiplicity of rulers of Davidic descent cannot logically apply solely to Christ‘s millennial rule, it must
mean that David‘s throne would be reestablished before Christ‘s coming to allow multiple occupants of the
throne. So we see that we should view the prophecy here about the Davidic line somewhat differently from that
of the Levitical priesthood and sacrifices. The prophecies are intertwined not because they are fulfilled in
exactly the same way and time frame, but to show that these two bedrocks of Israelite government, both civil
and ecclesiastical, would both be reestablished. God says His promises in this regard are more certain than the
cycle of day and night (verses 20, 25). Of course, the ultimate fulfillment of both prophecies would come in the
same time frame—when Christ comes to rule the earth.
Again, though, it should be clear that David‘s throne would be reestablished even before the coming of Christ.
In fact, Psalm 89 adds a very important detail in this regard. God there reveals that He promised to David, ―Your
seed I will establish forever, and build up your throne to all generations‖ (verse 4). So although there could be
vacancies in the occupation of David‘s throne, a generation could not pass before that vacancy was filled. This
means a generation could not have passed from the deposing of Zedekiah at the fall of Jerusalem until the
reestablishment of the throne. But that throne was never reestablished in Judah. So what happened?
Notice that Jeremiah 33:17 says that, from the time this prophecy was given, David would not lack a
descendant to sit on the throne not of the house of Judah, but of the house of Israel. This makes sense when
we recall from Ezekiel 17:22-24 the prophecy of the transfer of the Davidic throne from Judah to Israel.
Jeremiah himself would be instrumental in this transfer, with his curious commission ―to root out and to pull
down‖ and then ―to build and to plant‖ (Jeremiah 1:10). God would use him to transplant the Davidic dynasty
through a daughter of Zedekiah from Judah to the Israelites in ancient Ireland, from where it would later be
transferred to Scotland and then to England—eventually becoming the British royal family of today. (For more
details documenting this little-understood history, see our online publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical
Origin and Future at http://www.ucg.org/brp/materials/throne/index.html.)
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Another Delegation When Egypt Intervenes (Jeremiah 34; 37)
In chapter 37, Zedekiah sends another delegation to Jeremiah, asking him to pray for Judah and its leaders
(verse 3). Spiritually blind people commonly think that the prayerful intervention of a known righteous person
will cause God to turn a threatening situation around. They fail to realize that they need to change their behavior
and that no other human being can do that for them (Acts 8:22-24).
This time, Zephaniah the priest is again sent, along with an official named Jehucal, an associate of the Passhur
sent in the previous delegation (see Jeremiah 38:1, where the official‘s name is spelled Jucal).
(Jeremiah 37:4 mentions the fact that Jeremiah will later be put in prison, an episode we will soon read about in
37:11–38:28.)
The current inquiry is evidently occasioned by a major change in events—the Egyptians now entering the
conflict (compare verse 7). ―In the late spring or early summer 588 B.C., Pharaoh Hophra led the Egyptian army
into southern Palestine. The Babylonian forces withdrew their siege of Judah and Jerusalem to confront the
Egyptians. Zedekiah hoped the Babylonians would be defeated‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 6-8). The
―then‖ of verse 5 is not to denote a new time frame after the inquiry. Rather, verses 4-5 should be understood
as parenthetical—giving the background to the inquiry.
The king probably wondered if Jeremiah‘s message had now changed in light of the Egyptian advance: ―The
approach of the Egyptian forces (vv. 5, 9) seemed to contradict the message of 34:2-7; moreover, with the
withdrawal of the Babylonian army, Zedekiah may have thought that Jeremiah‘s predictions of doom were
wrong after all…. Also, Zedekiah may have been encouraged by his alliance with Pharaoh Hophra…. He may
indeed have doubted his own prophets, and so he wanted to get a message from Jeremiah that would please
him. Thus he asked the prophet to pray for him (v. 3)—i.e., to support his actions…. In other words, what
Zedekiah wanted was for the Lord to make the temporary withdrawal of the Babylonians permanent. He may
somehow have felt that the presence of Jeremiah, though he predicted doom, would insure God‘s protection
against Jerusalem‘s capture. As for his regard for Jeremiah, it was tinged with superstition‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on verses 2-3).
It may be that Zedekiah was thinking that God had relented because of his recent emancipation proclamation,
mentioned in the latter part of chapter 34. And indeed, God may have granted the lifting of the siege for this
reason—or at least as a test of the people‘s resolve. Sadly, they had no resolve to continue in their commitment
to God and His righteousness. (Human beings in general often try to make God into what they want Him to
be—and have Him act as they want Him to. When they need help, they cry out to Him—but not to intervene
when and how He deems appropriate, but in the time and manner that they think He should. And when the
objective seems met, they want God to retire once again.)
Zedekiah and the rest of the nation‘s hopes that Egypt would save them were in vain, as God makes clear
through Jeremiah. This was a passing circumstance. Even if Egypt‘s forces managed to weaken the Babylonian
army, it would still return to finish its devastating work (37:6-10).
Emancipation Revocation (Jeremiah 34; 37)
After God gave the Ten Commandments at Mount Sinai, having freed the Israelites from Egyptian bondage, the
first judgment He gave them was the maximum time of seven years that fellow Israelites could be kept in
servitude (Exodus 21:1-6), whether or not these Israelites ―had sold themselves into servitude for the payment
of their debts, or though they were sold by the judges for the punishment of their crimes. This difference was
put between their brethren and strangers, that those of other nations taken in war, or bought with money, might
be held in perpetual slavery, they and theirs; but their brethren must serve but for seven years at the longest‖
(Matthew Henry‘s Commentary, note on Jeremiah 34:8-22). In Jeremiah‘s time, however, the people of Judah
had been ignoring this law.
When Nebuchadnezzar with his armies and allies attacked the cities of Judah, and Jerusalem was under siege,
King Zedekiah made a covenant proclamation to the citizens of Jerusalem that gave an appearance of
repentance (34:8-9). Perhaps this was even in response to God‘s warning given through Jeremiah at the
beginning of the siege: ―Deliver him who is plundered out of the hand of the oppressor, lest My fury go forth like
fire‖ (21:12).
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The citizens appeared repentant also since they readily responded and emancipated their Jewish slaves (verse
10). However, it soon became obvious that Zedekiah and the Jews were not truly repentant and had no real
commitment to that decision. The people soon ―changed their minds‖ (34:11)—they repented of their
repentance! Zedekiah either changed his mind or at least weakly failed to enforce his proclamation. (Indeed, we
will later find him obviously weak and vacillating.)
Two occurrences led to the Jews reenslaving their servants. First was the lifting of the Jerusalem siege when
the Chaldeans left to confront the oncoming Egyptian forces (37:5). Even though God knew the hypocrisy and
superficiality of Zedekiah and the people of Jerusalem, He, out of His great mercy, probably orchestrated this
timely reprieve for the Jews. The second factor was the people realizing more than ever how advantageous it
was to have slave labor. As soon as they got what they really wanted, deliverance from the Chaldeans, they felt
they no longer needed God. Big mistake! God is not to be mocked or manipulated.
Their sin was especially egregious because they were reneging on a covenant they had made with God in His
temple to right the wrong (34:15). They had even ratified the covenant with a ritual first mentioned in Scripture
in Genesis 15:9-17 (Jeremiah 34:18). They ―passed through the parts of the animal cut in two, implying that
they prayed so to be cut in sunder (Matthew 24:51; Greek, ‗cut in two‘) if they should break the covenant‖
(Jamieson, Fausset, & Brown‘s Commentary, note on Jeremiah 34:18). And indeed, the punishment would be
severe.
As a result of their treachery, freeing slaves only to reenslave them, God remarks with sardonic irony that He
would free them—from His protection. ―‗Behold, I proclaim liberty to you,‘ says the LORD—‗to the sword, to
pestilence, and to famine!‘‖ (34:17). God said He would bring Babylon‘s army back to conquer and burn
Jerusalem—killing or capturing its people.
The Example of the Rechabites (Jeremiah 35)
The events of this chapter transpired during the reign of Jehoiakim, following the initialinvasion of
Nebuchadnezzar in 605 B.C. (see verse 11). His Chaldean host was accompanied by Syrians, as the
Babylonians had just taken Syria from the Egyptians (compare same verse). The invading army prompted the
Rechabites to quickly relocate to Jerusalem. The Rechabites were descended from the Kenites and hence were
related to Jethro, Moses‘ father-in-law (see Judges 1:16; 1 Chronicles 2:55). Rechab was the father of
Jehonadab (here called Jonadab), who supported Jehu in his purge of the Baal prophets from Israel (2 Kings
10:15-28).
Jeremiah brings the Rechabites—probably several of their representatives—into the temple for a test that
others are to witness. ―We know essentially nothing of the persons mentioned in vv. 3-4, except for Maaseiah,
who was probably the father of Zephaniah the priest (cf. 21:1; 29:25; 37:3). He was in charge of the money
given for the temple repair (cf. 2 Kings 12:10). Jaazaniah was probably the leader of the group. The name, not
uncommon in Jeremiah‘s day, has been found on a seal (c. 600 B.C.) at Tell en-Nasbeh…‗The sons of Hanan‘
(a prophet of God [or, as ―man of God‖ could also signify, merely a faithful priest]) were probably his disciples.
He appears to have been in sympathy with Jeremiah. The three leaders (cf. 52:24; 2 Kings 25:18) probably had
charge of the inner and outer court of the temple and the entrance door. They ranked next to the high priest and
his deputy‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, 1986, note on Jeremiah 35:3-4).
Jeremiah sets wine before the Rechabites and tells them to drink (verse 5). Jonadab had apparently given strict
commands to his descendants regarding the lifestyle they were to live (verses 6-10). Instead of settling down in
houses or cultivating fields, they were dwell in tents as nomads. Perhaps he was concerned over the fact that
God had prophesied that once the people of Israel settled into private homes and lands that they would become
forgetful of God because of their abundance (compare Deuteronomy 8). Maybe he had even seen the truth of
this in the society of his day. Jonadab also commanded his descendants to avoid wine. Perhaps this was
motivated by the restriction against alcohol in the Nazirite vow or dangers of abuse he may have witnessed.
Interestingly, the Rechabites saw that obedience to these commands from their forefather would allow them to
―live many days in the land‖—which was the blessing God promised for following the Fifth Commandment in
obeying one‘s parents (see Exodus 20:12; Deuteronomy 5:16). In any case, Jeremiah 35 doesn‘t say that God
approved of the restrictions Jonadab placed on his descendants. Indeed, the Bible nowhere condemns the use
of alcohol—only its abuse and drunkenness. And housing and agriculture are certainly not forbidden. The
lesson here is not refraining from settling down or abstinence from alcohol, but a lesson in obedience for Judah.
The Rechabites were prepared to obey a human progenitor who had died many generations before. How much
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more should Judah have been willing to obey God Himself—their divine parent—who was still alive and still
instructing them?
We should note that when Jeremiah put the wine before the Rechabites in verse 5, he did not say, ―The Lord
says, ‗Drink wine.‘‖ That would have overruled their past commitment. Instead, he simply placed the wine
before them and told them to drink, which they refused. Indeed, God certainly knew they would refuse and had
Jeremiah perform the example for just this reason. In verses 18-19, a blessing is pronounced on the Rechabites
for their faithfulness to their father‘s commands. Jonadab will never lack a descendant to stand before God.
This may simply mean his family line would always continue, as everyone who exists is ―before God.‖ But it
could also signify that a descendant of Jonadab would always be in God‘s service (compare 15:19). ―The
Mishnah [Jewish oral tradition later written down] indicates that in the Second Temple period a special day was
set aside for the Rechabites to bring the wood offering (Ta‗an 4.5)‖ (―Rechabites,‖ Bruce Metzger and Michael
Coogan, editors, The Oxford Companion to the Bible, 1993, p. 643). Perhaps this is just one way the
Rechabites were to serve before God if standing before God implied such service.
Baruch the Scribe; A Failed Attempt to Destroy God‘s Word (Jeremiah 36, 45)
At the start of the current reading, it is still the fourth year of Jehoiakim—March-April 605 B.C. to March-April
604 B.C. The Battle of Carchemish happened in the late spring of 605. Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah
sometime during the summer, carrying away a number of Jews, including Daniel and his friends. Jehoiakim had
become a Babylonian vassal. And Nebuchadnezzar returned to Babylon in August to assume the imperial
throne, which he did on September 7. Since the events in the past several readings occurred following
Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion but apparently prior to the events described in the current reading, it appears likely
that the events of the current reading begin in the early part of 604 B.C.
Jeremiah is told to write everything he has prophesied from the beginning of his ministry in Josiah‘s day up till
now in a book or scroll (verse 2). ―Scrolls (Heb[rew] megilla; G[ree]k biblion) were made by gluing together, side
by side, separate strips of papyrus, leather, parchment or vellum and then winding the long strip around a pole,
which would often have handles at both ends to facilitate transporting and reading the scroll. Papyrus, or
specifically the pith of the papyrus reed, had been used as a writing surface since the early 3rd millennium
B.C.E. It was probably a papyrus scroll, written by Baruch while Jeremiah dictated, that King Jehoiakim ordered
burned (Jer. 36)‖ (Tony Michael, Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible, 2000, p. 1174).
The writing down of everything at this point does not mean that Jeremiah had written nothing before. Perhaps
he had written many things and now dictated them into a single document—thoughGod could have enabled him
to reconstruct all that he had said from memory. Jeremiah does not now personally write but instead dictates
everything to Baruch the son of Neriah, a trained scribe. While many people doubt the authenticity of the Bible,
―through a most amazing combination of circumstances, it would appear that we now have two extraordinary
reminders of reliability of the witness to Baruch‘s presence in the time of Jeremiah…One particular bulla [a lump
of clay impressed with a scribe‘s seal]…bears the same name as the scribe in the book of Jeremiah. In three
lines of ancient Hebrew text, writing in the formal cursive style of the seventh century B.C., the seal reads,
‗belonging to Berekhyahu, son of Neriyahu, the scribe.‘ Berekhyahu is almost certainly the complete name of
the shortened form Baruch, which means ‗Blessed of Yahweh.‘ Baruch‘s father, likewise, in its full form is also
Neriyahu, called Neriah in the Bible. The suffix -yahu is a shortened form of Yahweh…
―Now a second bulla has shown up…. The same seal that impressed the bulla just described as belonging to
Baruch was used on this one, for the three registers of writing are identical…. On the back of this bulla are
impressions of the papyrus fibers from the document to which it was once tied. What is remarkable about this
second bulla is that the edge is embossed with a fingerprint on the edge, which is presumably that of Baruch
the scribe himself. Baruch must have written and sealed the document to which it was attached‖ (Walter Kaiser
Jr., The Old Testament Documents; Are They Reliable and Relevant?, 2001, pp. 158-159).
Not only does Jeremiah have Baruch write down all his words, but he informs the scribe that, because he is
―confined‖ (verse 6)—either physically restrained as in our previous reading or, more likely as he is able to hide
later, just barred from entering the temple—Baruch must go into the temple on the next fast day and read the
words.
This is a difficult assignment considering the punishment previously heaped on Jeremiah. Turning to chapter
45, we find it one of the shortest in the Bible. But it has a vitally important message. We can all find ourselves
like Baruch, sympathizing with his comment: ―I am overwhelmed with trouble! Haven‘t I had enough pain
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already? And now the LORD has added more! I am weary of my own sighing and can find no rest‖ (Jeremiah
45:3, New Living Translation). ―Baruch came from a family of achievers. His grandfather was governor of
Jerusalem in Josiah‘s time (2 Chron. 34:8) and his brother [would be] the staff officer in Zedekiah‘s court (Jer.
51:59) [and was likely already involved in government]. He [Baruch] had expected to receive some high office,
but found himself the secretary of the most hated man in Judah! God told Baruch what He tells us. Be the best
you can be, but don‘t expect to be more than you are ([Jeremiah 45] v. 5). Self-seeking ambition was hardly
appropriate when the nation was facing divine judgment—or at any other time‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion,
note on verses 1-5). Furthermore, although he couldn‘t see it at the time, God was with him and would protect
him wherever he went (compare Matthew 6:8, 25-32; Hebrews 13:5; Joshua 1:5; Deuteronomy 31:6;
Philippians 4:11).
Baruch has to wait several months before carrying out his assigned duty but the fast day finally comes.
Surprisingly, it is not God‘s commanded fast day, the Day of Atonement in the seventh month. Apparently the
people had already forsaken this command since Josiah‘s death, which was only five years earlier. This fast is
in the ninth month of Jehoiakim‘s fifth year—November-December 604 B.C. (Jeremiah 36:9).
There was no traditional fast at this time that we know of, but there is a historical context to perhaps explain the
fast. In ―604, Nebuchadnezzar was back again in the Hatti-territory to receive tribute from all its kings. This no
doubt included Jehoiakim. At that time the march went as far south as [the Philistine city of] Askelon, which was
captured in the month Kislev [the Hebrew ninth month]‖ (Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew
Kings, 1983, p. 186). The fast was probably called by the elders or priests at the urging of the people, who may
have had some fears regarding Nebuchadnezzar‘s approach. The king, Jehoiakim, seems to have had no such
fears. He was evidently secure in his position as a vassal to Babylon. In any case, with Nebuchadnezzar close
at hand and the people perhaps somewhat softened by their fasting, it was a fit time to pronounce destruction
on Jerusalem at the hands of Babylon.
Baruch reads aloud from the chamber of Gemariah. ―Gemariah was the son of Shaphan, the scribe who read
the scroll found during Josiah‘s reign (see 2 Kin. 22:1-20). It seems Gemariah was sympathetic toward
Jeremiah, allowing the use of the room in the upper court, a room overlooking the temple courts‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verses 9-10). Gemariah‘s son Michaiah reports the gist of what Baruch was proclaiming to his
father and the other national leaders at the palace (verses 11-13). Elnathan, mentioned here, was the one who,
on orders from Jehoiakim, brought the prophet Urijah back from Egypt to suffer execution (see 26:22-23).
Elnathan‘s father Achbor ―also played a role in the reading of the scroll in the days of Josiah‘s reform. The
parallels between Josiah‘s reform and Jeremiah‘s desire for national revival were included by Baruch
deliberately, to remind the people of the earlier event‖ (note on 36:11-13).
The leaders send for Baruch to read the scroll to them. When he does, they become alarmed and decide that
the king must be informed (verse 16). But, apparently fearing what Jehoiakim‘s reaction might be, they tell
Baruch and Jeremiah to go hide out somewhere (verse 19). Perhaps some of them actually had a change of
heart—though it may have just been momentary fearfulness. We do see Elnathan beseeching the king not to
destroy the scroll (verse 25).
Outrageously, however, the king did destroy it—brazenly. Jehoiakim would have a few columns of the scroll
read, whereupon he would cut that part out and cast it into the fire in the hearth before him. This was repeated
until the entire scroll was read and burned (verse 23). The king and his servants showed no fear at all (verse
24). It is not clear whether his servants here included all the leaders who had previously heard the scroll‘s
contents. It may be that they did not all go to the king but sent just a few representatives, such as Elnathan,
Delaiah and Gemariah, who did implore the king to not burn the scroll.
In verse 26, Jehoiakim sends men out to arrest Jeremiah and Baruch. Jerahmeel ―the king‘s son‖ should
probably be ―the son of Hamelech,‖ as in the King James Version, since Jehoiakim had no grown sons at this
time, his heir Jehoiachin being a 12-year-old boy. (It is also possible that ―king‘s son‖ was the title of a particular
office.) Thankfully, God protected His servants from being arrested and probably murdered.
How utterly horrible this all was. God was giving a last chance for repentance—a possibility for reform as in the
days of Josiah, Jehoiakim‘s father, who had responded positively to Jeremiah‘s pronouncements and to finding
the Word of God. But no, this king of Judah will not repent. Instead, he burns the words of God and seeks to kill
God‘s messengers. It is outrageous beyond description. Jeremiah pronounces judgment on the king for his vile
effrontery and blasphemy. He will die in disgrace. His lineage will not continue on David‘s throne, as his son
Jehoiachin will reign for just three months. And Jerusalem will be destroyed. The Word of God, on the other
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hand, which Jehoiakim had tried to destroy, would endure. God had Jeremiah and Baruch rewrite everything,
with even more added to it. And we have it today, before our very eyes. As Isaiah had proclaimed under divine
inspiration, ―The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever‖ (Isaiah 40:8).
Jeremiah Imprisoned; Zedekiah‘s Wavering (Jeremiah 37–38)
The temporary lifting of the Babylonian siege from Jerusalem provides an opportunity for some movement
outside the city. Jeremiah sets off for the land of Benjamin—presumably for his hometown of Anathoth, just
three miles outside the capital—to, as one commentator translates verse 12, ―attend to a division of property
among his people there‖ (qtd. in Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 12). (The King James
translation, ―to separate himself thence in the midst of the people,‖ is incorrect.) ―The presupposition is that a
relative had died in Anathoth; so it was incumbent on Jeremiah to be present in connection with the inheritance‖
(footnote on verse 12).
But the prophet is arrested on suspicion of defecting to the Chaldeans by a captain of the guard named Irijah.
His grandfather‘s name is Hananiah (verse 13)—possibly, as some have suggested, the false prophet
Hananiah who died at Jeremiah‘s decree from God (see Jeremiah 28).
We then come to Jeremiah‘s imprisonment. It is not entirely clear if our current reading encompasses two
separate imprisonments or two accounts of the same one (compare 37:11-21; 38:1-28). Those who argue for
two imprisonments point out that Jeremiah 37:15 mentions the prophet being cast into ―prison in the house of
Jonathan the scribe,‖ where he is thrown into a dungeon or cistern (verse 18), while 38:6 says he was ―cast into
the dungeon of Malchiah the king‘s son‖ (or Malchiah son of Hammelech). The argument in favor of one
imprisonment here is that the two accounts are extremely similar and that, at the end of both, Jeremiah
requests of the king that he not be returned to Jonathan‘s house to die (compare 37:20; 38:26). Indeed, one
imprisonment seems rather likely, which would mean that the dungeon or cistern of Malchiah was in the house
of Jonathan—easily explainable if ownership had changed, if Malchiah had built the cistern, or if Malchiah was
the official in charge of prisoners.
Pashhur, one of the leaders Jeremiah is arraigned before (who was part of Zedekiah‘s delegation to Jeremiah
at the beginning of the Babylonian siege in chapter 21), is the ―son of Malchiah‖ (38:1)—perhaps the namesake
of the dungeon. With Pashhur is Jucal (same verse), the Jehucal of the delegation Zedekiah sent to Jeremiah
when the siege was lifted at the beginning of chapter 37.
The officials are outraged at Jeremiah‘s public proclamation of what they consider to be a seditious message,
and they call for his execution. Interestingly, Zedekiah declares himself powerless against these leaders (38:5).
He is evidently insecure in his position. Though he had reigned for a decade, it should be recalled that many
still considered Jeconiah, a prisoner in Babylon, as the real king. Also, Zedekiah later mentions his fear of proBabylonian factions (verse 19). Many were likely blaming Zedekiah for having instigated the Babylonian siege.
Now that it had been lifted for a time, a coup was not out of the question. Nevertheless, Zedekiah certainly
wielded a great deal of power still. He could have protected God‘s prophet, but it didn‘t seem politically
expedient to him.
The leaders order Jeremiah thrown into the prison ―dungeon‖ (verse 6) or ―cistern‖ (NIV)—ostensibly, as they
had called for his execution, with the intention of his dying a slow death. ―The cistern of Palestine was
commonly a pear-shaped reservoir into which water could run from a roof, tunnel, or courtyard. From about the
thirteenth century B.C. it was plastered and its opening stopped by a suitable cut stone, large enough for
protection, but sometimes quite heavy (cf. Gen 29:8-10)…. [In] abandoned reservoirs there is usually a mound
of debris underneath the opening, consisting of dirt and rubbish, blown or knocked in, shattered remnants of
water containers, and not infrequently skeletons. These may represent the result of accident, suicide, or some
such incarceration as that which Jeremiah endured, although he did not experience the usual fatal end of
exhaustion and drowning in water and mud‖ (―Cistern,‖ The New International Dictionary of Biblical
Archaeology, 1983, p. 129).
Jeremiah is rescued through the intervention of Ebed-Melech the Cushite, who convinces the king to have the
prophet removed from the cistern (Jeremiah 38:7-10). He takes great care in helping Jeremiah out of his
confinement (verses 11-13). How ironic that ―a foreigner, a once-despised Cushite [and eunuch], cared more for
the prophet of God than did the king and princes of Jeremiah‘s own people‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
verses 11-13). We later learn that this is because he trusts in the God of Israel—and that God will reward him
with deliverance from Jerusalem‘s destruction (39:15-18).
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Following the rescue is a dialogue between Jeremiah and Zedekiah, wherein we are afforded insight into the
king‘s thinking. The narrative again demonstrates Zedekiah‘s instability—constantly wavering and giving in to
the pressure of those around him. His day-to-day life was one of rebellion against God, yet there still seemed to
be an ingrained fear of one of God‘s servants. Sadly, Zedekiah was like many leaders today—more intent on
pleasing people than following the truth (38:19-20).
The first-century Jewish historian Josephus makes this comment about the king: ―Now as to Zedekiah himself,
while he heard the prophet speak, he believed him, and agreed to everything as true, and supposed it was for
his advantage; but then his friends perverted him, and dissuaded him from what the prophet advised, and
obliged him to do what they pleased‖ (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 10, chap. 7, sec. 2).
Nations need leaders who are steadfast and not wavering. God also requires the same of His people. ―Then we
will no longer be like children, forever changing our minds about what we believe because someone has told us
something different or because someone has cleverly lied to us and made the lie sound like the truth. Instead
we will hold to the truth in love, becoming more and more in every way like Christ, who is the head of his body,
the church‖ (Ephesians 4:14-15, New Living Translation).
Instead of standing fast, ―Zedekiah will go down in history as having made more U-turns than a learner-driver
breaking in wild chariot horses‖ (Derek Williams, ed., The Biblical Times, 1997, p. 196).
Jeremiah ―was stirred to his most direct eloquence. ‗And you shall cause this city to be burned with fire‘
([Jeremiah 28] v. 23). This was Zedekiah‘s last chance to save the city, its walls, its warriors, its women and
children. All he had to do was trust the prophet, to lift his head high, take up the flag of truce, walk past the
princes and out to the Chaldean armies. This simple act of contrition could have saved the city‖ (Mastering the
Old Testament, Vol. 17: Jeremiah, Lamentations by John Guest, 1988, p. 271).
Biblical historian Eugene Merrill writes: ―Zedekiah was nearly persuaded. Only his pride of position and need to
maintain a face of courage in the midst of certain calamity prevented him from acceding to the word of the man
of God. That stubbornness against the truth proved to be the undoing of the king and all his people with him‖
(Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 465). Zedekiah could not bring himself to
surrender. Jerusalem was to fall.
In verses 24-26, Zedekiah commands Jeremiah to not reveal to the other leaders what the two of them had
discussed—but to instead say that he had made a request of the king that he not be put back in the cistern to
die. Jeremiah complies (verse 27). So did Jeremiah lie? No, for he actually did make this request as part of their
discussion in 37:20—which argues in favor of the two accounts covering the same episode.
While Zedekiah consents to Jeremiah‘s request that he not be returned to the cistern, the king does not
completely free the prophet. Rather he commits him to the ―court of the prison‖ (verse 21; 38:13, 28) or
―courtyard of the guard‖ (NIV)—―a place near the royal palace where limited mobility was possible, such as in
the transaction to purchase the field [mentioned in our next reading] (see 32:1-15; Neh. 3:25)‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on Jeremiah 37:20-21). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The courtyard of the guard,
probably a stockade (cf. Neh 3:25), was the part of the palace area set apart for prisoners. (Friends could visit
them there.) The soldiers who guarded the palace were quartered there‖ (note on Jeremiah 32:1-2). Jeremiah
will remain in this place until the Babylonians conquer the city (38:28; 39:11-14).
The Fall of Jerusalem and the End of the Judean Monarchy (Jeremiah 39; 52)
In the summer of 586 B.C., when Jerusalem‘s food supply had run out, the Babylonians at last breached the
walls of the city (2 Kings 25:2-4; Jeremiah 39:2; 52:5-7). The various rulers of the Babylonian Empire under
Nebuchadnezzar then ―sat in the Middle gate‖ (39:3). ―The ‗Middle Gate‘ was probably between the upper and
lower divisions of the city. The purpose of the officials‘ session at the Middle Gate was either to plan their
military strategy or to establish their quarters there‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-3). The
Nelson Study Bible suggests that it was ―to assert their authority in the conquered city‖ (note on verse 3). At the
beginning of his ministry, 40 years earlier, Jeremiah had prophesied, ―‗Out of the north calamity shall break forth
on all the inhabitants of the land. For behold, I am calling all the families of the kingdoms of the north,‘ says the
Lord; ‗They shall come and each one set his throne at the entrance of the gates of Jerusalem…‘‖ (1:15).
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―Jeremiah gives the Babylonian names of the Babylonian high officials ([Jeremiah 39] v. 3): Nergal-Sharezer
was Nebuchadnezzar‘s son-in-law and succeeded him under the name Neriglissar [ruling Babylon from 560 to
556 B.C.]. The ‗chief officer‘ [NIV] (rab-saris) was head of the eunuchs who served as chamberlains. ‗A high
official‘ [NIV] is literally ‗chief magi‘ (rab-mag)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-3).
Zedekiah, realizing Jerusalem was lost, sought to escape by night. ―The two walls near the king‘s garden
between which Zedekiah and his army slipped out of Jerusalem probably lay at the extreme southeastern
corner of the city, giving direct access to the Kidron Valley (cf. Neh 3:15)‖ (footnote on 2 Kings 25:4). They
made their way ―toward the Arabah‖ (verse 4; Jeremiah 39:4; 52:7, NIV)—―the great Jordan Rift Valley that
extends throughout the length of the Holy Land from the Sea of Galilee to the Gulf of Aqabah‖ (same footnote).
But Babylonian forces caught them in the plains south of Jericho.
They were taken to Nebuchadnezzar in ―Riblah on the Orontes River in Syria, which was the field headquarters
for Nebuchadnezzar‘s western campaigns. Jehoahaz had been summoned there earlier by Pharaoh Necho ([2
Kings] 23:33)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 25:6).
Nebuchadnezzar had no pity for those who had rebelled against him. He first killed the king‘s sons, followed by
the nobles. ―Only Zedekiah was spared for captivity after he saw with his own eyes the slaughter and then was
blinded…. By modern standards what Nebuchadnezzar did was unusually harsh, but was in accord with ancient
pagan practices and is understandable in view of the trouble that Judah and especially Zedekiah had given
Babylon. This kind of punishment, especially the blinding (v. 7), is mentioned in the Hammurabi Code…. Thus
two prophecies were fulfilled: (1) Zedekiah would see the king of Babylon and would be taken there (cf. 32:3-4),
and (2) he would die in Babylon without ever seeing it (cf. Ezek 12:13). To add to his torture, Zedekiah had to
witness the slaughter of his sons and the nobles…. This kind of punishment was very ancient (cf. Judg 16:21).
Assyrian sculptures show how kings delighted to put out, often with their own hands, the eyes of captive rulers‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Jeremiah 39:6-8).
―The last thing Zedekaiah saw was the reward of his sinful folly—the horrible spectacle of his own loved ones
being put to death. He would carry this picture with him until his own death in a Babylonian prison (Jer. 52:11)‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 25:7).
Besides serving as a lesson to other nations, the killing of the princes and nobility was also to eliminate anyone
who, as a possible successor ruler, might serve as a rallying point for the Jewish people. The Judean monarchy
had indeed come to a brutal end. Yet, as explained in the comments on our previous reading, the dynasty of
David would be transferred elsewhere and go on, just as God had promised.
Destruction and Deportation (Jeremiah 39; 52)
About a month after the captivity of Zedekiah, in the Hebrew fifth month of Ab or Av (corresponding to JulyAugust), came the demolition of Solomon‘s temple, the palaces and buildings, the removal of all the valuable
items to Babylon and the destruction of the city‘s walls. This was no easy task—as is born out by the use of the
whole Babylonian army to tear down the walls.
As is often the case in Bible translation, the English does not truly convey the sense of the original language.
Mastering the Old Testament comments regarding 2 Kings 25: ―In Hebrew, the first twelve verses of the chapter
are one long sentence, each verse beginning with ‗and.‘ Clause is heaped upon clause in a kind of cadence, as
if each one were another tick of the clock counting down Jerusalem‘s final hours‖ (Vol. 9: 1, 2 Kings by Russell
Dilday, 1987, p. 505).
A lot of detail is given concerning exactly what was taken from the temple. Many items had been taken in
previous invasions. Now the temple was stripped bare before it was razed. Strikingly absent is any mention of
the Ark of the Covenant, which has fueled suspicions that it was secreted away to some hiding place
beforehand (though we cannot now know for sure). As mentioned in comments on a previous plundering of the
temple, it is interesting to note that after the fall of Babylon to the Persians, the Jews who are permitted to
return to Judah at that time are given temple items to go back with according to a detailed accounting (Ezra 1:711)—perhaps made possible by the fact that Daniel was a high official of Babylon who could well have had a
hand in this.
Concerning the temple, there appears to be a contradiction as to what day of the month Nebuzaradan, the
Babylonian captain of the guard, arrived and destroyed it. In 2 Kings 25:8 the date given is the seventh while
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Jeremiah 52:12 says it was the tenth. John Gill‘s Exposition of the Entire Bible says that the difficulty may be
solved ―without supposing different copies, or any error: [Nebuzaradan] might [have] set out from Riblah on the
seventh day, and come to Jerusalem on the tenth; or he might come thither on the seventh, and not set fire to
the city till the tenth; or, if he set fire to it on the seventh, it might be burning to the tenth, before it was wholly
consumed. The Jews account for it thus: ‗strangers entered into the temple, and ate in it, and defiled it, the
seventh and eighth days; and on the ninth, towards dark, they set fire to it; and it burned and continued all that
whole day, as it is said, Jer 6:4‘‖ (note on 52:12). The Jewish oral tradition gives the ninth of Av as the date for
the destruction of the temple by the Babylonians—as well as the date for the destruction of the second temple
by the Romans more than 600 years later (Tosefta Ta‘anit 4:10; Ta‘an 29a). The anniversary of the destruction
of Solomon‘s temple was commemorated as ―the fast of the fifth month‖ (Zechariah 8:18)—still observed by the
Jews on the ninth of Av as the anniversary of the destruction of both temples. Indeed, a number of other great
tragedies have befallen the Jewish people on this date over the centuries.
Another possible solution to the apparent discrepancy is that the date given in Jeremiah 52:12, the tenth,
actually applies to verse 15 regarding the deportation of the people—and that everything in between is a
parenthetical inset explaining what had already happened up to this point.
Not everyone, we learn, was deported at this time. The Babylonians knew the value of the land and, rather than
leaving it totally desolate, they allowed some of the poorer people to stay behind to care for the vineyards and
fields.
Certain important people were chosen for execution, such as the high priest Seraiah, grandson of Hilkiah, the
faithful high priest of Josiah‘s day. ―Although Seraiah was executed at Riblah ([2 Kings 25] v. 21), his son
Jehozadak was simply deported (1 Chr. 6:15). Through Jehozadak‘s line would come Ezra, the priest and great
reformer, who one day would return to Jerusalem and take up Seraiah‘s work (Ezra 7:1). The second martyred
priest Zephaniah may be the priest mentioned by Jeremiah (Jer. 21:1; 29:25). Jerusalem would be less prone to
future rebellions with the chief religious and civil officials gone‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 25:18).
Of course, many were carried away at this time—though much less than had already been carried away more
than a decade earlier. Bear in mind that the figures given in Jeremiah 52:28-30 concern only the city of
Jerusalem. Many more people were taken from the rest of Judah. Observe also that, according to verse 30, a
final deportation would occur a few years after the current one.
The exile would continue ―until the land had enjoyed her Sabbaths‖ (2 Chronicles 36:21). ―According to the Law
of Moses the land was to lie fallow every seventh year (Lev. 25:4). This became known as the sabbatical year.
Judah‘s exile in Babylon allowed the land to enjoy the Sabbaths it had missed [because the people had failed to
obey God‘s law] (see Lev. 26:33-35)‖ (note on 2 Chronicles 36:21).
Being driven into captivity was a hard plight. As one source explains: ―It was indeed a subject for an artist to
depict, the long march of the exiles on the way to their distant home. Delicate women and little children forced
to travel day after day, irrespective of fatigue and suffering; prophets and priests mingled together in the
overthrow they had done so much to bring about; rich and poor marching side by side, manacled, and urged
forward by the spear-point or scourge. All along the valley of the Jordan, past Damascus, and then for thirty
days through the inhospitable wilderness…whilst all the nations round clapped their hands‖ (F.B. Meyer,
Jeremiah, 1980).
Mastering the Old Testament comments on 2 Kings 25: ―The reader cannot help but be struck by the
passionless tones of the narrative in this chapter. Not once does the author show his feelings, even though he
is describing the tragic downfall of his country‖ (p. 505).
―Nor,‖ the same source goes on to say, ―can the reader help but be impressed with the revelation throughout
these chapters of God‘s patience and His reluctance to punish. More than four hundred years had passed since
Solomon first disobeyed God and introduced the children of Israel to pagan idolatry. Faithfully, through all those
years, a steady stream of prophets clearly proclaimed the warnings of punishment. Varying disasters confirmed
their messages, vividly previewing what was to come if the people did not repent and turn to God. With
steadfast love, God tried again and again to seek and save His people, but they mocked His warnings, killed
His prophets, and would not listen to His reproof. So finally the hour struck and the impending crash came. The
harshness of the judgment is somehow softened by the recognition that the Lord is indeed long-suffering toward
His people. But His patience and steadfast love are balanced with justice. The destruction is a reminder that we
must not presume on His grace and mercy‖ (pp. 505-506).
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This stands as a witness against those who would portray the God of the Old Testament as invariably harsh. It
also serves as a warning that the God of love will extend His patience only so far. No one can dispute the fact
that today‘s world blatantly disobeys and disregards God‘s laws. It can only be a matter of time before He says,
―That‘s the end…‖
Jeremiah Finally Freed (Jeremiah 39–40)
Jeremiah‘s experience provides a wonderful lesson for all Christians. No matter what we face in life, we can
count on God seeing us through—sometimes in the most unexpected of ways.
After decades of living under constant threat to his life and having just spent the past two years in prison,
Jeremiah is at last set free—by the Babylonians of all people. While God was ultimately behind this, it
nevertheless makes sense politically on a human level. In its note on Jeremiah 39:11-14, The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary explains: ―Undoubtedly the Babylonians had favorable information about Jeremiah and probably
considered him a sympathizer. Besides, those who had deserted Judah in the siege gave a report of him.
Jeremiah‘s advice about submitting to Babylon even during the siege had been proclaimed over so long a time
that it could not have escaped the attention of the Babylonian authorities. They realized that he was no threat to
them. Paradoxically he was treated better by foreign invaders than by his own countrymen whom he so dearly
loved (v. 12).‖
Moreover, ―Prophets whose words were deemed verified were generally treated well by peoples of the ancient
Middle East‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 40:2-3). In any case, ―word was passed along (v. 13) to release
Jeremiah from the courtyard of the guard and entrust him to Gedaliah, the appointed governor, with whom he
was to remain (v. 14). Gedaliah was the son of Ahikam, who had been active in saving Jeremiah‘s life [during
Jehoiakim‘s reign] (cf. 26:24). For three generations [Gedaliah‘s] family had been true to the word of the Lord
that came through his prophets‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Jeremiah 39:11-14). Gedaliah‘s father Ahikam and his
father Shaphan had both served as important officials during Josiah‘s reign (see 2 Kings 22:12; Chronicles
34:20).
―Since Nebuchadnezzar was fond of Jeremiah, Gedaliah‘s [well-known] relationship with the prophet could have
influenced Nebuchadnezzar‘s choice of him as governor of Judah‖ (Mastering the Old Testament, Vol. 9: 1, 2
Kings by Russell Dilday, 1987). Moreover, ―of the prominent men of Jerusalem, only Jeremiah and Gedaliah
were left behind ([2 Kings 25] v. 22; cf. Jer 39:11-14)…. Accordingly Gedaliah, who probably had the needed
training, seemed the logical choice to be Babylon's governor designate over the newly formed district‖
(Expositor‘s, note on 2 Kings 25:22-24).
Remarkably, archaeology has confirmed Gedaliah‘s importance: ―A clay seal-impression found at Lachish
reads: ‗Belonging to Gedaliah, who is over the house.‘ The title ‗who is over the house‘ was reserved for the
highest office at the royal court next to the king. In the Bible, this title was held by Shebna, under king Hezekiah,
until Shebna was reduced in rank to a scribe (Isa. 22:15-7; 36:3; 2 Kings 18:18)‖ (Walter Kaiser Jr., A History of
Israel, 1988, pp. 405-406).
Jeremiah 39:11-14 and 40:1-6 give us two accounts of Jeremiah‘s release, and some have seen a contradiction
between them. ―But,‖ notes Expositor‘s, ―the passages may be harmonized in this way: (1) at the command of
Nebuchadnezzar, Jeremiah was released from prison and committed to the care of Gedaliah; (2) while captives
were being transferred to Babylon, Jeremiah mingled with the people (cf. 39:14) to comfort and instruct them in
their new life (3) in the confusion of the mass deportation, Jeremiah was not recognized by the soldiers who
placed him in chains with the others; and (4) at Ramah [about five miles north of Jerusalem] he was recognized
by officials and released (40:1)…Perhaps the situation was that those who had not borne arms, among them
Jeremiah, were taken by the Babylonians to Ramah as prisoners until Nebuchadnezzar decided their fate.
Later, when Nebuzaradan came to Jerusalem to carry out the king‘s commands regarding the city, at the
special order of Nebuchadnezzar, Nebuzaradan sent for Jeremiah from the prisoners taken to Ramah, freed
him, and allowed him to choose his residence. In a condensed account, Jeremiah's release from his
imprisonment might be spoken of as a sending for him out of prison, even though at the exact time of his
liberation he was not in the courtyard of the palace guard in Jerusalem but had already been carried away to
Ramah as an exile‖ (note on 39:11-14).
Nebuzaradan recognizes that Judah‘s fall is the result of the Jews‘ sin against their God. ―Consider the irony of
a foreigner stating the truth concerning the reason for Jerusalem‘s destruction‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
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40:2-3). Releasing God‘s prophet, Nebuzaradan gives him the choice of where to go. Apparently God told
Jeremiah what to do or the mention of the ―word…from the LORD‖ in verse 1 seems out of context. (Perhaps
verse 1 should properly read, as in the NIV, ―The word came…‖ rather than the NKJV rendering, ―The word that
came….‖)
The prophet goes to the new provincial capital of Mizpah to serve under Gedaliah, ―staying with his people not
far from his hometown [of Anathoth] and the property he had purchased while in the court of the prison (32:115). Mizpah was about eight miles north of Jerusalem,‖ and thus just a few miles north of Ramah (Nelson Study
Bible, note on 40:6).
But before leaving, Jeremiah has a message to relay that God had given him while he was still in prison. During
Jeremiah‘s terrible ordeal in the prison dungeon or cistern, a lone voice had cried out to rescue him—the voice
of an Ethiopian eunuch for whom we don‘t even have a real name. He is simply referred to as Ebed-Melech,
meaning ―the king‘s servant.‖ For reasons that are not explained, Zedekiah made an uncharacteristic decision
and Jeremiah was taken out of the cistern. Notice, too, that Ebed-Melech‘s faith was a key element in this story
(39:18). Being a foreigner didn‘t exempt him from God‘s grace and care. As the apostle Peter would later come
to understand, ―God shows no partiality. But in every nation whoever fears Him and works righteousness is
accepted by Him‖ (Acts 10:34-35).
The contrast between most of the Jews at that time and Ebed-Melech illustrates an important principle—that
loyalty to God is ultimately an individual matter, not a collective one. A Christian‘s salvation depends on his own
dedication to, and personal reliance on, God—not a particular nationality at that time or membership in a
specific church organization today (compare Philippians 2:12). God had promised the Israelites that if they
obeyed Him, they would be blessed. But He also promised that foreigners who lived in Israel would share in
Israel‘s blessings if they, too, followed Him (Exodus 12:49; Leviticus 19:34; 25:35). He chose Israel in the first
place not to make them an exclusive race, but rather to make them into a model people whereby all nations
could learn of His ways and receive His benefits. Like Jeremiah‘s faith, Ebed-Melech‘s was rewarded by God—
as our own faith will be if we put our trust in Him.
Assassination of Gedaliah (Jeremiah 40–41)
Not all Judean soldiers were exiled to Babylon. Some would have escaped with King Zedekiah while others
manned fortresses throughout Judah. These army commanders had formed a resistance movement against the
Babylonians and now came to Mizpah to meet the new Babylon-appointed Jewish governor, Gedaliah. With
reference to one of the commanders, Jaazaniah or Jezaniah (2 Kings 25:23; Jeremiah 40:8), biblical historian
Walter Kaiser makes this observation: ―In the ruins of Mizpah, if Tell en Nasbeh is ancient Mizpah, a seal was
found with this inscription: ‗Belonging to Jaazaniah, servant of the king‘‖ (A History of Israel, 1988, pp. 406).
The Harper Study Bible notes on Jeremiah 40:11-14: ―There was rest in Judah under Gedaliah, who was
capable and prudent. Jews who had been dispersed all over Palestine returned to Judah and came under the
care and control of Gedaliah. Some degree of prosperity came, inasmuch as they gathered a goodly supply of
wine and summer fruits. [But] a dark cloud hung over the infant state under Gedaliah. Baalis king of the
Ammonites wanted to destroy Gedaliah. He employed Ishmael, a Jew of royal stock, to settle in Gedaliah‘s
territory in order to slay the governor. Johanan, a friend of Gedaliah, tried to warn him about the plot, offering to
kill Ishmael. But Gedaliah, a peaceful and honorable man, refused the offer and maintained his friend was
speaking lies about Ishmael. Johanan‘s warning, however, eventually proved to be well-founded.‖
Author R.K. Harrison offers further explanation: ―After the Chaldeans had devastated Judah, Gedaliah, who had
befriended Jeremiah (Jer. 39:14), was appointed governor over the ‗poor of the land.‘ Remnants of the old royal
house who had managed to escape to Egypt regarded him as a collaborationist, however, and Ishmael, a
descendant of the royal Hebrew line, slew Gedaliah at Mizpah while he was endeavoring to resettle the
scattered populace‖ (Old Testament Times, 1970, p. 253).
―The ‗ten men‘ [involved in the plot] (v. 2) should not be thought of as being alone, for they may have brought a
retinue of attendants with them‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on 41:2-3).
―The year of the assassination of Gedaliah,‖ it should be pointed out, ―is not given, only the month—the seventh
month of Tishri—September-October. The murder of the governor could have taken place as soon as three
months after the fall of Jerusalem [in 586 B.C.] Others associate the third deportation of 582 B.C. [of 745

842

Judeans (see Jeremiah 52:30)] with this rebellion. Ishmael‘s act was especially despicable since it took place
during a banquet‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 41:1-2).
Moreover, it is a sad reflection on Ishmael (and his collaborators) that in a time of utter devastation of his
homeland and people, he would not only assassinate a decent leader but would also try to destroy the tiny
remnant of poor people living there. He even kills a group of 80 men on a pilgrimage to the temple from
Shechem, Shiloh and Samaria. These were probably Jews who, during the Babylonian invasion, had taken
refuge in what was now Samaritan territory. It may be that they did not know that the temple was destroyed—
although, as they were in mourning, it is also possible that they did know but considered the temple ruins as
holy, just as Jews now consider the Western Wall of the temple to be. ―These eighty men were mourning for the
destroyed temple as well as for the ruined city (cf. 16:6; 47:5; 48:37). They had even gashed themselves—a
relapse into heathen custom forbidden in Deuteronomy 14:1‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 4-5)—demonstrating
the corruption of Jewish religious practice at this time.
Ishmael then tries to take a group of captives into Ammon. Notice that among them are the ―king‘s daughters‖
(verse 10)—showing that all of Zedekiah‘s children were not killed. He still had at least two surviving daughters
(the number is not specified).
With Johanan‘s forces in pursuit, Ishmael gives up his captives and manages to escape into Ammon. Johanan
and those who are left worry that Babylon will come down hard on everyone, even those who weren‘t involved.
―Fearing imminent reprisal from the Babylonians on account of the rebellion, Johanan gathered the inhabitants
of Mizpah, including Jeremiah, together with those he had rescued and began a trek toward Egypt, seeking a
place of safety. Egypt was the only country in the region that was free from Babylonian control‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on Jeremiah 41:16-18).
We see how vulnerable people become when the government that structured their lives is torn from them—first
their king and his government, then the governor put over them by Babylon. They are fearful, anxious for
security and therefore vulnerable to self-seeking ambitious men who are eager to seize the leadership. It was a
true test of whether they would trust God and His true servant or the men who seemed to offer security in a
frightful time. They camp near Bethlehem. We‘ll see more about what they decide to do in our next reading.
Fleeing to Egypt (Jeremiah 42–43)
Fearing a new Babylonian rampage through the land, the Jewish remnant deems it important to have God on
their side. So they ask Jeremiah to pray for God‘s will to be revealed (verses 1-2). Yet it becomes apparent that
what they really want is confirmation of what they have already made up their minds to do—flee to Egypt (see
43:2). ―It is an insult to God to ask for his will, when a decision has already been made before his answer
comes. Whoever prays with a closed mind might just as well not pray at all‖ (Harper Study Bible, note on
42:10). The people hadn‘t fooled God or Jeremiah. God knew they were hypocritical and essentially deceitful
when they asked Jeremiah to pray for them (verse 20).
The response from God didn‘t come immediately. God doesn‘t always answer us when we want answers, but
when He chooses. They didn‘t get the response they wanted. Even today, many pray for God to bless
something that they want, rather than seek His will and accept what He gives. Some go to God‘s ministers as if
seeking counsel, yet having already made up their minds, expecting the minister to support their stand and
vindicate their planned actions. When the advice doesn‘t agree, they sometimes then become angry with the
minister, perhaps even disparaging him. So it was with the Jews and Jeremiah at this time. They did not
recognize that their stubbornness was the problem, not an ―uncooperative‖ or ―insensitive‖ servant of God.
Jeremiah 42:10 recalls the prophet‘s original commission: ―to root out and pull down, to destroy and to throw
down, to build and to plant‖ (1:10). If the Jewish remnant would obey God, He would relent of the judgment of
bringing the group down but would rebuild them as a people in the Promised Land. This was always God‘s
will—to bless and give an inheritance. Human rebellion impeded that.
Verse 11 of chapter 42 recalls another statement God made at the beginning of Jeremiah‘s call. There God told
him not to fear any who would seek to harm him for God would be with him to deliver him (1:8). Now God
through Jeremiah says the same will be true for the Jewish remnant if the people will do what He says and
remain in the Promised Land. Mastering the Old Testament says: ―Think of the memories that would have
rushed into Jeremiah‘s thoughts as he delivered these words, the same words delivered to him at the time of
his call (1:8). Truly he had experienced deliverance: from Pashhur‘s stocks, from Hananiah‘s accusations, from
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prison, from the mire of the cistern, and from Babylonian anger, but most of all he had been delivered from the
temptation to compromise. No wonder there was such a resonance of faith in the words themselves as they
flow on‖ (Vol. 17: Jeremiah, Lamentations by John Guest, 1993, note on verse 11).
Sadly, Jeremiah‘s obedient and steadfast character was not shared by the Jewish leaders who were left. Faith
in God cannot be given to others; all must learn and chose it over time and in their own life experiences. In
rebellion they left Judah and went to Egypt, taking with them Jeremiah and Baruch—presumably against their
will as God had forbidden going there. Once again, the ―king‘s daughters‖ are listed in the company. The group
travels to Tahpanhes in Egypt. ―The location of Tahpahnes is known, for the later Hellenized form of the name,
Daphne, survives to this day in Tell Deffeneh, west of el Kantara. A prominent mound among the ruins was
called by the natives ‗Palace of the daughter of the Jew.‘ Some excavations were conducted there by Sir
Flinders Petrie, which showed this ―palace‖ to have been a strong fort. However, there must also have been a
palace of the Pharaoh here, for Jeremiah performed a symbolic action at its entrance…Ezekiel speaks of the
pride of Tahpanhes (Ezek. 30:18), but like Jeremiah (Jer. 43:9 f.) foresees the disaster for the city‖ (Emil
Kraeling, Rand McNally Bible Atlas, 1956, p. 318).
Biblical historian Walter Kaiser gives further information on the location and what happened there: ―The
migrants came to Tahpanhes (Tell Dafanneh) in the northeastern delta of Egypt (Jer. 43:1-7). There Jeremiah
took stones, at Yahweh‘s instruction, and hid them at the entry of the royal palace, predicting that God would
one day bring Nebuchadnezzar to conquer this place and set his pavilion on that very spot (Jer. 43:8-13)….
This site is twenty-seven miles southwest of Port Said. Sir Flinders Petrie excavated this site in 1883-94 and
discovered the foundations of the castle there—perhaps the one mentioned in Jeremiah‘s symbolic action‖ (A
History of Israel, 1988, pp. 411).
After burying the rocks, Jeremiah gives the Jews another warning from God. In referring to Nebuchadnezzar as
―My servant‖ (verse 10; see also 25:9; 27:6), God is not, as noted in regard to the earlier references, stating that
the Babylonian king is a godly king or that he gets his orders by direct revelation from God. All rulers, whether
good or evil, have their power through God‘s ultimate oversight and direction of human affairs (Romans 13:1-6).
God uses such rulers to deal with His people and to teach them lessons just as He used the Babylonians and
Assyrians in dealing with Judah and Israel.
God will eventually deal with all nations who refuse to follow Him, and Egypt was no exception.
Nebuchadnezzar would invade and lay waste to that country, too—incorporating it then into the Babylonian
Empire. (Recall other prophecies of Egypt‘s destruction in Jeremiah 46 and Ezekiel 29–32). ―A fragmentary
[Babylonian] text in the British Museum indicates that Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion of Egypt occurred in the
thirty-seventh year of his reign (568-567 B.C.)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on 43:10-11).
Verse 13 of chapter 43 refers to the sacred pillars of Beth Shemesh (―House [or temple] of the Sun‖). There
were a number of pre-Israelite settlements in Canaan known by this name, the most well known being on the
northern border of Judah. But the one referred to here is in Egypt, known as Heliopolis in Greek and called On
by the Egyptians.
―Heliopolis was perhaps most splendid in the Middle and New Kingdoms…when many pharaohs adorned its
temples with obelisks. These were tall shafts, capped with miniature pyramids that caught the first and last rays
of the sun‖ (―Heliopolis,‖ The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983, p. 233).
Many nations have their symbols of pride—their monuments, palaces and grand edifices that they perceive as
symbols of strength—and Egypt was no exception. The sacred pillars or obelisks were symbols of Egypt‘s
pride, and God would hit the nation right at its heart. ―Jeremiah likens the ease with which Nebuchadnezzar
would do these things to the casual way in which a shepherd wraps himself in his garment…. The king of Egypt
at this time was Pharaoh Hophra (cf. 44:30) [who is also known by the Greek form of his name, Apries]. The
Babylonian historian Berossus confirms the conquest of Egypt by Nebuchadnezzar‖ (Expositor‘s, note on
43:12).
―Since Heliopolis was indeed the city of obelisks (‗sacred pillars‘), it is clear why Jeremiah predicts their
demolition. Some obelisks originally at On have been carried off to Alexandria, Rome, Istanbul, London and
New York. Only one has been left at On‖ (footnote on verse 13).
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Rather than be a place of refuge for the fleeing Judeans, Egypt will prove eventually to be a place for them of
judgment and death—just as Jeremiah warned in chapter 42. As the book of Proverbs says, ―Sometimes there
is a way that seems to be right, but in the end it is the way to death‖ (16:25, NRSV).
In the next chapter we‘ll see more of what Jeremiah had to say to these immigrants.
Jeremiah‘s Final Warning (Jeremiah 44)
Jeremiah 44 is the last chapter the prophet wrote in his book. The chapters that follow were written earlier—
except for the final chapter, 52, which appears to have been added by someone else in later years.
Jeremiah delivers his final warning to the Jewish remnant that had refused to heed God‘s warnings. It is evident
that some time has passed since the previous chapter—given that many of the Jews have returned to idolatry
and have moved throughout the land of Egypt. It should also be mentioned that there were also colonies of
Jews living in Egypt that had moved there previously, as mentioned in the Bible Reading Program comments on
Jeremiah 24:8-10 (a passage that stated that the Jews in Egypt would be among those delivered to trouble and
destruction). Some of the Jews in Egypt may have descended from those who had migrated in the days of
Judah‘s King Manasseh a century earlier.
As Jeremiah 44:1 shows, the Jews were spread out over a vast area in Egypt. Migdol is a Canaanite name
meaning ―watchtower‖ or ―fortress‖ and is most likely a city on the northeastern border of Egypt. There are a
number of references to Migdol in the Old Testament. The earliest was on the route of the Exodus (Exodus
14:2, Numbers 33:7) just before the Israelites crossed the Red Sea. There is a further reference to Migdol in
Ezekiel‘s prophecy concerning the destruction of Egypt (Ezekiel 29:10). We can‘t be certain whether these all
refer to the place, but Ezekiel‘s reference as a key location in describing the extent of Egyptian destruction
makes it a prominent city in the north.
Tahpanhes was also a prominent northern city and the location of the pharaoh‘s northern palace. It was to be
the place where Nebuchadnezzar would set up his throne when he invaded Egypt. The Egyptians were proud
of this city, which Ezekiel also prophesied would be doomed (Ezekiel 30:18). Tahpanhes and Migdol were close
to the northern end of what is now the Suez Canal, on the edge of Lake Manzala.
Noph is the city of Memphis, the ancient capital of Lower Egypt (northern Egypt). Memphis sits just outside
modern Cairo, about five miles south of the pyramids.
―Pathros is Upper Egypt [southern Egypt], or the Nile Valley between Cairo and Aswan. The name appears in
Assyrian inscriptions of the seventh century B.C…. The Elephantine Papyri from the fifth century B.C. tell us
that a Jewish colony settled there [in the area of Aswan]‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Jeremiah
44:1).
Historian Walter Kaiser sums up the chapter as ―a message prepared for the Jewish diaspora living in Egypt,
who had by now adopted the Egyptian lifestyle and syncretistically adopted many features of Egyptian religious
life, Jeremiah reminded them that they would be the same ones who would suffer the judgment of God.
Pharaoh Hophra…would be handed over to his enemies and the shelter the Judeans had sought would no
longer exist‖ (A History of Israel, 1988, pp. 411).
Syncretism or mixing religious customs—in this case blending the traditions and superstitions of other nations in
with the ways God revealed He wanted His people to worship Him—was a historical weakness of Israel. And, it
was directly contrary to God‘s warning in Deuteronomy 12:29-32. Remarkably, Israelites make the same
mistake today!
Jeremiah reminds them that the reason for the calamity on Jerusalem and all the other Jewish cities is their
rebellion against Him in serving false gods (verses 2-14). The response of the men says a great deal about
their spiritual condition. And it was evidently the women who were now leading the push to incorporate pagan
customs as part of their own religious practices, worshiping the so-called ―queen of heaven‖ and dragging the
whole population down. But while the women may have been the driving force in this apostasy, the men were in
full agreement. Then the women reaffirmed their embracing of what was actually spiritual adultery—
unfaithfulness to the true God who ―was a husband to them‖ (31:32).
They basically ―reasoned that when they stopped worshiping the queen of heaven in the days of Josiah‘s
reform, their king was killed and their land was overrun and destroyed‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 44:18).
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They looked back at the time of pagan worship as a time of blessing and prosperity. Because of their rebellious
natures, they chose the simplistic and false reasoning that any rewards or punishments from God would come
immediately. Amazingly, then, after all they had seen and experienced, they had learned nothing. Their
reasoning seems utterly bizarre. Yet people today still reject biblical religion with similar arguments: ―I haven‘t
noticed any problems for not worshiping God; in fact, things have been better for me since I stopped.‖ Or, ―I
think that trying to follow the Bible and its laws is what hurts people and that being free from all those
restrictions is much better.‖
―The Jews maintained that when they had offered incense to other gods and had poured out libations to the
queen of heaven, all went well. When they ceased to do these things, circumstances worked against them.
Somehow they refused to realize that it was the doing of these things which had first occasioned the invasion of
Judah by Nebuchadnezzar. Wicked people will always find excuses to evade guilt and justify illicit actions‖
(Harper Study Bible, note on verse 18).
Their shallow approach to religion is almost on the level of superstition or of those who follow horoscopes
today—who read generically written ―prophecies‖ that are so ambiguous that they can be interpreted any
number of ways. Of course, that‘s the idea. For then people can still direct their own lives rather than submit to
the authority of a Supreme Being.
Walter Kaiser provides some insight into the Queen of Heaven cult that has a lot of significance for today.
―Jeremiah, like several of the other prophets (e.g. Ezek 8:14-15) indicted Judah for her adoption and practice of
the cultic rituals of the pagans around them. One apostasy that was particularly repugnant was the ancient cult
of ‗the Queen of Heaven.‘ In two separate passages, Jeremiah 7:16-18 and 44:15-19, 25, the prophet lamented
the fact that the women were ‗making cakes‘ [Hebrew kawwanim] for her, ‗like her image‘ [Hebrew leha‘asibah],
and ‗pouring out drink offerings to her.‘
―Now the interesting fact is that the Hebrew word for ‗cakes,‘ which occurs in Hebrew only in these two
passages, is a loan-word from Akkadian, an East Semitic Language, spoken in Mesopotamia from 2000 to 500
B.C. Kawwanim were sweetened cakes used in the Mesopotamian cult of the mother goddess Ishtar.
Archaeologists discovered in the palace kitchen at the site of Mari, an ancient city located in the Middle
Euphrates region, as many as forty-seven clay molds that may have been used for very similar purposes to
those opposed by the prophet. Mold number 1044 seems to represent the nude goddess Ishtar, seen seated
with her hands supporting her breasts, thus possessing the image of the goddess that Jeremiah had warned
against.
―The exact identity of the Queen of Heaven has not been finally solved, with candidates ranging from the West
Semitic Astarte [Hebrew Ashtaroth or Ashtoreth], Anat and Asherah to the East Semitic Ishtar. However, the
title ‗Queen of Heaven‘ was found at Hermopolis in 1945 (and published in 1966). Since the Mesopotamian
goddess Ishtar is identified with the planet Venus, and has as her symbol an eight-pointed star, it would seem
Ishtar, and perhaps one or more of the West Semitic deities could be associated with her as this so-called
Queen of Heaven‖ (The Old Testament Documents: Are They Reliable and Relevant?, 2001, pp. 163-164). It
may be that the Jews in Egypt worshiped her as the Egyptian mother goddess Isis or perhaps Hathor.
God said that we are not to incorporate pagan worship practices into our worship of Him (Deuteronomy 12:2932, Jeremiah 10:2-5). Yet popular Christianity continues elements of the worship of Ishtar (from which we get
the word ―Easter‖), such as baking ―cakes‖ (or buns) emblazoned with ancient pagan symbols and using fertility
symbols such as rabbits and eggs in its major springtime religious celebration. ―God wants us to worship Him ‗in
spirit and truth‘ (John 4:23-24)—not in corrupted, vile practices rooted in worship of other gods‖ (Holidays or
Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?). (Download or write for a free copy of this informative booklet
that explains how nominal Christianity has adopted many such pagan practices.)
Jeremiah then tells them of their final punishment. It may seem harsh, but they couldn‘t say they weren‘t
warned. At the end of God‘s punishment, there will be no Jews left alive in Egypt. A few will escape to act as
witnesses to the truth—witnesses to whose word stands, theirs or God‘s (verse 28).
Jeremiah‘s final warning ends with a prophecy against Pharoah Hophra (also known as Apries). Even he
wouldn‘t be able to save the Jewish remnant in Egypt. ―In 569 B.C. Pharaoh Hophra went to aid the Libyans
against the Greeks, who had established themselves on the African coast at Cyrene. He was defeated and a
rebellion broke out in his army, a part of which elevated Amasis as Pharaoh. in a battle fought between the
opposing groups in 569 B.C. Amasis prevailed over Hophra. The latter was able to co-exist with his rival for
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some time but then was put to death‖ (Emil Kraeling, Rand McNally Bible Atlas, p. 318). And, of course,
Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion followed soon after Hophra‘s overthrow.
What, then, of Jeremiah? This is not the end of his story. We leave him and his secretary Baruch in Egypt with
more yet to do. Jeremiah still has his commission ―to build and to plant‖ (1:10). Recall that Ezekiel had
prophesied the transfer of the throne of David from Judah to Israel (Ezekiel 17:22-24). How interesting, then,
that possible heirs to the Davidic throne, King Zedekiah‘s daughters, are with Jeremiah in Egypt at this time. For
the rest of the story, be sure to read the supplementary material.
The Battle of Carchemish (Jeremiah 46)
Jeremiah 46:1 introduces a section of prophecies against other nations (Jeremiah 46–51), starting with Egypt.
Though grouped together, these various prophecies were actually delivered at different times, as some of them
are clearly dated. Jeremiah 46 contains two prophecies against Egypt, but we are reading only the first one,
relating to the battle of Carchemish. (The second prophecy appears to have been given in a later context.)
Recall that in 609 B.C., just after the death of Josiah, Babylonian-led forces under King Nabopolassar ―repelled
the Assyrians and their Egyptian allies [under Pharaoh Necho] who attempted to recapture Haran, and drove
them west across the Euphrates River. For the next three years the Babylonians were preoccupied with the
task of dealing with Urartu [Armenia] in order to open trade routes and secure the northern frontiers. [It was
during this time that Syria and Judah became Egyptian-controlled territories, Jehoiakim of Judah serving as a
vassal king under Necho.] At last Nabopolassar turned to the only remaining Assyrian stronghold, Carchemish,
and in 605 defeated Assyria once and for all and forced Egypt to withdraw from north Syria. This major blow at
Carchemish was struck not by Nabopolassar personally, but by his young son and commander in chief,
Nebuchadnezzar [who would very shortly become king of Babylon]. Not satisfied with the defeat of Neco and
his Egyptian hosts, the energetic prince pursued them across the Euphrates and all the way to Hamath‖
(Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 450).
This is the historical context of the events described in the first prophecy of Jeremiah 46. It appears to have
been recorded here after the fact (compare verse 2) but originally spoken or written by Jeremiah at the very
time the battle of Carchemish was being engaged (compare verses 3-10). Perhaps God gave the prophet a
vision of what was actually occurring far away. Until 1956, the ―battle of Carchemish‖ rested entirely on biblical
evidence, although Greek records indicated a major struggle. Then, in 1956, J.D. Wiseman discovered a
Babylonian tablet that gave details of the battle, confirming the Biblical account. ―In [Leonard] Woolley‘s
excavations at Carchemish a large private house was examined and produced finds bearing on these times.
Bronze figurines of Egyptian gods…clay seals…bearing the name of Necho himself came to light, thus giving
mute evidence of the presence of the Egyptians there‖ (Emil Kraeling, Rand McNally Bible Atlas, 1956, p. 312).
Verses 3-4 shows the proud, well-armed force of Necho coming forward only to turn and flee in verse 5. In
verse 6, God orders pursuit by the Babylonians of the fleeing force. Verses 7-10 then recap the scene. Egypt‘s
army surges forward like a flooding river (verses 7-8). ―The figure is appropriate in addressing Egyptians, as the
Nile, their great river, yearly overspreads their lands with a turbid, muddy flood. So their army, swelling with
arrogance, shall overspread the region south of Euphrates; but it, like the Nile, shall retreat as fast as it
advanced‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verse 7). Verse 9 mentions foreign mercenary forces serving in the
Egyptian army.
Verse 10 declares that the Egyptian defeat is God‘s vengeance—perhaps for the death of Josiah. The Day of
the Lord reference here is also interesting to consider. While it applied to the immediate situation of Necho‘s
defeat, perhaps it also referred to events far in the future. We know from other prophecies that Egypt, Ethiopia
and Libya of the end time will be devastated by an invading force from the north, the final successor of ancient
Babylon (see Daniel 11:40-43).
In verses 11-12, the Egyptian army is told to go to Gilead for its famous healing balm. Perhaps this was telling
the Egyptians to retreat south (where Gilead was in relation to Carchemish) and nurse their wounds, as they
actually did in a way, fleeing south to Hamath, their Syrian headquarters. But there was no cure for them as
God was behind their defeat. The Egyptian forces were unable to hold out at Hamath and again fled south. The
reference to the balm of Gilead is similar to the one in Jeremiah 8:22, where God uses it as an illustration to His
own people that there is no healing for those who rebel against God. Certainly God is no respecter of persons,
so the Egyptians would suffer the same humiliation that Judah had. And so will the enemies of God‘s people in
the end time.
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Jehoiakim‘s Rebellion (Jeremiah 46)
A historical context for this section is helpful. Biblical historian Eugene Merrill writes: ―As the author of Kings
indicates, Jehoiakim remained a loyal subject to the Babylonians for…three years (605-602 [B.C.]). He then
rebelled for some unexpressed reason…. Nebuchadnezzar had undertaken several western campaigns against
Judah‘s neighbors. It may have been his preoccupation with these states…that gave Jehoiakim the courage to
break his alliance with Nebuchadnezzar‖ (Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 451).
One source ―associates Jehoiakim‘s rebellion with the Babylonian conflict with Egypt in the winter of 601/600
B.C., which is attested to by a letter written in Aramaic from the town of Saqqarah‖ (p. 451, footnote). Another
source ―points out that the campaign against Jehoiakim is not mentioned in the Babylonian records…because
Nebuchadnezzar‘s main objective was Egypt and not Judah‖ (p. 451, footnote). The reference here is to
Nebuchadnezzar‘s fourth year, when ―he engaged Neco II in a great battle near the border of Egypt, a contest
which evidently ended in a draw. Perhaps the Babylonian was not altogether unsuccessful, however, for he
may have brought Judah back under his control in the course of this campaign‖ (p. 451).
This seems likely, especially given what Scripture says right after describing the Babylonianresponse to
Jehoiakim‘s rebellion: ―And the king of Egypt did not come out of his land anymore…‖ (2 Kings 24:7). This
makes it appear that the king of Egypt coming out of his land had something to do with Jehoiakim‘s rebellion.
Jeremiah 47, in the current reading, mentions an Egyptian pharaoh of Jeremiah‘s time attacking Gaza, the
southernmost of the major Philistine cities, right near the border with Egypt. We have no parallel record of this
event in secular history, which makes the dating of it difficult. But it would seem to tie into these events, and
certainly occurred before 2 Kings 24:7.
Perhaps Necho attacked Gaza sometime in 602 B.C., which would have been an incursion into Babylonian
territory—Nebuchadnezzar having subdued the Philistines in 604. This may well have prompted Jehoiakim to
rebel against Babylon, declaring Judah‘s reaffiliation with Egypt. ―Retribution was swift and sure (2 Kings 24:12). Nebuchadnezzar sent troops from Babylonia and from some of his western vassal states such as Aram,
Moab, and Ammon, and forced Jehoiakim to submit. The chronicler says that Nebuchadnezzar went as far as
to bind Jehoiakim with shackles in order to take him as a prisoner of war to Babylon (2 Chronicles 36:6).
Apparently he relented [as Jehoiakim remained as king for a few more years] but as punishment stripped the
temple of many of its sacred articles [as he had before] and took them to his own pagan temples in Babylon.
Thereafter until his death in 598 Jehoiakim remained in subservience to the Babylonian overlord‖ (p. 451). After
dealing with Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar apparently continued on to his engagement with Necho, in which the
pharaoh was pushed back into Egypt.
While Jehoiakim‘s death is recorded, none of the details regarding it are given. We do know from Jeremiah‘s
prophecies that this wicked ruler was to die without lamentation from the people, being cast out and buried as a
donkey (see Jeremiah 22:18-19; 36:30). His lineage would not continue to rule, as his son‘s reign would last but
a few months.
Prophecies Against Egypt and Philistia (Jeremiah 46–47)
Before the Egyptian attack on Gaza, Jeremiah prophesied against Egypt (Jeremiah 46:13-26). While Babylon is
the one coming against Egypt (verse 26), God is the one bringing the punishment (see verses 15, 18, 25). The
prophecy concludes with ―an effective contrast, a sound of an incredible weakness where the roar as of a lion is
necessary: the snake, Egyptian symbol of royalty, creeping back into its hole. The hiss of enmity is ineffective,
as the Babylonians come on as an army of woodcutters levelling Egypt as a forest appointed for timber felling‖
(New Bible Commentary: Revised, 1970, note on 46:22-24). This prophecy speaks of far more than what
Nebuchadnezzar did in his campaign against Egypt of 601. Rather, it looks a number of years forward, beyond
even the fall of Judah in 586 B.C., to the time when Nebuchadnezzar invaded Egypt ―in 568 and laid waste a
great part of the Nile valley‖ (Merrill, p. 475). In fact, Egypt was made part of the Babylonian Empire. And
Jeremiah foresaw it all, at least 34 years in advance. For more prophecies against Egypt, see Ezekiel 29–32.
Egypt‘s desolation, we are told, would not last forever (verse 26). Furthermore, hope is then given to Israel
(verses 27-28). Even though Israel was being rightly punished, it too would not suffer forever. Speaking to
Jacob and Israel rather than Judah, this is a prophecy to all 12 tribes, which will be brought back to the
Promised Land in the end time. Perhaps this prophecy is placed here because both Israel and Judah had
pinned their hopes on Egypt, which provided them no help. Indeed, trusting in such allies rather than God is
part of the reason they are being punished. The end-time context of this prophecy‘s fulfillment may indicate
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some duality in the prophecy against Egypt—that part of it may be for the end time as well, when Egypt will
again fall to a northern invader (see Daniel 11:40-43).
In Jeremiah 47, we see God‘s judgment on Philistia. The Philistines were quite often the enemy of Israel. Their
close proximity made them a dangerous thorn in Israel‘s side, somewhat like the Palestinians in the West Bank
and Gaza Strip are to the nation of Israel today.
The Philistines (Jeremiah 47:1) and Caphtorim (verse 4) were closely related (Genesis 10:4) and probably
intermingled. Of the original Philistine pentapolis—Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, Gath, and Ekron (see Joshua 13:3,
NIV)—only Gaza and Ashkelon are mentioned in Jeremiah 47. Among all the biblical prophecies of the
Philistines, mention is made of four of these cities. ―It is noteworthy that Gath is not mentioned in these
prophecies, from which it may be inferred that Gath ceased to be of any major significance after the time of
Uzziah‖ (―Philistines,‖ The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 1986, p. 843).
In verse 2 we read of a flood of waters from the north. Generally, as we have repeatedly seen, invasions from
Mesopotamia followed a route that brought them into Canaan and Philistia from the north. ―Waters sometimes
signify multitudes of people and nations (Rev. 17:15), sometimes great and threatening calamities (Ps. 69:1);
here they signify both‖ (Matthew Henry Commentary, note on verse 2).
Nebuchadnezzar attacked Ashkelon in 604 B.C., as earlier mentioned. But the prophecy in Jeremiah 47
appears to have been delivered after that time. Indeed, there is a hint of that in the fact that a ―remnant‖ of
Ashkelon is here mentioned (verse 5). The Philistines, which have already been attacked, are going to be hit
again. Notice the specific reason here: ―To cut off from Tyre and Sidon every helper who remains‖ (verse 4).
This provides us with the time of the destruction mentioned.
―Within a year of the conquest of Jerusalem [in 586 B.C.] Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to the island portion of
Tyre, having already brought Sidon, Arvad, and the mainland portion of Tyre under his control [shortly before].
The siege lasted for thirteen years‖ (Merrill, p. 475). So this prophecy refers to the overrunning of Philistia by
Nebuchadnezzar‘s armies around the time of the fall of Judah. As with Egypt, though Babylon is the agent of
destruction, God is the one who brings it (verses 6-7).
But the prophecy may have another fulfillment that is yet future. Almost certainly a small percentage of today‘s
Palestinians, especially those in the Gaza Strip, are descendants of the Philistines. Interestingly, ―the Greek
name [for the land of Israel], Palestine, was derived from the name Philistia‖ (―Philistines,‖ Unger‘s Bible
Dictionary, 1970, p. 859). The next three nations mentioned in the book of Jeremiah—Moab, Ammon and Edom
in chapters 48–49—are also represented in today‘s Palestinian population in both Israel and Jordan. So it may
be that Jeremiah 47–49 refers, at least in part, to end-time calamity to come upon the Palestinians—again from
out of the north. Other prophecies of the Philistines may be found in Isaiah 14:29-31; Ezekiel 25:15-17; Amos
1:6-8; Zephaniah 2:4-7; Zechariah 9:5-7.
Prophecy Against Moab (Jeremiah 48)
Recall from our previous reading that when Jehoiakim rebelled against Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar sent
Chaldean troops and mercenary forces from Syria, Moab and Ammon into Judah. This was actually according
to God‘s will, to punish Jehoiakim and Judah for their rebellion against Him (2 Kings 24:1-5). But these nations,
though guilty of their own great sins, exulted in their part in Judah‘s downfall—full of arrogance and pride. They
did not acknowledge God. And their hatred of God‘s people was completely unjustified. So they, too, would be
punished. Jeremiah prophesies against them in Jeremiah 48 and 49—and against Israel‘s age-old enemy,
Edom, along with other adjacent peoples.
The Moabites and Ammonites are descendants of Lot‘s sons, Moab and Ben-Ammi (Genesis 19:36-38). These
peoples, along with the Edomites, lived on the east side of the Jordan River and Dead Sea, where the nation of
Jordan is now situated—Ammon on the north, Moab in the middle and Edom in the south. The hammer of
Babylon would fall on them too—not just Judah (see Jeremiah 27:1-11). But while the prophecies in chapters
48 and 49 probably applied to the people of Jeremiah‘s day in part, it is evident that their ultimate application
was for the end time—the Day of the Lord, the cataclysmic period immediately preceding the return of Jesus
Christ, which appears to be a year in length. Note Jeremiah 48:12 (―behold, the days are coming‖), verse 41
(―on that day‖), verse 44 (―the year of their punishment‖) and verse 47 (―in the latter days‖). And we will see
further proof as we examine the chapter.
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As has been mentioned previously, the descendants of the ancient Ammonites and Moabites are evidently still
concentrated in Jordan (with its capital named Amman) and surrounding areas. Today‘s Palestinians of Jordan
and Israel are probably a mixture of Edomites, Ammonites, Moabites, Arabs and other ancient Middle Eastern
elements. In reading Jeremiah 48 and 49, consider the attitudes of these people today toward the Jewish state
of Israel. As the old saying goes, the more things change, the more they stay the same.
Some of the wording in Jeremiah 48 is quite similar to that of the prophecy against Moab in Isaiah 15–16.
Indeed, Jeremiah appears to have been led by God to actually use portions of Isaiah‘s prophecy himself. (That
being so, you will probably find it helpful to reread Isaiah 15–16 at this point and review the Bible Reading
Program commentary for those chapters.)
Let‘s look at some of the specifics of the prophecy in Jeremiah 48. Nebo (verse 1) was a town of Moab located
at Mount Nebo, from where Moses surveyed the Promised Land. Kirjathaim (verse 1) and Heshbon (verse 2)
were Moabite cities—Heshbon being the chief one. ―Heshbon was midway between the rivers Arnon and
Jabbok; it was the residence of Sihon, king of the Amorites [in Moses‘ day], and afterwards a Levitical city in
Gad (Num. 21:26)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, 1961, note on verse Jeremiah 48:2). Of
course, Gad and the other Israelite tribes east of the Jordan had been carried away captive by the Assyrians
and this territory reverted back to the Moabites (and even before that the land had changed hands numerous
times because of frequent wars).
It is interesting to notice that many of the Ammonite and Moabite cities were built by the Israelites: ―And the
children of Gad built Dibon and Ataroth and Aroer, Atroth and Shophan and Jazer and Jogbehan, Beth Nimrah
and Beth Haran, fortified cities, and folds for sheep. And the children of Reuben built Heshbon and Elealeh and
Kirjathaim, Nebo and Baal Meon (their names being changed) and Shibmah‖ (Numbers 32:34-38).
Madmen (Jeremiah 48:2) was another town in Moab, its name meaning ―Dunghill.‖ Horonaim (verse 3),
meaning ―Two Caves,‖ was located in a ―descent‖ or low place—in contrast to the ―ascent of Luhith‖ (verse 5).
―Horonaim lay in a plain, Luhith on a height. To the latter, therefore, the Moabites would flee with ‗continual
weeping,‘ as a place of safety from the Chaldeans‖ (note on verse 5).
Chemosh, the tutelary god of the Moabites, was to go into captivity—apparently signifying that the idols
representing him would be plundered by the enemy or would simply accompany the people into captivity, as
with the priests and princes (verse 7). However, there may be an end-time application here. Consider that the
false Christianity of today is really a modern form of Baal worship—and that Baal and Chemosh are often
identified as one and the same. In many ways, Islam—the religion of today‘s Moabites and many other Middle
Eastern people—arose out of a blend of Judaism and this false Christianity mixed with Arab mythology.
Verse 9 in the New King James Version says, ―Give wings to Moab, that she may flee and get away; for her
cities shall be desolate, without any to dwell in them‖ (compare KJV). If the translation of the first part of this
verse is accurate, the prophecy itself would seem to be the wings of escape—if the Moabites would heed it.
However, other versions translate the verse differently. For example: ―Oh, for wings for Moab that she could fly
away [implying that she can‘t], for her cities shall be left without a living soul‖ (Living Bible). Still other
translations are even more different: ―Put salt on Moab, for she will be laid waste; her towns will become
desolate, with no one to live in them‖ (NIV, compare NRSV). This seems to make the most sense, considering
that God appears to be speaking to the forces of Moab‘s destruction in verses 9-10.
Verse 10 is apparently mistranslated in the King James and New King James Versions. In context, the word
rendered ―deceitfully‖ actually has to do with being slack or negligent. ― To represent how entirely this is God‘s
will, a curse is pronounced on the Chaldeans, the instrument, if they do it negligently (Margin) or by halves‖
(note on verse 10). Notice the NIV rendering: ―A curse on him who is lax in doing the LORD‘s work! A curse on
him who keeps his sword from bloodshed!‖ (compare NRSV).
Verse 11 declares that Moab is ―settled on his dregs‖ (or ―lees‖ in the King James Version), not having been
―emptied from vessel to vessel.‖ The JFB Commentary states: ―As wine left to settle on its own lees retains its
flavor and strength (which it would lose by being poured from one vessel into another), so Moab, owing to its
never having been dislodged from its settlements, retains its pride of strength unimpaired‖ (note on verse 11).
But this was going to change (verse 12). ―The image was clear to Jeremiah‘s first readers. Wine was poured
gently from the storage jar to serving jars so as not to disturb the dregs, impurities which had settled at the
bottom. Similarly, God had treated Moab gently. But now the nation‘s experience will be like that of jars violently
shaken and smashed‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on verse 11).
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Dibon (verse 18) was the Moabite capital from which King Mesha had ruled (2 Kings 3:4-27). It is clear that all
of Moab‘s strongholds are being destroyed—utterly humiliating this haughty people. In verse 19, Aroer, ―on the
north bank of the Arnon [the river between Moab and Ammon], [is] a city of Ammon (Deut. 2:36; 3:12). As it was
on ‗the way‘ of the Moabites who fled into the desert, its inhabitants ‗ask‘ what is the occasion of Moab‘s flight,
and so learn the lot that awaits themselves‖ (JFB, note on Jeremiah 48:19). Indeed, Ammon was next on the list
for destruction, as chapter 49 shows.
Verses 20-25 of Jeremiah 48 give the answer to the question of what happened in verse 19—and that answer
is from God (verse 25). Judgment is to come on the countryside (verse 21) and on ―all the cities of the land of
Moab, far or near‖ (verse 24). ―He enumerates the Moabite cities at length…. Many of them were assigned to
the Levites, while Israel stood‖ (note on verse 20). Bozrah in verse 24 ―refers not to the capital of Edom, but to
Bezer, one of the cities of refuge (see Josh. 20:8)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Jeremiah 48:21-25). ―The piling
up of name after name is designed to drive home the message of total judgment‖ (The New Bible Commentary:
Revised, 1970, note on verses 21-24). The ―horn‖ and ―arm‖ of Moab—symbols of power and strength—are to
be broken.
The Moabites are to be made ―drunk‖—that is, ―intoxicated with the cup of divine wrath, so as to be in helpless
distraction‖ (JFB, note on verse 26). They are to be objects of scorn, just as they scorned the Israelites. God
asks Moab, ―Was she [Israel] caught among thieves, that you shake your head in scorn whenever you speak of
her?‖ (verse 27, NIV). This is ―proverbial. What did Israel do to deserve such derision? Was he detected in theft,
that thou didst so exult over him in speaking of him? Though guilty before God, Israel was guiltless toward thee‖
(note on verse 27). No doubt, the Palestinians of today would disagree—wrongly.
Verse 28 is a directive for those who ―dwell in Moab‖ to leave the cities and dwell in ―the rock.‖ Is this referring
only to Moabites, or is it referring to non-Moabites in the region, possibly some of God‘s people in the end time?
Perhaps it refers to both—the directive being aimed at whoever will respond. The mention of ―rock,‖ or sela in
Hebrew, is no surprise since the nation of Jordan is certainly rocky terrain. And in the southern part of Jordan,
in the area once occupied by Edomites, is the ancient abandoned city of Sela. Its Greek name Petra, by which it
is still known, means the same thing—―Rock‖—since dwellings, tombs, and temples were carved out of the rock
cliffs. Some have speculated, based on an interpretation of certain scriptures, about the possibility of Petra
being a place of safety in the end time. Yet we just can‘t be sure. Some possible interpretations and scenarios
were covered in the commentary with Isaiah 16, where it appears to say that Moab will refuse giving refuge to
God‘s outcasts.
The downside of even mentioning a place of future temporary safety is that God‘s people can be tempted to
trust in getting to the place. The trust should only be in God, who, by His supernatural protection and provision,
makes one place safer than others for a particular period of time. And a Christian‘s focus should not be on
physically saving his own neck, but on doing the work of God—―for in doing this you will [spiritually] save both
yourself and those who hear you‖ (1 Timothy 4:11-16).
Returning to Jeremiah 48, we see the pride of Moab addressed in strong terms in verse 29—six times in this
one verse. In verse 30, God speaks of Moab‘s unjust wrath—and even lies. Therefore punishment must come.
But this is no pleasure for God—He mourns over having to take such action (verse 31).
Kir Heres, ―also called Kir Haraseth, (see 2 Kin. 3:25; Is. 16:11), may be a name for the capital city of Moab (Kir
of Moab; see Is. 15:1)‖ (note on Jeremiah 48:30-33). Sibmah and Jazer (verse 32) are other Moabite cities built
by the Israelites, as mentioned earlier. Verse 32 has been translated and interpreted in various ways, some
seeing Jazer as a literal sea, perhaps the Dead Sea or Mediterranean, and some seeing it as a figurative sea of
tears formed from the great weeping mentioned.
The cry from Heshbon to Eleah and Jahaz (Jeremiah 48:34) is mentioned in Isaiah 15:4. The three-year-old
heifer is mentioned in verse 5 (see previous Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 14:28–16:14). ―My
heart shall wail like flutes for Moab…for the men of Kir Heres‖ (Jeremiah 48:35) parallels ―my heart shall
resound like a harp for Moab…for Kir Heres‖ (Isaiah 16:11). In Jeremiah 48:40 we see one flying like an eagle
to overspread Moab—―not to bear them ‗on eagles‘ wings‘ (Exod. 19:4; Deut. 32:11, 12), as God does His
people, but to pounce on them as a prey ([Jeremiah] 49:22; Deut. 28:49; Hab. 1:8)‖ (note on Jeremiah 48:40).
Verse 44 mentions ―the year of their punishment.‖ Considering the related punishments of Ammon, Moab and
Edom, this seems to tie very clearly to ―the day of the LORD‘S vengeance, the year of recompense for the

851

cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:8; compare 63:4). As already mentioned, this year of punishment is a reference to the
end-time Day of the Lord, which culminates in the return of Jesus Christ to this earth.
―In the shadow of Heshbon, the [Moabite] fugitives stand helpless‖ (Jeremiah 48:45, NIV). Indeed, it is all to no
avail. The land will be devoured by fire. Again, while this may have had some application to the ancient
Babylonian invasion, it is primarily speaking of the end time. Yet it should be noted that the end-time invader of
Moab is not the final Babylon—for Ammon, Moab and Edom will escape from the hands of that imperialistic
power (see Daniel 11:41).
Rather, the eagle who will pounce on Moab and destroy it is the returning Jesus Christ and a resurgent Israel.
The ―fire out of Heshbon‖ and ―flame from the midst of Sihon‖ (Jeremiah 48:45) is a quote from Numbers 21:28
concerning the ancient Israelite destruction of Moab. Verse 46 of Jeremiah 48 is quoted from Numbers 21:29,
regarding Israel‘s ancient subjugation of Moab. Yet in Jeremiah these things are prophesied to happen in the
future (compare also Isaiah 11:11-14). Making it even clearer, the devouring of the ―brow of Moab, the crown of
the head of the sons of tumult‖ (verse 45) is essentially quoted from the messianic prophecy God gave through
Balaam: ―A Star shall come out of Jacob; a Scepter shall rise out of Israel, and batter the brow of Moab, and
destroy all the sons of tumult‖ (Numbers 24:17). This refers to Christ‘s return.
But that is not the ultimate end for Moab. While there is a seeming contradiction between verse 42 and verse
47, it is easily resolved. ―Moab shall be destroyed as a people‖ (verse 42), ―yet I [God] will bring back the
captives of Moab in the latter days‖ (verse 47). Verse 42 must mean ―a people‖ as a whole—a nation—and not
every last person. Otherwise there would be no one to take into captivity (see verse 46). It is thus evident that
when Moab is destroyed, there will be some survivors. Besides Isaiah 15–16, other prophecies concerning
Moab may be found in Amos 2:1-3, Zephaniah 2:8-11, Isaiah 25:10-12 and Ezekiel 25:8-11.
Prophecy Against Ammon (Jeremiah 49)
Continuing on from the prophecy against Moab in our previous reading, we move to Jeremiah‘s prophecy
against Moab‘s brother nation, Ammon, which immediately follows in verses 1-6 of chapter 49. The Ammonites
lived just north of the ancient Moabites on the east side of the Jordan River. Today their descendants live
primarily in the same area, the nation of Jordan and surroundings. Their ancient capital, ―Rabbah of the
Ammonites‖ (verse 2), is now the site of Jordan‘s modern capital, Amman.
When Gad and the other Israelite tribes east of the Jordan were deported by the Assyrians, the Ammonites took
over Gadite territory. God speaks in verse 1 of Milcom inheriting Gad. Milcom (Hebrew Malcam, ―their king,‖
KJV) was the god of the Ammonites—another form of the name Molech (meaning ―King‖)—―essentially identical
with the Moabitish Chemosh‖ (―Molech,‖ Smith‘s Bible Dictionary, 1986). Thus, the comments regarding
Chemosh in the highlights from our previous reading would also apply here. Indeed, Milcom is to suffer the
exact same fate as Chemosh (compare Jeremiah 48:7; 49:3). Indeed, they are one and the same.
We see then that the Ammonites encroached upon Israelite territory and set up their worship throughout it. Yet
they were not Israel‘s rightful heirs, as God points out in verse 1. ―Judah was by the right of kindred the heir, not
Ammon; but Ammon joined with Nebuchadnezzar against Judah and Jerusalem (II Kings 24:2) and exulted
over its fall (Ps. 83:4-7, 8; Zeph. 2:8, 9)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on Jeremiah 49:1).
So Ammon, like Moab in the previous chapter, will suffer destruction as punishment. While ancient invasion
under Nebuchadnezzar may have been intended in part by the prophecy, it is clear that the primary fulfillment,
as with the prophecy of the previous chapter, will occur during the Day of the Lord. Notice verse 2: ―the days
are coming…desolate…then Israel shall take possession of his inheritance‖ (not only the land originally given to
Israel, but the land given to the Ammonites). This certainly did not occur in the days of Nebuchadnezzar for
Judah was then taken into captivity—and Israel, the northern 10 tribes, remained scattered. This prophecy will
not be fulfilled until all the tribes of Israel are led back to the Promised Land (see our free booklet The United
States and Britain in Bible Prophecy to learn more).
Heshbon in verse 3 ―was at one time possessed by the Ammonites, but later lost to the Moabites‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on verse 3). Today, as part of the Kingdom of Jordan, the area of Heshbon is under the
dominion of Amman, the Jordanian capital. ―Ai is not the Israelite city of the same name‖ (note on verse 3).
―Since the word Ai means ‗ruin‘ in Hebrew, the reference may be to Rabbah‖ (The HarperCollins Study Bible,
1993, note on verse 3).
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Rather than the Ammonites boasting of ―valleys,‖ verse 4 may be translated: ―Why do you boast in your
strength? Your strength is ebbing‖ (NRSV; see explanation in The New Bible Commentary, note on verse 4).
And their vaunted ―treasures‖ may simply be their ―resources for resisting the foe‖ (JFB, note on verse 4).
Certainly their trust is misplaced. God calls Ammon a ―backsliding daughter‖ (verse 4), as the nation had
departed from the faith of its forefather Lot, who worshiped the true God.
Despite the terrible destruction the Ammonites will suffer, God will not make a complete end of them. Rather, as
with the Moabites, He will ultimately ―bring back the captives of the people of Ammon‖ (verse 6; compare
48:47). Other prophecies concerning Ammon may be found in Amos 1:13-15, Zephaniah 2:8-11, Ezekiel 21:2832, and 25:1-7 and verse 10.
Prophecy Against Edom (Jeremiah 49)
Verses 7-22 of Jeremiah 49 are directed ―against Edom,‖ the descendants of Jacob‘s brother Esau who dwelt in
the mountainous area south of Moab and Judah (see Genesis 25:30; 36:8). Sections of this passage are clearly
adapted from the prophecy of Obadiah—which you may wish to reread at this point. Edom, the perennial
enemy of Israel, will at last suffer judgment.
Commentaries generally explain that this prophecy of Edom in Jeremiah 49 (along with the prophecies against
Moab, Ammon, and Damascus) was fulfilled when Nebuchadnezzar‘s armies invaded Judah and its neighbors
around 586 B.C. Yet while Edom and other tribal nations were invaded and subjugated then, the main fulfillment
of the prophecy will be ―in that day‖ (verse 22)—the future Day of the Lord. Like Obadiah, this chapter concerns
ultimate national punishment on Edom. God calls it ―the calamity of Esau…the time that I will punish him‖
(Jeremiah 49:8). And that time is clearly revealed elsewhere, God declaring: ―For My sword…shall come down
on Edom, and on the people of My curse, for judgment…. For the LORD has a sacrifice in Bozrah [the capital of
Edom], and a great slaughter in the land of Edom…. For it is the day of the LORD‘s vengeance, the year of
recompense for the cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:5-8; compare 63:1, 4). Thus, the time frame is the year that ends
with the return of Jesus Christ.
God is going to repay the people of Edom for the evil way they have historically treated Israel (see Obadiah 10).
Today, as mentioned in Obadiah, Edomites continue to dwell in various parts of the Middle East, including
Jordan and Turkey. It is likely that many of today‘s Palestinians are Edomites in whole or in part.
Teman (Jeremiah 49:7) was a principal descendant of Esau (see Genesis 36:9-11) and is believed to be ―the
name of a town in Edom, sometimes used as the name of the northern half of the nation of Edom; here it
probably stands for the whole nation‖ (Word in Life Bible, 1998, note on Jeremiah 49:7). The ―wisdom‖ (or
cunning, as the Hebrew could also be translated) for which Teman (or Edom) is known will quickly evaporate
(verse 7; compare Obadiah 8).
The inhabitants of Dedan will be put to flight (Jeremiah 49:8)—Dedan being ―the name of a town in northwest
Arabia, also used of the northwest region of Arabia along the Red Sea‖ (note on verse 8). Verse 9 is adapted
from Obadiah 5. Those gathering grapes or even thieves would take their fill. But God would go way beyond
this. Edom would be utterly laid bare, completely plundered of everything and everyone (Jeremiah 49:10;
Obadiah 6).
There is some confusion as to whether anyone will even be left alive of Edom. Many Bible versions have God
telling Esau in verse 11 that He will preserve the children and widows. Yet Obadiah 18 says, ―The house of
Edom shall be stubble…and no survivor shall remain of the house of Esau.‖ If Jeremiah 49:11 means that
children and widows will survive, then Obadiah 18 would only be referring to the men being killed. But the verse
doesn‘t appear to read that way. Furthermore, while God promises to return the captives of Moab and Ammon
(Jeremiah 48:47; 49:6), no such provision is made for Edom. And other versions, it should be considered,
translate Jeremiah 49:11 differently. In the Revised English Bible, God is shown asking, ―Am I to keep alive
your fatherless children? Are your widows to depend on me?‖ The implicit answer in this rendering is no. And,
for another possibility, notice the end of verse 10 and verse 11 in the Jerusalem Bible: ―His race is destroyed: it
is no more! Of his neighbors, not one will say, ‗Leave your orphans, I will keep them alive, your widows can rely
on me.‘‖
Verse 12 concerns the cup of divine wrath, imagery that is also used in 25:15-29. Going to this other passage,
we can see more clearly what God means in 49:12. He is declaring that if His own people Israel and Judah, and
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His holy city Jerusalem in particular, had to drink from the cup of wrath—that is, suffer divine judgment—then
Edom, who was even guiltier, would certainly have to (compare 25:28-29).
Verses 14-16 of Jeremiah 49 are adapted from Obadiah 1-4. Note Jeremiah 49:16: ―O you who dwell in the
clefts of the rock, who hold the height of the hill,‖ with a ―nest as high as the eagle.‖ The ―clefts of the rock‖ may
refer to Petra, as mentioned previously, and perhaps other rock fortresses. High above Petra and on other
mountains of Edom were high places for worship, lookouts and refuge. ―Some of the mountain peaks of Edom
reach over six thousand feet; Jerusalem [by comparison] is about 2,300 feet above sea level‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on Obadiah 3). Yet the Edomites would be brought down—not just physically, but figuratively from
their exalted prideful arrogance (Obadiah 4; Jeremiah 49:16).
Indeed, Edom will be devastated—―all its cities shall be perpetual wastes…. as in the overthrow of Sodom and
Gomorrah and their neighboring cities‖ (verses 13, 18). The same is prophesied elsewhere of Moab and
Ammon (Zephaniah 2:9). Interestingly, the territory of Ammon, Moab and Edom—modern Jordan—is believed
to be where these ancient cities were located.
The translation of Jeremiah 49:19 is uncertain, as there is widespread disagreement among commentaries and
Bible versions as to exactly what is meant. It is not clear who is doing what and who is speaking. Look again at
the New King James rendering. Contrast that with the Moffatt Translation, which has God saying, ―Like
shepherds when the lion leaves the jungle of Jordan for the pasture, I will chase them [the Edomites] away
suddenly, and seize their rarest rams. Who can match me? Who dare challenge me? What shepherd can face
me?‖ On the other hand, the Ferrar Fenton Translation presents this as a boast of Edom: ―See he [Edom] was
like a lion coming up from the swelling of Jordan to the permanent meadows: ‗I will be sly with them,‘ he says, ‗I
will assail from behind them—what hero can defend them? For who is equal to me, and who expects me? And
what shepherd can stand before me?‘‖
Whatever the case, God is going to bring ruin on Edom: ―The young of the flock will be dragged off, and their
pasture will be aghast at their fate‖ (verse 20, REB). A great earthquake will accompany Edom‘s fall (verse 21),
parallel with other prophecies of Christ‘s return (compare Isaiah 24:17-21; Zechariah 14:4-5; Revelation 16:1820). The ―He‖ who comes up ―like the eagle‖ to ―spread His wings over Bozrah‖ (Jeremiah 49:22) is the
returning Jesus Christ coming to strike—just as in 48:40, as explained in the comments on our previous
reading. Of course, as is noted in Obadiah, even if Edom is totally wiped out at Christ‘s second coming, as
appears likely, the Edomites will be raised to physical life and opportunity for salvation in the second
resurrection, 1,000 years later (see Revelation 20:5, 11-12; Matthew 11:20-24; 12:41-42). Besides Obadiah,
other prophecies concerning Edom may be found in Amos 1:11-12, Isaiah 21:11-12, 34:1-17, 63:1-6, Ezekiel
25:12-14 and 35:1-15.
Prophecies Against Damascus and Arabia (Jeremiah 49)
Jeremiah 49:23-33 is directed ―against Damascus,‖ the metropolitan capital of Syria representing the nation as
a whole. Syria was and is north of the land of Israel, was usually a hostile neighbor to ancient Israel and Judah,
and is today mostly a hostile neighbor to the modern Jewish state of Israel.
The Assyrians had destroyed the Aramaean kingdom of Damascus around the same time the northern kingdom
of Israel fell—and the Syrians were taken captive to the north. But the resettled city survived—and it is the city,
along with the territory under its control, that Jeremiah addresses. Hamath and Arpad ―were major towns
located west and north of the capital of Damascus‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 23-25). They are still
under the rule of Damascus, which is today the capital of the modern country of Syria.
―Trouble on the sea,‖ which ―cannot be quiet,‖ may refer to an invasion of Syria‘s Mediterranean coast from the
sea. This did not happen in Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion, which came from the east. It may even be a direct endtime reference: ―And there will be…on the earth distress of nations, with perplexity, the sea and the waves
roaring; men‘s hearts failing them from fear and the expectations of those things which are coming on the earth‖
(Luke 21:25-26). Yet some read Jeremiah 49:23 as simply meaning that those on the seacoast—or ―at the sea‖
(Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 23)—are, like those in other listed parts of Syria,
experiencing unrest over the prospect of imminent invasion. In any case, the once-mighty Syria will be
paralyzed with fear and anguish (verse 24).
Damascus, formerly ―the city of praise‖ (verse 25), will be destroyed ―in that day‖ (verse 26)—referring, we may
reasonably conclude, to the Day of the Lord. This is even more clearly seen in verse 27. It is adapted from
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Amos 1:4, which appears to be part of an end-time prophecy (see the Bible Reading Program comments on
Amos 1 and 2). ―Ben-Hadad,‖ it should be recalled, was a title used by a number of Syrian rulers.
Besides Amos 1:3-5, other prophecies of Syria are found in Isaiah 17:1-3 and Zechariah 9:1-4. The message of
Jeremiah 49:28-33 is ―against Kedar [son of Ishmael, father of the Arabs] and against the kingdoms of
Hazor…[who are] men of the East‖ (verse 28). These are people who dwell in tents, shepherd flocks and ride
camels. Hazor here is not the more famous city of this name in northern Israel. Meaning ―Enclosure,‖ this name
was given to a number of towns (e.g., see Joshua 15:21-25). The JFB Commentary explains that the Hazor of
Jeremiah 49 was ―not the city in Palestine, but a district in Arabia Petraea. ‗Kingdoms‘ refer to the several
combinations of clans, each under its own sheikh‖ (note on verse 28). The same commentary note says ―the
Kedarenes led a wandering predatory life in Arabia Petraea, as the Bedouin Arabs.‖ As was mentioned in the
Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 21:13-17, the entry on ―Kedar‖ in Smith‘s Bible Dictionary states,
―The tribe seems to have been one of the most conspicuous of all the Ishmaelite tribes, and hence the rabbis
call the Arabians universally by this name.‖
In verses 28 and 30 of Jeremiah 49, specific mention is made of Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon as the instrument
of punishment. This is a major reason many Bible scholars and commentators think that attacks by
Nebuchadnezzar fulfilled all the prophecies from Jeremiah 47:1–49:33—prophecies against the Philistines,
Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, Syrians and Arabians. However, as has been explained, most of the
prophecies in this section have not yet been ultimately fulfilled. In that context, it may even be that while the
prophecy against the Arabians definitely applied to Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion, as that is clearly stated, it may
also be dual. That is, Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion may be presented here as a forerunner of latter-day events to
be ultimately fulfilled, as with the other prophecies, in the direct intervention of Jesus Christ during the Day of
the Lord.
The Arabian sheiks are described as wealthy and secure (49:31)—yet without gates or bars (probably referring
to the fact that the waterless desert provides a barrier of protection). Yet God will bring ―fear on every side‖ (see
verse 29)—a common theme in Jeremiah‘s prophecies (see 6:25; 20:3 margin, verse 10; 46:5; 49:5)—and then
actual ―calamity from all its sides‖ (49:32). What do all the ethnic groups addressed in Jeremiah 47:1–49:33
have in common? Historically they have usually been aggressively anti-Israel, often fighting the Israelites to
destroy them and steal the land God gave His people—and the same is true today. Furthermore, in their fervor
for the Islamic faith, they oppose the religion of the Bible and its adherents—often violently. God will eventually
take action against the enemies of Israel (i.e., of the physical descendants of Israel and of spiritual Israel, the
Church), and against all those who oppose His Word.
Seraiah‘s Mission (Jeremiah 50-51)
Jeremiah 50–51 is a long prophecy against Babylon. At the end of the prophecy is an account of the context in
which it was first delivered (51:59-64). Though obviously written down after the prophecy itself, our reading
starts with part of this account (verses 59-61) to give us that context up front.
The time frame is the fourth year of Zedekiah, 593 B.C. The Jewish king, we are informed, traveled to Babylon
at this time. As was suggested in the Bible Reading Program comments on Jeremiah 29, Zedekiah may have
made this trip to allay Nebuchadnezzar‘s concerns over his involvement in the international plotting addressed
in chapter 27. Whatever the reason for the journey, we are told that Zedekiah is accompanied by Seraiah the
son of Neriah (51:59), apparently the brother of Jeremiah‘s scribe Baruch.
Seraiah was serving as the ―quartermaster‖ or, as the Contemporary English Version translates the term, ―the
officer in charge of arranging for places to stay overnight‖ (―quiet prince‖ in the King James Version is evidently
a mistranslation). Prior to the departure of the entourage, Jeremiah writes on a scroll what God has revealed to
him about the future downfall of Babylon—the words recorded in Jeremiah 50:1–51:58. The prophet sends the
scroll with Seraiah to read aloud when he gets to Babylon. No doubt, God intends that a representative number
of Babylonians hear this message, as there are numerous statements in it addressed directly to Babylon.
However, His main purpose in directing Jeremiah to send the message to Babylon is probably to console the
Jewish captives there.
―Move From the Midst of Babylon‖ (Jeremiah 50-51)
The Neo-Babylonian Empire of the Chaldeans would be destroyed. Repeated reference is made to an
assembly of nations invading Babylon from the north (50:3, 9, 41; 51:48). In the next chapter we will see that
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one of the principal nations involved in this invasion is that of the Medes (51:11, 28), who were located to the
northeast of Babylon in ancient times. This must surely refer in part to what happened 54 years later, in 539
B.C., when Cyrus of Persia, in alliance with the Medes, defeated the Chaldeans and took over their empire.
However, while these two chapters of Jeremiah portray a violent overthrow of the city of Babylon, ―the
Nabonidus Chronicle, a text describing the fall of Babylon, reports that ‗Cyrus entered Babylon without a battle‘‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on 51:29-32). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―It has troubled some
scholars that chapters 50-51 predict the violent destruction of Babylon, whereas its defeat by Cyrus in 539 B.C.
took place without a battle and with no damage to the city. But as with other predictive prophecies, if a
fulfillment does not occur in one period, it is to be sought for in another and future one‖ (introductory notes on
chap. 50).
Indeed, these two chapters also show that Babylon would be left desolate and perpetually uninhabited (50:3940; 51:43). And yet the Persians made it their winter capital. Some, therefore, look to events that followed.
―Cyrus took away its supremacy. Darius Hystaspes [a later successor of Cyrus] deprived it, when it rebelled, of
its fortifications‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on 50:39). His successor, Xerxes, sacked
Babylon in 497 B.C. This best fits the picture of Jeremiah 50–51 in an ancient context. Still, Alexander later
resurrected the city as an Asian capital. His successor in the region, Seleucus, made it his capital for a while
but soon relocated.
―Seleucus Nicanor removed its citizens and wealth to Seleucia, which he founded in the neighborhood; and the
Parthians [later] removed all that was left to Ctesiphon. Nothing but its walls was left under the Roman emperor
[H]adrian‖ (JFB Commentary, note on 50:39).
Yet even this does not fully fit the utter destruction and sense of desolation that is prophesied. We should
compare Jeremiah‘s prophecy with what we saw earlier in Isaiah 13. The mention of wild animals living at the
site is found in both Jeremiah 50:39 and Isaiah 13:21-22. Now note the verse that follows in Jeremiah: ―‗As God
overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah and their neighbors,‘ says the LORD, ‗So no one shall reside there, nor son of
man dwell in it‖ (verse 40). Compare that with Isaiah 13:19-20: ―And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty
of the Chaldeans pride, will be as when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. It will never be inhabited, nor will
it be settled from generation to generation…‖ And notice particularly the end of the verse: ―…nor will the
Arabian pitch tents there, nor will the shepherds make their sheepfolds there.‖ This just has not come to pass
on the site of ancient Babylon. Bedouins have ranged over the area for centuries. People involved in
archaeological excavation have lived at the site in more recent times.
Moreover, in the past several years, Saddam Hussein of Iraq began a monumental restoration project at
ancient Babylon, even though Jeremiah prophesied that none of the city‘s stones would be used for rebuilding
(Jeremiah 51:26). And certainly people have been living at the site to carry this out. How do we explain this? As
was pointed out in Isaiah 13, the prophecy there was primarily referring to the fall of end-time Babylon—the
coming European-centered economic, politico-military and religious world power bloc called the ―Beast‖ and
―Babylon‖ in the book of Revelation. So it is with these chapters of Jeremiah as well. Notice the phrase
―daughter of Babylon‖ (50:42), wording that indicates an end-time counterpart to the original (compare Isaiah
47:1, 5). The expression ―Behold, the days are coming,‖ points to events that are yet future (Jeremiah 51:47;
52). We can especially see the latter-day context here in the references to the return and restoration of both
Judah and Israel (50:4-5, 19-20; 51:5)—which has never happened.
Thus, while much of Jeremiah 50–51 is applicable to ancient times—as is clear from the references to
Nebuchadnezzar (50:17; 51:34) and the fact that Jeremiah sent Seraiah to read the prophecy to people of that
time—these chapters also point to events that are yet future. ―Babylon was employed as the rod in God‘s hand
for the chastising of all the other nations, and now at length that rod shall be thrown into the fire. The
destruction of Babylon by Cyrus was foretold, long before it came to its height, by Isaiah, and now again, when
it has come to its height, by Jeremiah…. And as [with] Isaiah‘s prophecies…Jeremiah‘s prophecies of the same
events seem designed to point at the apocalyptic triumphs…over the New-Testament Babylon, many passages
in the Revelation being borrowed hence‖ (Matthew Henry Commentary, introductory notes on Jeremiah 50).
With this in mind, let us notice some of the particulars in the first part of the prophecy, chapter 50. (We will go
through the rest of the prophecy in our next reading.) Verse 2 mentions the Babylonian deity names Bel (which,
like Baal, means ―Lord‖) and Merodach (the Hebraic form of Marduk, chief god of Babylon). These names
referred to the same deity—often styled Bel-Marduk. It and the other false gods of Babylon are referred to using
a word translated ―images‖ (NKJV) or ―idols‖ (NIV), but which actually denotes ―dung pellets‖ or ―animal
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droppings‖ (Expositor‘s, note and footnote on verse 2; Nelson, note on verses 2-3). Idols are utterly revolting to
the true God and should be to everyone else as well. God actually refers to the worship of idols as ―insane‖
(verse 38)—completely irrational.
Interestingly, the humiliation and shame foretold for Babylon‘s gods in verse 2 (compare 51:44, 47, 52) did not
come with Cyrus‘ takeover—except in the sense that they were powerless to prevent it. For Cyrus allowed their
temples and priests to continue unmolested. But the idols were ―broken in pieces,‖ as it says, by Xerxes, whose
attack was directed at the Babylonian religious establishment. In a modern context, Bel-Marduk or Baal has
come down to us as the false ―Lord‖ of the Babylonian counterfeit Christianity (see Revelation 17). This
religious system still worships powerless idols. But these idols will be utterly destroyed at the coming of the true
Lord to rule all nations.
God issues warnings to His people to leave Babylon so as not to be corrupted by it and suffer its destruction
(verse 8; 51:6, 45; compare Isaiah 48:20). This was not meant in a literal sense for the time Jeremiah‘s
prophecy was given. We can be sure of that because he had already written to the captives instructing them to
settle down where they were (Jeremiah 29:4-7). Furthermore, they could not leave until they were later freed.
Certainly the message would still have applied in a figurative, spiritual sense—that is, though they dwelt in
Babylon, they were to come out of its ways. On the other hand, the instruction to leave would have applied
literally once the Jews were eventually freed. That is, they needed to leave Babylon before it was afterward
sacked. Most significantly, the same warning is issued regarding end-time Babylon in Revelation 18:4: ―Come
out of her, my people, lest you share in her sins, and lest you receive of her plagues.‖
As mentioned, God would bring great forces against the Babylonians. They are pictured as archers (Jeremiah
50:9, 14, 29, 42; 51:3)—though sword, lance and ax are also mentioned. The shooting of arrows may relate to
Persian forces elsewhere described with bow and quiver (49:35; Isaiah 22:6). This probably meant literal bows
and arrows in the ancient application of this prophecy. But what about an end-time fulfillment? Perhaps the
image is simply one of dealing destruction from afar. The ―arrows‖ or ―missiles‖ used in today‘s warfare are
mechanical ones. Note this statement: ―Their arrows shall be like those of an expert warrior; none shall return in
vain‖ (Jeremiah 50:9). This almost sounds like modern smart missiles.
Verse 17 says that Israel has been partially devoured and scattered by the king of Assyria and is being finished
off, so to speak, by Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon. This definitely applied to Jeremiah‘s day. ―Therefore,‖
God says in the next verse, ―…I will punish the king of Babylon and his land.‖ This seems to still be referring to
Nebuchadnezzar. And indeed, God did punish him by causing him to go crazy for seven years (see Daniel 4).
However, God then restored him to sanity and glory—and Nebuchadnezzar never saw the fall of Babylon. So
perhaps a successor ruler is meant.
Belshazzar was killed at the time of the Medo-Persian takeover for his arrogant defiance (Daniel 5). Yet this
verse, Jeremiah 50:17, may also have an end-time application—and it does seem to, given its juxtaposition with
the verses that follow concerning Israel‘s future return. ―Nebuchadnezzar‖ could denote not just the ruler with
that name in Jeremiah‘s day, but also an end-time Babylonian ruler of any name (for just as a prophecy of a
future Elijah in Malachi 4 did not refer to Elijah himself, but simply to one in the same spirit, so it could be in this
case). In fact, the name itself could have broader application.
Consider that, according to some scholars, ―the -ezzar of Nebuchadnezzar means Assyria, and appears in such
words as Nabonassar, Bel-ch-azzar, Nebo-pol-assar, Tiglath-Pil-eser, Esar-haden, and so on….
Nebuchadnezzar is Nebo-chah-adun-Assar (Nebo, royal prince-of Assyria)‖ (E. Cobham Brewer, Dictionary of
Phrase and Fable, 1898, ―Nebuchadnezzar‖). Nebo was a god whose name meant prophet or spokesman, thus
equating him with the Greek Hermes or Roman Mercury, messenger of the gods. So Nebuchadnezzar
(―Spokesman for the god of this world, royal prince of Assyria‖) could conceivably be a general descriptor for
the end-time Assyro-Babylonian ―Beast‖ dictator. Even if not, the original Nebuchadnezzar was certainly a
precursor of this future ruler. Just as Nebuchadnezzar‘s pride brought God‘s punishment on him, once again we
see pride and haughtiness as a major reason the wrath of God will be unleashed on the end-time Babylon
(verses 29-32).
In verse 21, Merathaim, ―i.e., ‗double rebellion‘—signifies Babylon. Southern Babylon was known as mat marrati
(‗Land of the Bitter River‘). ‗Pekod‘ means ‗visitation‘ or ‗punishment.‘ An eastern Babylonian tribe was named
Puqudu‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 21). The JFB Commentary says Pekod was ―a chief province of Assyria, in
which Nineveh, now overthrown, once lay…The visitation on Babylon was a following up of that on Assyria‖
(note on verse 21).
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Babylon is to receive ―the vengeance of the LORD our God, the vengeance of His temple,‖ which the
Babylonians destroyed (verse 28). The end-time Babylonians will also defile the temple through the setting up
within it of the future ―abomination of desolation‖ (see Matthew 24:15). Jeremiah 51 mentions the shame
suffered by the Jews because ―strangers have come into the sanctuaries of the LORD‘s house‖ (verse 51). As
this provokes divine vengeance on Babylon‘s ―carved images‖ (verse 52), perhaps such images will be set up in
God‘s temple.
The drying up of waters in Jeremiah 50:38 refers, at least in part, to the diversion of the River Euphrates by
Cyrus as a means of access into Babylon. This was explained in the comments on Isaiah 45:1. As was further
explained there, the Euphrates will also be dried up in the end time in preparation for the final destruction of
Babylon (see Revelation 16:12).
As already stated, Babylon will be left wasted and desolate. In an end-time context, this would appear to refer to
the capital of the future empire, probably Rome. Notice again the description of wild animals dwelling there
(Jeremiah 50:39; compare 51:37; Isaiah 13:21-22; 14:23). While probably literal on one level, The Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary reports that at least one scholar ―attempts to render the assonance of tsiim ‘eth ‘yim (siyyim
et- iyyim, ‗desert creatures and hyenas‘) by ‗goblins and ghouls‘…. [Another scholar] considered them, not as
animals, but probably demons of the desert‖ (footnote on Jeremiah 50:39). This is certainly interesting given the
parallel—as mentioned in the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 14:23—with Revelation 18:2, which
mentions the future Babylon becoming ―a dwelling place of demons, a prison for every foul spirit, and a cage for
every unclean and hated bird!‖ (the latter also apparently referring to demons). This parallels the abyss or
bottomless pit where Satan and his demons are confined after they are bound at Christ‘s return (Revelation
20:1-3).
Jeremiah 50:44-46 is adapted from the prophecy against Edom in 49:19-21, substituting Babylon for Edom
(Review the Bible Reading Program comments on this other passage for alternative suggestions regarding its
meaning.)
The Prophecy Against Babylon Continues (Jeremiah 51)
Chapter 51 begins with a reference to ―Babylon…those who dwell in Leb Kamai‖ (verse 1). The King James
Version renders Leb Kamai as ―the midst of them that rise up against me.‖ The Hebrew expression literally
means ―the heart of my enemy.‖ Many argue that this is the first of two cryptograms in this chapter. The
explanation is that a code is used wherein the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet is expressed by the last, and
so forth, so that Leb Kamai corresponds to Chasdim, the Hebrew word for Chaldeans. The other possible
cryptogram in the chapter is Sheshach in verse 41, where, as mentioned in the Bible Reading Program
comments on Jeremiah 25:26 (the other place where this expression occurs), using the same letter substitution
system would produce the word Babel. However, as in chapter 25, it is clear in both cases here in chapter 51
who is being described anyway—so it is not apparent why such a code would be needed. The word Sheshach,
as explained in previous comments, has been interpreted variously by scholars. Perhaps the most likely
meaning is ―thy fine linen‖ (The KJV Old Testament Hebrew Lexicon, Strong No. 8347, on-line at
bible.crosswalk.com/Lexicons/Hebrew). This would seem to tie in with the description of end-time Babylon in
Revelation 18:16: ―that great city that was clothed in fine linen, purple, and scarlet, and adorned with gold and
precious stones and pearls.‖
Babylon is going to be punished. God is going to rescue Israel and Judah—again showing an end-time context.
The Lord has not forsaken His people ―though their land was filled with sin against the Holy One of Israel‖
(Jeremiah 51:5). God has always intended Israel to be a godly, model nation for the world. And He will not be
thwarted from His purpose. Despite the failings of the Israelites, the omnipotent God will yet confront them and
lead them to repentance. (This does not mean that all Israelites will ultimately respond in a right way to God—
but undoubtedly the vast majority will.) Verse 7 uses the imagery of Babylon as a cup of wine being poured out
on the nations by God. This is a symbol of divine wrath taken from 25:15-29. The nations are made drunk (to
reel and stagger) through suffering conquest. Also, we can see this as God giving the nations over to Babylon‘s
spiritual wine, thus making them drunk with false religion (compare Revelation 17:2). Yet now God will break
the cup of Babylon. ―Babylon has suddenly fallen‖ (verse 8; compare Isaiah 21:9; Revelation 18:2).
Jeremiah 51:9 states: ―We would have healed Babylon, but she is not healed…. Let us go everyone to his own
country.‖ From the next verse we can see that it is God‘s people who are pictured speaking here. ―The people
of God that were captives among the Babylonians endeavoured, according to the instructions given them (Jer.
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10:11), to convince them of the folly of their idolatry, but they could not do it; still [the Babylonians] doted as
much as ever upon their graven images, and therefore the Israelites resolved to quit them and go to their own
country‖ (Matthew Henry Commentary, note on 51:9).
Verse 10 states, ―The LORD has revealed our righteousness.‖ This may just mean that, through punishing
Babylon, God has shown the Israelites to be the ones in the right in the present circumstances. Babylon‘s
treatment of them has been unjust. And the Israelites‘ abandonment of the Babylonians to suffer destruction is
appropriate. However, the wording could also perhaps refer to the Israelites being reconciled to God through
repentance—and God making this manifest through His deliverance of them.
Verses 11 and 28 identify the forces that would invade Babylon from the north as those of the Medes. And the
Medes, as was noted in the previous highlights, did invade ancient Babylon in 539 B.C. under the Persian king
Cyrus the Great. Verse 27 mentions other nations that are joined with the Medes in the invasion—Ararat, Minni
and Ashkenaz. In the sixth century B.C. these peoples lived in northwestern Iran and contiguous areas. ―The
first are the Urartu of the Assyrian inscriptions, practically Armenia, north of Lake Van. The second are the
Mannaeans of the Assyrian records, who lived south of Lake Urmia. The last, the Ashguzai of the Assyrian
inscriptions, were nomads living east of Lake Urmia (cf. Gen. 10:3 [where Ashkenaz is listed as a nation
descended from Noah‘s son Japheth, see verse 2])‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Jeremiah 51:2733).
While the ancient invasion was no doubt intended by the prophecy, we should also look beyond that. For given
the clear latter-day context of much of this chapter and the previous one, it is evident that the modern
descendants of these same peoples will play a part in the fall of end-time Babylon. As was pointed out in the
Bible Reading Program comments on a parallel prophecy concerning Babylon‘s downfall, Isaiah 21, while some
of the Medes probably still live in their ancient homeland, many today may be found north of the Black Sea in
what is now the Ukraine. Concerning the Urartians and Mannaeans, today‘s Armenians and neighboring
peoples would seem to be indicated.
Ashkenaz is commonly identified with the Scythians—though it should be understood that various nomadic
groups near the Caspian Sea were known as Scythians, including the Israelites who came out of Assyrian
captivity (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy). The people of Ashkenaz
appear to have ranged eastward, becoming scattered throughout East Asia. One source explains that many of
those who live today in ―south-east Asia, Bhutan, Nepal, Tibet, southern China and a few of the population of
Japan are descendants of Ashkenaz‖ (―The Origin of the Nations of South-East Asia,‖
cgca.net/coglinks/origin/oon2.1/vol2_1p4.html).
The book of Revelation describes a 200-million-man army from beyond the Euphrates River that will inflict great
destruction on all mankind, including end-time Babylon, shortly before the return of Christ (see 9:13-19). Later,
as referred to in the previous highlights, the Euphrates is ―dried up, so that the way of the kings from the east
might be prepared‖ (16:12). As mentioned, Cyrus dried up the Euphrates to enable Babylon‘s invasion in his
day. Both events seem to be indicated by Jeremiah 50:38.
Babylon is said to ―dwell by many waters‖ and to have a ―sea‖ with ―waves‖ (51:13, 36, 42, 55). Recall from
Isaiah 21:1 that Babylon was there referred to as the ―Wilderness of the Sea.‖ This was apparently a reference
to the lakes and great marshes surrounding the Euphrates to the south of Babylon—the region bordering the
Persian Gulf known as the Sealands. However, this could also be a reference to the later Babylon, Rome,
which sat beside the Mediterranean, calling it Mare Nostrum (―Our Sea‖), as the Roman Empire encompassed
it. A similar situation may exist in the end time.
The image is also quite likely a figurative one. The Romano-Babylonian Beast power is described as rising from
the ―sea‖ and as one that ―sits on many waters‖ (see Daniel 7; 13; 17), these waters representing ―peoples,
multitudes, nations, and tongues‖ (verse 15). Jeremiah 51:15-19 contrasts the omnipotent God with powerless
idols and the foolishness of worshiping them. The words here are taken from an earlier prophecy God gave
Jeremiah in 10:12-16. Both sections end by describing God as the ―Portion‖ of His people—their livelihood and
reward. Then notice the next section. God says, ―You are My battle-ax and weapons of war…‖ (verse 20). And
He goes on to show how He would use this battle-ax to do great damage (verses 20-23). But just whom is He
talking to and about? Verse 24 answers, ―And I will repay Babylon and all the inhabitants of Chaldea for all the
evil they have done in Zion in your sight.‖ Clearly, Babylon is the one being broken and destroyed—and,
surprisingly, the Jews are the ones being used to accomplish this (and probably all Israel since Jacob is the last
people referenced just prior to this section—verse 19). This did not happen in ancient times. Israelite Scythian
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forces did help to bring down ancient Assyria and its capital of Nineveh, but there was no parallel with the fall of
ancient Babylon.
However, we do have other indications that such a resurgence of Israel and Judah will happen in the end time.
For instance, Zechariah 14:14 says that at the time of Christ‘s return, ―Judah also will fight at Jerusalem.‖ Isaiah
41:14-15 says: ―Fear not, you worm Jacob, you men of Israel…. You shall thresh the mountains [kingdoms] and
beat them small, and make the hills [smaller nations] like chaff.‖ (Babylon is described in Jeremiah 51 as a
mountain that will be threshed—verses 25, 33).
Micah 4:13 says, ―Arise and thresh, O daughter of Zion…you shall beat in pieces many peoples.‖ This last
reference is likely dual, as it could also refer to spiritual Israel, the Church of God, glorified at Christ‘s return and
executing God‘s judgment on the nations.
Yet we might wonder how physical Israel and Judah, enslaved and decimated peoples, could become
resurgent prior to Christ‘s return. Realize that this does not mean restoration to greatness. That will not come
until after Christ establishes His Kingdom on this earth. Rather, resurgence simply implies a slight regaining of
strength—and probably in pockets rather than all Israel. As we saw from Hosea 6:1-2, the time of Jacob‘s
trouble will apparently last about two and a half years, to be followed by the ―day of the LORD‘s vengeance, the
year of recompense for the cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:8)—the final year prior to Christ‘s return. According to the
book of Revelation, ―the great day of His wrath‖ (6:17), which follows the Great Tribulation (compare verses 911), will encompass the great calamities of the seven trumpets (see Revelation 8–9).
Consider then: The people of end-time Babylon will be preoccupied by the catastrophic events of that final year,
which may direct their attention away from their slaves to some degree. This could allow many Israelites
scattered throughout Europe and other places to escape and pockets of resistance to form (think of the French
resistance of World War II). These pockets of resistance may secure weapons with which to fight. When forces
from the East—apparently including the latter-day Medes—come to wreak havoc on Europe (Revelation 9:1321), this would likely free up even more Israelites. And the Israelite resistance forces would then be able to help
in the destruction of end-time Babylon. Perhaps they will, in particular, help destroy the Babylonian capital of
the last days, probably Rome. (This would parallel the fall not of ancient Babylon, but of ancient Nineveh—
which still makes sense when we realize that end-time Babylon will be fused together with end-time Assyria in
the same power bloc.) Whether or not events turn out exactly this way, we should be able to see that a
somewhat resurgent Israel can well fit in the panorama of end-time events laid out in Bible prophecy. And
indeed, we are told here in Jeremiah 51 that it will help to bring about the final Babylon‘s downfall.
Babylon stands guilty of great evil. The ―slain of Israel‖ (verse 49) may refer also to ―the blood of the
saints…and of the martyrs of Jesus‖ (Revelation 17:6). For all she has done, swift punishment is coming.
―Babylon is compared to lions‘ cubs (v. 38). She will be given a feast, followed not by the usual drunken sleep,
but by a perpetual sleep of death (vv. 39-40)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 34-44).
We see this specifically applying to Babylon‘s leaders and prominent people in verse 57. It should be clarified
that the statement ―They shall sleep a perpetual sleep and not awake‖ does not mean they will never be
resurrected, as they surely will be. Again, the point is simply that their ―sleep‖ is death—long and ongoing. They
will not awake from it as from typical slumber. In part, this seems to be a reference to Belshazzar‘s drunken
feast (Daniel 5), which facilitated the downfall of the city of Babylon that very night. Of course, as with the rest of
the prophecy, a greater fulfillment will come at the end of this age, during the Day of the Lord.
―The broad walls of Babylon‖ (Jeremiah 51:58) refers to the literal massive walls of the ancient city of Babylon,
as well as to the exalted confidence in the strength and security of ―Babylon the great‖ of the last days. She will
think she ―will not see sorrow‖ (Revelation 18:7), but ―her plagues will come in one day‖ (verse 8).
After reading the prophecy, Seraiah is to visually enact the symbolism of Babylon‘s fall by throwing the scroll,
with a stone tied to it, into the Euphrates (Jeremiah 51:63). Babylon will sink to never rise again (verse 64; see
also verse 42). The section ends with the statement, ―Thus far are the words of Jeremiah.‖ The Good News
Bible renders this, ―The words of Jeremiah end here.‖ This is because the next chapter of the book, Jeremiah
52, the last chapter, was evidently added by a later editor.
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Jeconiah‘s Release From Prison (Jeremiah 52)
Jeconiah, known also as Jehoiachin, was just 18 when he reigned over Judah for a mere three months.
Nebuchadnezzar had carried the young man away to Babylon where he remained imprisoned for 37 long
years—until he was 55! Now Nebuchadnezzar was dead and a new emperor sat on the Babylonian throne. Evil
Merodach (or Ewil Merodak) ―is a transliteration of the Assyro-Babylonian Amel (‗man of‘)—Marduk [the chief
god of Babylon]. He was Nebuchadnezzar‘s son, who reigned from 562 B.C. to 560 B.C.‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, footnote on Jeremiah 52:31). Readers should ignore the similarity between the way his name is
written and the English word ―evil,‖ as there is no relation whatsoever.
―Jewish tradition claims Evil-Merodach was imprisoned by his father for some action in the government during a
period of Nebuchadnezzar‘s indisposition. While in prison, Evil-Merodach became a friend of Jehoiachin. On his
accession to the throne, Evil-Merodach released Jehoiachin and gave him a prominent place at the royal
table…. [While it may be true, it should be recognized that] the tradition has marks of an ad hoc explanation‖
(same footnote).
As noted previously in the Bible Reading Program, Jeconiah‘s continued provisions are confirmed by
archaeology. ―Tablets from the reign of Nabonidus (555-539 B.C.) record the daily rations of Jehoiachin who is
called ‗Yaukin, king of the land of Yehud {Judah}‘‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 2 Kings 25:27). Jeconiah‘s
descendants were barred from the Davidic throne (see Jeremiah 22:30). Nevertheless, they would play
important roles in the future—his descendant Zerubbabel serving as governor of Judea at the time of the
Jewish return from exile and his later descendant Joseph being the adoptive father of Jesus Christ—and
Joseph‘s sons being the apostles James and Jude, half-brothers of Jesus.
With the kind treatment shown to Jeconiah, the books of Kings and Jeremiah conclude with a ray of hope—as
Jeconiah‘s situation was typical of his nation. He was imprisoned for a long time, losing many unrecoverable
years due to sin, yet eventually he was freed and treated like royalty. So it would be with the entire Jewish
nation—and of all Israel in the future.
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LAMENTATIONS
Introduction to Lamentations (Lamentations 1)
The author of Lamentations is not named in the book, but it is traditionally attributed to the prophet Jeremiah.
―In fact, some copies of the ancient Greek Septuagint translation begin the book with these words: ‗And it came
to pass, after Israel [i.e., the remnant of Israel—Judah] had been carried captive, and Jerusalem became
desolate, that Jeremiah sat weeping, and lamented this lamentation over Jerusalem.‘
Crediting Lamentations to Jeremiah is based on the following considerations: (1) Jeremiah was known as a
composer of laments (see 2 Chr. 35:25). (2) Jeremiah was the prophet who mourned, ‗Oh, that my head were
waters, and my eyes a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night for the slain of the daughter of my
people!‘ (see Jer. 9:1). (3) In [Lamentations] 3:1, the author seems to identify himself with Jeremiah when he
says, ‗I am the man who has seen affliction by the rod of His wrath.‘ (4) There are many linguistic similarities
between Lamentations and Jeremiah‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Lamentations.)
―In the Talmud (Baba Bathra 15a), this book is called qinot (‗Lamentations‘)…. The name commonly used in
Hebrew, however, is ekah (‗How‘), the first word of the first, second, and fourth laments [that is, chapters 1, 2
and 4]. In the Hebrew canon it stands in the Writings as the third of the Megilloth, or Scrolls, between Ruth and
Ecclesiastes‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introductory notes on Lamentations). We are reading it now to
keep it in the context of its writing in the wake of the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple.
―The five chapters of Lamentations are five poems with ch[apter] 3 as the midpoint or climax. Accordingly, the
first two chapters build an ‗ascent,‘ or crescendo, to the climax, the grand confession of 3:23, 24: ‗Great is your
faithfulness. The Lord is my portion.‘ The last two chapters are a ‗descent,‘ or decrescendo, from the pinnacle of
ch[apter] 3…. The poetry of the book enhances its purpose and structure. Chapters 1 through 4 are composed
as acrostics of the twenty-two letters of the Hebrew alphabet. Each verse or group of verses begins with a word
whose initial letter carries on the sequence of letters in the Hebrew alphabet. This would be similar to an
English poem in which the first line begins with A; the second begins with B, and so on. One purpose of this
device was probably to aid in memorization of the passage. The acrostic also suggests that the writer has
thought things through and is giving a complete account of the subject‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes
on Lamentations).
While chapter 1 is a perfect acrostic, chapters 2-4 are slightly imperfect, and oddly enough for the same reason.
In each case the 16th and 17th letters of the Hebrew alphabet (ayin and pe) are swapped—for what
significance we don‘t know. The acrostic in chapter 3 comes in groups of three—that is, each of the first three
verses begins with the first Hebrew letter aleph, each of the second three with the second letter beth, etc. (see
Expositor‘s, introductory notes on Lamentations). And then there is the mysterious chapter 5, intriguingly not an
acrostic even though it still seems to divide up into 22 verses. ―That chapter 5 has twenty-two verses has
caused some to suggest that the laments were first written in normal verse and then rewritten to include the
acrostic. This idea is ingenious but unprovable‖ (same note).
Other laments are written in various books like the book of Psalms, but this is the only book solely devoted to
lamenting. Orthodox Jewish custom requires that this book be read aloud on the fast of Tisha b‘Av, the ninth
day of the Hebrew month of Ab—the traditional day on which the temple of Solomon was destroyed in 586 B.C.
and on which the second temple was destroyed by the Roman army in A.D. 70. Jeremiah was present at the
destruction of Solomon‘s temple as Jerusalem was overrun and sacked by the Babylonian armies. He saw the
horrifying imagery described in the book. And yet the terrible suffering portrayed seems to reflect even more
than what occurred at that time. It evidently anticipates suffering that was, and still is, yet to come—for the
judgment described here is what is to befall ―all the dwelling places of Jacob…every horn of Israel‖
(Lamentations 2:2-3), not just Judah. The book, as we will see, calls for the coming of the Day of the Lord and
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the final judgment on Israel‘s enemies. Yet there is no question that the ancient anguish and suffering of Judah
is also vividly revealed in the pages of this deeply emotional account.
In its introductory notes on the book, The Bible Reader‘s Companion (Lawrence Richards, 1991) states:
―Lamentations does maintain a consistent theological outlook: Judah‘s [and later all Israel‘s] loss can be traced
to God‘s sovereignty, His justice, and His commitment to a morality which His people abandoned. Yet
Lamentations is primarily a book that plumbs the depths of human sorrow, not from an individual‘s perspective,
but from the perspective of an entire people. Reading the book we experience something of the overwhelming
sense of despair that can grip communities and even whole nations. Even the prayers recorded in
Lamentations are desperate prayers; cries of anguish rather than affirmations of hope. It is terrible as well as
wonderful to be human. It is terrible indeed if we surrender to our human bent to sin. The day must come when
we will look back on our lost opportunities, and realize that the misery we endure now is a consequence of our
own chronic craving for sin. If nothing else, reading the Book of Lamentations reminds us the pleasures of sin
are at best momentary, the painful consequences lasting and deep.‖
The Desolation and Misery of Jerusalem (Lamentations 1)
―The first dirge (1:1-22) focuses on the city of Jerusalem. The poet sees the city as a grieving widow, bereft of
her children, dirty, poverty-stricken, and despised, bitterly remembering happier times (vv. 1-11b). The tearful
city cries out to God. She describes the utter contempt others have for her, hoping desperately to awaken
God‘s compassion (vv. 11c-16). The poet cries out too (v. 17), and then records Jerusalem‘s confession. It is
Zion‘s own sin that caused God to judge her with the present distress‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chapters 1–
3 summary).
Jerusalem should be understood literally as the ancient city in which Jeremiah dwelt—spoiled by the
Babylonian invasion. But it also represents all Judah—and even Jacob (verse 17), meaning all Israel. Again,
this points to the time of the end, when Israel and Judah will be punished together during the time of ―Jacob‘s
trouble,‖ the ―great tribulation‖ (Jeremiah 30:7; Matthew 24:21-22).
In Lamentations 1:5 it is ―recognized that Jerusalem‘s disasters were a result of her breach of the covenant;
here [in verses 8-9] she is compared to a debased, slatternly harlot, shamelessly exposing her nakedness and
indifferent to the marks of menstrual blood—‗filthiness‘—on her garments, while ‗people shake their heads at
her‘…. Since harlotry is repeatedly used for Israel‘s idolatry and Baal worship, it is obviously implied here‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 8-9).
Verse 9 says, ―She did not consider her destiny; therefore her collapse was awesome.‖ Failing to consider her
destiny could be understood in one of two ways. It might mean that she did not think about the wonderful
destiny God intended for her. As Proverbs 29:18 says: ―Where there is no vision, the people perish‖ (KJV). Or it
might mean she did not consider where her actions would lead—what she had essentially destined herself for.
As Moses said, ―Oh, that they were wise, that…they would consider their latter end!‖ (Deuteronomy 32:29). The
fact that the people have no comforter (Lamentations 1:9, 17, 21) is that they have cut themselves off from God,
the true Comforter (see 2 Corinthians 1:3-4). They spread out their hands (verse 17), meaning they pray, but
there is no response. Proverbs 1:24 and verse 28 explain that God will neither hear nor respond to the pleas for
help of a people that repeatedly refuse His guidance.
The end of verse 11 through verse 16 and verses 18-22 give us the words of the people themselves as they
describe their desperate plight. In verses 21-22 a glimmer of recognition is given to the glee with which the
enemies of Israel attacked and destroyed. Although God did use Egypt, Assyria and Babylon as well as other
nations against Israel—as He will again in the future—He neither overlooked nor forgot the pleasure they took
in their task of destruction (as will be the case when He again uses them to punish end-time Israel). The call is
made for God to ―bring on the day You have announced, that they may become like me.‖ This is a plea for the
coming of the Day of the Lord, the end-time period during which the enemies of Israel and Judah will
themselves be punished. God will avenge His people. As Isaiah wrote of that time still ahead of us: ―For it is the
day of the LORD‘s vengeance, the year of recompense for the cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:8). No doubt the
Israelites in the Great Tribulation will be crying out for this deliverance.
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God‘s Anger With His People (Lamentations 2)
―The second dirge (2:1-22) emphasizes the destruction God caused in unleashing His anger on the Holy City….
A grimly determined God has laid Zion waste, rejecting His city and its temple (vv. 1-9). In utter agony, Zion‘s
proud inhabitants have crumpled to the ground. They are terrified, tormented, and stunned; shattered by the
events which have at last revealed the futility of false prophets‘ reassurances. God has done as He promised
and planned (vv. 10-17). The writer calls his people to prayer (vv. 18-19), and they cry out, describing their
condition in pitiful terms, and acknowledging God as the cause of their pain (vv. 20-22)‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, chapters 1–3 summary). This is a bold reminder of the fact that God desires worship that comes
from a converted heart, not that which comes from ritual or a building—even ritual He instituted and a building
He blessed!
In verse 2 we see that destruction has come on ―all the dwelling places of Jacob,‖ including, but not limited to,
―the strongholds of the daughter of Judah.‖ Verse 3 shows God having cut off ―every horn of Israel,‖ the horn
being a symbol of strength and power. God ―has blazed against Jacob like a flaming fire.‖ As noted previously,
the book of Lamentations concerns not only what happened to ancient Judah, but also what will befall both
Judah and Israel in the end time. This is startling to consider, when one realizes it encompasses the most
powerful nations of the past 200 years—the former British Empire and the present superpower of the United
States.
The beginning of verse 6 is perhaps better translated, ―He has done violence to His tabernacle, as if it were that
of a garden…‖ That is, as Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary quotes Calvin in its note on verse 6, ―His
tabernacle (i.e., temple) as (one would take away the temporary cottage or booth) of a garden.‖
Verse 9 laments, ―The Law is no more, and her prophets find no vision from the LORD.‖ The Nelson Study Bible
comments in its note on this verse: ―These words do not suggest the end of the Law, but rather the ceasing of
the work of the Law in the lives of the people for their blessing (see Deut. 6:1-3)…. Divinely appointed
instruction ceased for both the nation and the individual. This is not to say that the Law or prophecy were no
longer available. God spoke to Jeremiah ten days after the prophet requested a word from God (see Jer. 42:47); furthermore Ezekiel and Daniel prophesied during the 70 years of the Exile.‖
In Lamentations 2:11 we see the writer of the book—again, probably Jeremiah—with eyes swollen shut from
weeping over what is happening to his people. As a true servant of God who cares deeply for the people he is
sent to minister to, he is sick with grief to the point of vomiting. And yet this sense of overwhelming grief may
not just be the mindset of the book‘s writer, as it is inspired by the ultimate author—God Himself. God does not
miss anything—not the cries of infants or their mothers. He is afflicted when His people are afflicted (as Isaiah
63:9 makes clear: ―In all their affliction He was afflicted.‖). Indeed, as we will see in the next chapter, ―He does
not afflict willingly‖ (3:33).
So why does He persist in the affliction? Besides being just and fair, God knows the punishment is totally
necessary. Jesus prayed to His Father on the night before His crucifixion, ―If it be possible, let this cup pass
from me.‖ But that was not to be. Sometimes there is no alternative. God is working towards an everlasting
plan, and punishment and suffering are sometimes necessary to produce positive results that last for eternity.
The destruction and suffering of Israel is a lesson that all mankind can and will benefit from (compare 1
Corinthians 10:6-7). Even this study of these words is part of their benefit! When we have trials today and God
allows them, His purpose is always a greater one of eternal good for the one afflicted (James 1:2).
Of course, in the midst of affliction, the suffering is hard to bear—and difficult for those trying to provide comfort.
―How shall I console you?‖ the book asks. ―Jeremiah had no words to help the grieving women of Jerusalem as
they looked helplessly on their dying babies‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Lamentations 2:13). Again, we
should remember that God too, not just His prophet, grieved over what He decided had to be done in response
to the rebellion of the nation. In this sense, we should view the book of Lamentations as not just the lamenting
of Jeremiah and the people of Israel, but also of God Himself.
This situation is so dire that the mothers have actually cannibalized their children (verse 20), just as God had
warned would happen in the terrible siege conditions that would result from His people forsaking Him
(Deuteronomy 28:52-57). We will see this mentioned again in Lamentation 4:10. This horrifying act had been
perpetrated in past siege conditions (see 2 Kings 6:28-29). And, as shocking as it is to contemplate, it will yet
happen again at the end of the age. This is a sobering picture of where disobedience leads. May we learn the
lesson—and avoid the consequences—as we approach the terrible times that lie just ahead of us all.
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The Heart of the Matter (Lamentations 3)
The third lament is 66 verses long, as each of the 22 letters of the Hebrew alphabet is used to begin three
consecutive verses. This dirge details the personal complaint of the poet. The writer identifies himself in the
opening verse as ―the man who has seen affliction by the rod of His wrath.‖ Again, the book is traditionally
ascribed to Jeremiah, and that seems likely. Yet there is clear identification throughout with the entire nation
(verses 40-47 even being written in first person plural). However, the words of this chapter could not have been
written by just anyone.
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary does not agree with the assessment of some ―that ‗every man‘ is speaking.
It would be an exceptional Israelite who could use this language, and some of his experiences could hardly be
generalized. The commentary [here] is based on the assumption that Jeremiah is speaking…. The
reminiscences of many psalms [in what is written] is one of the arguments used against authorship by
Jeremiah. Behind this lies—consciously or unconsciously—the supposition that many of these were written later
than the prophet, an assumption that modern psalm-studies have almost completely dissipated. If the prophet
adopted the difficult treble acrostic…as a curb on his anguish, the adoption of familiar phrases from the Psalms,
especially from the psalms of lamentation, should create no psychological or literary difficulty in the ascription of
this lament to him‖ (note on Lamentations 3).
Verses 1-18 appear to describe Jeremiah‘s own suffering at the hands of his people—ultimately ascribed to
God since He has ultimate oversight of all things. Verses 6-9 seem to describe the time Jeremiah spent in the
prison dungeon. The statement ―He shuts out my prayer‖ in verse 8 may recall God forbidding Jeremiah to pray
for Judah‘s deliverance (see Jeremiah 11:14; 14:11). Of course, it may also refer to times Jeremiah called on
God to rescue him and didn‘t immediately hear from Him. Yet we can also see in these verses the entire nation
describing its plight of being bound in the chains of Babylonian captivity. (There is some irony, and justice, in
the comparison in that the people are crying out in their affliction just as Jeremiah cried out over what they did
to him.)
Verses 10-12, about God being like a bear or ambushing lion who has torn in pieces, seem more a reference to
what the nation experienced. Yet Jeremiah may have felt this way at times during his own suffering, thinking
that God was responsible for it since He could have prevented it if He chose to. Verse 14‘s statement ―I have
become the ridicule of all my people‖ fits Jeremiah and does not seem to fit the Jews as a whole. Nevertheless
there is a parallel in that the Jewish nation became the ridicule of all the nations around them. We should also
bear in mind that what happened in Jeremiah‘s day—to himself and his people—was a forerunner of what all
Israel will experience at the end of the age.
Regarding verse 16, ―some suggest the feeding on gravel and dust (or ashes) [is] in mockery; some, the violent
grinding of the face in the ground by others. The latter seems the more probable. Yet again it could be argued
that it refers to the type of bread made from the sweepings of the granary floor that Jeremiah must have
received toward the end of the siege‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 16).
In verses 19-20 it appears that Jeremiah is praying, ―Remember all the terrible things I‘ve gone through. I
remember them—and, alas, I feel worse than I did before.‖ Then, in verse 21, he seems to recover, saying
essentially, ―But!…I also remember how I came through it all.‖ That is, ―I survived—You have not abandoned
me.‖ ―Jeremiah‘s remembrance of God‘s faithfulness brought about a change in the prophet‘s emotions. As long
as we contemplate our troubles, the more convinced we will become of our isolation, our hopelessness, our
inability to extricate ourselves from the present trouble. But when we focus on the Lord, we are able finally to
rise above, rather than to suffer under, our troubles‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 21).
Verse 22 is truly remarkable. Jeremiah expresses his conviction that in all the troubles, God is yet being
merciful. For the entire nation to be totally exterminated would be justice—because the penalty for sin is
death—but God continually shows mercy. ―This verse seems to contradict all that had been written up to this
point (see 2:1-5). Yet the very fact that there was a prophet left to write these words and a remnant left to read
them show that not every person in Jerusalem had been consumed. The fact that there was a remnant at all
was due to the mercies and compassions of God. Even in His wrath (2:1-4), God remembers to be merciful‖
(note on 3:22). Indeed, God‘s compassions ―are new every morning‖ (verse 23). ―Every day presents us with a
new opportunity to discover and experience more of God‘s love. Even in the midst of terrible sorrow, Jeremiah
looked for signs of mercy‖ (note on verse 23).
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And then the pinnacle confession: ―Great is your faithfulness‖ (verse 23). ―Here is the heart of the Book of
Lamentations. The comforting, compassionate character of God dominates the wreckage of every other
institution and office. God remains ‗full of grace and truth‘ in every situation (see Ex. 34:6, 7; John 1:14)‖ (note
on Lamentations 3:23). Verses 22-24 are like a balm on a sore. Jeremiah is reminding himself of the true good
and loving nature of God. That is one vital point that will strengthen a person throughout a trial.
This is not the mere painting of a happy face over a grievous situation. There is great blessing for those who
wait on God (verse 25). ―The idea here is the acceptance of God‘s will and His timing (see Ps. 40:1; Is. 40:31)‖
(note on Lamentations 3:25). This idea carries through to verse 33 and helps us to understand the meaning of
verse 27, which states that it is good to bear the yoke while young. The idea is that of a person of full vim and
vigor willingly and humbly accepting the judgment God has placed on him. This is more clearly stated in verse
28. Putting one‘s mouth in the dust in verse 29 means willing lying prostrate on the ground with, by implication,
the conqueror‘s foot on one‘s back.
In verse 30, we see the idea of turning the other cheek in the face of oppression and maltreatment, just as
Jesus would later direct the Jews of His day to do (Matthew 5:39). The point in Lamentations 3 is that we must
not fight the judgment of God. We must bear it willingly and patiently, waiting on Him, with full hope and trust in
the next verse: ―For the LORD will not cast off forever‖ (verse 31). This is exactly why God‘s message to the
Jews of Jeremiah‘s day was that they surrender to Babylon. Whatever the chastening, we must remember that
it is only a temporary condition. God is full of mercy and compassion (verse 32). He does not afflict men
willingly or easily (verse 33), but only when He, in His omniscience, deems it absolutely necessary. It hurts God
to hurt His people—just as it does human parents to discipline their children. As many scriptures show, after
Israel is humbled and repentant, God‘s plan is to regather and restore His nation.
Jeremiah uses his own experiences that kept him humble to show the way that his people could once again
regain the blessings of God. Verses 40-41 are a call to self-examination and change, which will renew the
relationship with God. That is the path for all people ultimately. Repentance is required. This was the answer
the apostle Peter gave to the Jews of his day in Acts 2:38: ―Repent and be baptized.‖ Action is required to ―be
saved from this perverse generation‖ (verse 40). So, too, Israel was encouraged to act.
When the people lament their suffering at the hands of their enemies in verses 46-47 of Lamentations 3,
Jeremiah in verses 48-51 again describes his own uncontrollable weeping and grief over what they must
endure. He then looks back at his own sufferings at the hands of enemies (verse 52)—those enemies being
some of the same people he is now weeping for. Jeremiah‘s time in the cistern or dungeon is evidently referred
to in verse 53 and 55, though the pit could also figuratively represent any dire situation. It appears that in verses
52-66 Jeremiah‘s personal situation is again being used to represent the situation of the whole nation. His
words in verses 55-58 are words of hope. God rescued Jeremiah in the past—and He would do so again. Just
the same, God had rescued the Israelites in the past—and He will do so again.
Though calmed through renewed hope, Jeremiah ―cannot contain a last cry to God to judge those enemies
whose brutality has brought him and his people such pain (vv. 58-66)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chapters 1–
3 summary). Again we can see the irony and justice here. Jeremiah was personally referring to what many of
his own people had done to him—and that they deserved to be judged. And they are judged—by the enemy
nation God has brought against them. Now they plea for justice using Jeremiah‘s own words. (In the last days,
we can perhaps imagine true Christians crying out over persecution they experience from fellow Israelites—and
later those same Israelites crying out in the same terms over what they will suffer at the hands of end-time
Babylon.)
Serving God included suffering for the prophets just as it did for the apostles of Christ centuries later. Christians
today also suffer for their beliefs and their work, as well as in the normal course of life. Yet there is a purpose to
all of these experiences as each human being is carefully prepared for a future that is much more wonderful
and rewarding than anything we can comprehend. Even Jesus was made perfect for a position in the future
through what He suffered (Hebrews 2:10, 5:8; 1 Peter 5:10). James 1:2 tells us to rejoice when we face a trial. It
takes a strong belief in God‘s overshadowing care for a follower to accept that the negatives that often come
will ultimately work toward his good (see Romans 8:28).
Almost all of the prophets of God, and in all likelihood all His people who have suffered, have at times
experienced moments of weakness and discouragement. Depression was the result for a time. God also
experiences hurt and is afflicted by the suffering of His children. But there is purpose to it all. We learn genuine
empathy for the sufferings of others by sharing their experiences. Paul wrote of how the experience of suffering,
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coupled with God‘s comfort during the trial equips us to serve others (2 Corinthians 1:3-4). Sometimes, we also
have to learn the hard lesson that giving in to Satan‘s temptations or to our human nature brings painful
consequences. Jeremiah felt forsaken at times—and we see his depth of feeling over it portrayed in this
powerful book. There are profound lessons for all of us in his experiences and in his emotions.
The Horror of Jerusalem‘s Affliction (Lamentations 4)
Lamentations 4 gives graphic descriptions of the result of a long siege. Children are starving (verse 4), the
noble and genteel have lost their arrogance (verses 5, 8), and the dead are better off than the others (verse 9).
Most horrible of all is the cannibalism that is described in verse 10. One can only imagine the horrors that were
taking place. Jeremiah witnessed them in graphic detail, and God did too. The sorrow and anguish of even the
most sinful and evil human being is not lost to God‘s knowledge and enduring love. Hope is always extended—
hope that the excruciating experiences will cause a stubborn and unyielding people to make lasting and
permanent changes in all they think and do.
Some have objected to the wording of verse 1—―How the gold has become dim!‖—because gold does not
tarnish. However, ―since the second line refers to the destroyed temple, we can easily see a reference to its
gold-covered panels and golden vessels so covered with dust that their value is no longer discernible‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-2). Moreover, the gold and stones of the temple are also used
here to typify God‘s people—who were far more valuable than the physical temple (see verse 2). Yet they are
discarded as broken pottery.
The siege of Jerusalem was so severe that no one was exempt, even those who were considered to be
especially holy—the Nazirites, who were specially consecrated to God (verses 7-8; see Numbers 6:1-21).
Interesting to note here is the skin color of these people. There are some today who argue that the ancient
Israelites and Jews were black, brown or olive in color. Yet Lamentations 4:7 describes those in good health
among them as ―brighter than snow and whiter than milk…more ruddy in body than rubies.‖ Chambers Concise
Dictionary defines ―ruddy‖ as ―red; reddish; of the colour of healthy skin in white-skinned peoples‖ (1988).
King David was also described as ―ruddy and of a fair countenance‖ (1 Samuel 17:42, KJV). This is not the red
of Native Americans but of Caucasian peoples with ―ruby-red cheeks.‖ Consider that the Jews of today are also
white. The phrase ―like sapphire in their appearance‖ in Lamentations 4:7 must denote shiny skin as opposed to
bluish coloring. The fact that the ancient Israelites were white supports the identification of northwest
Europeans as their descendants (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy for more
on this identification). Yet in the terrible siege conditions the skin of the people, even the Nazirites, has become
black and dry (verse 8) from malnourishment and lack of water.
Verses 13-20 describe the culpability of a corrupt religious leadership. ―The guilt of prophets and priests was
incurred in a variety of ways. They incited the leadership to resist Babylon and so brought disaster on the city.
They also were responsible for the death of at least one prophet whose message was like that of Jeremiah (Jer.
26:20-23). Finally, Ezek. 22:1-22 shows that the concept of ‗bloodguilt‘ was quite broad, and included acts
which threatened the well-being and thus shortened the lifespan of another. The active hostility of the religious
leadership to Jeremiah and their indifference to the needs of common men, as well as their destructive
meddling in politics, all contributed to the corruption of Jewish society and made judgment inevitable‖ (Bible
Reader‘s Companion, note on Lamentations 4:13-16). The religious leadership of the nations of Israel in the
end time will be likewise culpable.
In verse 17, the people have watched for a nation that could not save them. In Jeremiah‘s day, this referred to
the Jews looking to Egypt for deliverance—a deliverance that never came. Even some time after Jerusalem‘s
fall, the Jewish remnant in the Holy Land will, as we will see, seek refuge in Egypt against God‘s command—
and suffer the consequences.
In verse 20, we see that the people looked to their Davidic king as their life breath. For besides looking to their
king as their deliverer, they considered the Davidic dynasty as inviolable. While this was true in the sense that
the dynasty would not end, it was not true in the sense of trusting any particular king as being unassailable.
That was clearly a foolish conclusion considering what had happened to previous Davidic rulers. And indeed, a
worse fate befell Zedekiah and his sons. Moreover, as we know, God was in the process of removing the
Davidic dynasty from the nation of Judah. Living under a divinely established king did not immunize them
against needing to fear and obey God individually—anymore than living in nations blessed by God today
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guarantees that everything will always go well, either for the nations or its citizens individually. Focusing upon
being part of a ―chosen‖ group takes one‘s eyes off of personal responsibility.
The chapter ends with a surprising reference to Edom, the perennial enemy of Israel. The Edomites routinely
rejoiced over calamity that came upon God‘s people. Indeed, as other passages show, this enmity will persist to
the very end of the age. Edom will even be part of the forces arrayed against Israel at that time. In verses 2122, God basically says to Edom, ―Rejoice while you can—you‘re next!‖
Yet, as verse 22 states, Zion‘s punishment will be accomplished. This was not ultimately fulfilled in Jeremiah‘s
day. The punishment of Zion was not yet over. It was finished for that moment, but destruction would happen
again more than six centuries later under the Roman armies. Israel is still rebellious and is not yet turned to
God. Scripture indicates a final great punishment for Israel as the return of Christ draws near. How difficult it
seems to be for mankind to learn and to change. In fact, it takes a miracle and direct intervention by God
through the gift of His Holy Spirit. Israel will undergo the terrible Great Tribulation that lies ahead, but God will
draw the line before complete destruction has occurred. And when He intervenes on Israel‘s behalf, He will
judge Israel‘s enemies.
―Turn Us Back to You, O LORD‖ (Lamentations 5)
―The final dirge (5:1-22) is a cry for relief. This poem is not an acrostic, and the use of some 45 Hebrew words
ending in u bolsters the sense of lament. The poet cries out to God to act in view of the dread conditions of His
people‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chapters 4–5 summary).
Verse 6 mentions the people giving their hand to the Egyptians and the Assyrians. Yet the Assyrian Empire had
long before fallen to the Babylonians. The reference may be to the sin of past generations, as verse 7 notes
that their ―fathers sinned.‖ Yet it may also indicate events of the end time, when Assyria will again be a
dominant power—a major component in the Babylonian empire of the last days.
In verse 16, we find the people full of remorse over their sin. Things seem hopeless indeed. But all is not lost,
as we see in the last verses of the chapter. The writer, probably Jeremiah, recognizes on behalf of the people
that ―God‘s eternal rule and reign are a hope and support during the bleakest moments of suffering and despair
(see Ps. 80:1, 2; 89:3, 4; 103:19)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Lamentations 5:19).
Yet, as verse 20 asks, why must deliverance be so long away? None of the prophets could have foreseen
centuries and millennia passing before God brings this evil age to an end. The history of the Jews tells of the
plaintive condition that these people of God—the survivors of Jerusalem, we might say—have lived under for
such a very long time. History does not record any other single small group of people who have been hounded
and persecuted from place to place almost all over the world—while yet waiting for their God to rescue them.
The final chapter of Lamentations is the cry of human beings about to return to their God in the full
understanding of their sin and God‘s great mercy and love toward them.
The plea of verse 21, ―Turn us back to You, O LORD,‖ is a recognition of the fact that God Himself must lead us
to repentance. As Jesus Christ explained, ―No one can come to Me unless the Father who sent Me draws him‖
(John 6:44). Acts 5:31 states that God must ―grant repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins‖ (NASB). And 2
Timothy 2:25 confirms that God must ―grant…repentance leading to the knowledge of the truth‖ (NASB). He
must remove the spiritual blindness that has come upon all human beings through the deceptive efforts of
Satan the devil and their own corrupted human nature (see 2 Corinthians 4:3-4; Revelation 12:9; Romans 7:1523). God must reveal to us His truth, and help us to see the error of our ways. We will never come to fully
realize our depraved condition apart from God‘s revelation.
The final verse of Lamentations seems an odd statement and quite a down note to end on. Yet it does make
sense in context—and is not so negative after all. The people, through Jeremiah most likely, have
acknowledged their sins and the fact that their punishment was deserved. Now they ask for God to give them
repentance—to help them turn their lives around. To that they essentially add: ―…unless you really have utterly
rejected us.‖ But it is already recognized in the book that this is not the case (see 3:31)—which means that the
final addendum is, in effect, saying, ―...unless, contrary to what You have promised, You really have utterly
rejected us.‖ Yet rather than doubting God, as it might seem, this statement implies trust that He will act
to defend His integrity. In that sense, the statement is intended to prod Him to fulfill His promises to restore
Israel. Ultimately, He surely will.

868

EZEKIEL

Introduction to Ezekiel (Ezekiel 1)
Recall from 2 Kings 24:10-16 that the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar invaded Judah and took away 10,000
captives, including the Jewish king Jehoiachin (or Jeconiah). This was the second Babylonian deportation of the
Jews, which took place in 597 B.C. The prophet Ezekiel was among a group of these captives, as the Jewish
historian Josephus also relates (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 10, chap. 6, sec. 3).
Ezekiel‘s group was resettled ―by the River Chebar‖ (1:1), southeast of Babylon. ―Ezekiel 1:1-3 and 3:15 clearly
define the place of origin of Ezekiel‘s ministry as Babylonia, specifically at the site of Tel Aviv located near the
Kebar River and the ancient site of Nippur. This ‗River‘ has been identified by many with the naru kabari [or
‗grand canal‘] (mentioned in two cuneiform texts from Nippur), a canal making a southeasterly loop, connecting
at both ends with the Euphrates River‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introduction to Ezekiel). During this
period the Jews were allowed to live in communities in whatever area of the empire to which they were
transported. They seem to have been viewed more as colonists than slaves. Ezekiel himself was married until
his wife suddenly died, and he had a house (24:15-18; 3:24; 8:1). Elders of Judah frequently consulted him (8:1;
11:25; 14:1; 20:1; etc.).
The book of Ezekiel begins with an account of the prophet‘s calling, which occurred ―in the thirtieth year, on the
fifth day of the fourth month‖ (1:1). This date is equated in verse 2 with ―the fifth day of the month…in the fifth
year of King Jehoiachin‘s captivity.‖ Since the captivity began in 597 B.C., the fifth year would have been 593.
Some understand the 30th year to be counted from Josiah‘s renewal of the covenant between God and Judah
in the 18th year of his reign, 623-622 B.C. (see 2 Chronicles 34:8, 29-33). However, there is nothing to hint at
such a connection, and the covenant had long since been trampled upon in the 16 years since Josiah‘s death.
A more reasonable conclusion is that the 30th year refers to Ezekiel‘s age, especially when we consider that he
was a priest (Ezekiel 1:3). Since a man entered into priestly service at the age of 30 (Numbers 4:3, 23, 30, 39,
43; 1 Chronicles 23:3), God may have elected to start using him as a prophet at this critical age, perhaps
highlighting the priestly aspect of Ezekiel‘s commission. It is interesting to note that if he were 30 years old at
this point, Ezekiel would have been born at the time of Josiah‘s covenant renewal.
There is a strong emphasis on chronology throughout the book of Ezekiel. It contains 13 prophecies dated from
the time Jeconiah was taken into exile—the first in 593, the last in 571 (thus spanning 22 years). Four periods
are specified: the first five years, 593-588 B.C. (1:1–25:17); the next two years, 587-585 B.C., surrounding the
fall of Jerusalem in 586 (26:1–29:16; 30:20–39:29); 12 years later, 573 B.C. (40:1–48:35); and a final message
against Egypt two years after that, 571 B.C. (29:17–30:19).
Ezekiel‘s commission was to serve as a ―watchman‖ for God‘s people—a sentry who warned of impending
danger (see Ezekiel 3; 33). As we will see, his messages were meant in large part for the ―house of Israel,‖
even though the northern 10 tribes had been taken into captivity about 130 years earlier (3:1, 4, 3, 7, 17; 33:7,
10, 11, 20). In fact, the phrase ―house of Israel‖ occurs 78 times (plus ―house of Jacob‖ one time) in this book
while ―house of Judah‖ occurs only 5 times. In some cases, the name Israel is used to designate Judah—but
there are numerous instances where it is clear that the northern tribes are meant.
Since God would never be a century late in delivering a warning message, it seems clear that He must have
inspired significant portions of the book primarily for the end-time descendants of Israel. However, some of the
specific prophecies were meant for Ezekiel‘s time, and some others are dual—meant for Ezekiel‘s day and the
end time. The spiritually deteriorating conditions in Judah were a type of the end-time decline of modern
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Israelite nations, and the approaching destruction and captivity of Judah was a type of what would happen to
the nations of Israel—especially the descendants of Joseph—just prior to Christ‘s return.
In the setting in which Ezekiel found himself, he taught, comforted and encouraged the Jews who were with him
in exile. As part of his watchman responsibility, he was also to relay to them God‘s warnings of Jerusalem‘s
coming destruction due to the sins of the Jewish people. And he proved faithful in delivering these important
messages, even acting out various judgments or prophecies at God‘s direction to make the point clear. At the
same time, as we‘ve seen, the prophet Jeremiah was giving a similar warning 600 miles away in Jerusalem to
the Jews who were living there.
Interestingly, both Ezekiel and Jeremiah were priests called to a prophetic office. A comparative study of their
messages provides a clear picture of how much God warned the Jews to repent before their nation was
destroyed in 586 B.C. Indeed, we‘ve seen that Jeremiah sent messages to the exiles in Babylon (see Jeremiah
29–30). Perhaps some of Ezekiel‘s prophecies were likewise proclaimed to the Jews of Judah—by letter or just
through the reporting of others. Of course, as with those of Jeremiah, many of Ezekiel‘s prophecies were, as
already noted, recorded principally for posterity‘s sake—with many having dual or even exclusive application to
events far in the future.
One of the recurrent themes in Ezekiel‘s prophecies is that God is sovereign and people will ultimately learn
that lesson. The phrase ―Then they will know that I am the LORD‖ occurs no less than 65 times in the book.
Jerusalem is the focal point of Ezekiel‘s prophecies. He begins with what was to occur to Jerusalem in his day
and then moves on to the events prophesied for the end of the age. (He closes the book with a wonderful vision
of conditions that will exist after the return of Christ.) Yet throughout the first 34 chapters, Ezekiel moves back
and forth between prophecies for his own day and the end time—many of the historical events foretold serving
as types of what is to come in the end time.
Ezekiel‘s name means ―God Is Strong‖ (compare Ezekiel 3:14), ―God Strengthens‖ (compare Ezekiel 30:25;
34:16) or ―May God Strengthen.‖ As the book opens, we see how God strengthened him with powerful visions
so he could perform the job he was called to do.
―The Appearance of the Likeness of the Glory of the LORD‖ (Ezekiel 1)
The first chapter of Ezekiel is one of the most revealing and exciting in the entire Bible! Ezekiel tells us that the
heavens opened and he saw ―visions of God‖—i.e., not God in reality, but rather in a mental picture, which no
one else who might have been with Ezekiel could actually see. Of all the men whom God inspired to write the
Scriptures only three—Isaiah, Ezekiel and the apostle John—recorded visions of God‘s throne. Isaiah‘s
description, which we earlier read, is very short (Isaiah 6:1-6). Ezekiel gives us much more detail.
The ―hand of the LORD‖ on Ezekiel (Ezekiel 1:3) represented the strength God was imparting to him. In addition
to verification that God was the author of the message, Ezekiel needed encouragement and strength from God
in order to do the work God was commissioning him to do (which we will read about in chapters 2–3, a
continuation of the same passage).
Ezekiel sees a great windstorm coming—an immense cloud with flashing lightning, surrounded by brilliant light.
The center of the fire looked like glowing, sparkling gold (1:4). This is perhaps reminiscent of the pillar of cloud
and fire that led Israel out of Egypt. Recall that the preincarnate Jesus Christ dwelt in that cloud, which was
illuminated with divine ―glory,‖ the shining radiance of God. Indeed, ―the glory of the LORD‖ is specifically
mentioned here in Ezekiel (1:28; 3:12).
The word for glory ―suggests ‗weight‘ or ‗significance,‘ indicating the wonder, majesty, and worthiness of the
living God‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 3:12-13). This visible glory was referred to by later Jewish
commentators as the shekinah, or ―indwelling,‖ as it was the evidence of God‘s presence among His people.
The shekinah glory not only led Israel out of Egypt (Exodus 16:10), it also appeared in the tabernacle (40:34), in
the temple of Solomon (2 Chronicles 5:14), to the shepherds at Christ‘s birth (Luke 2:9), and as surrounding
God‘s throne in John‘s vision (Revelation 15:8).
The throne imagery here is somewhat different from that of God the Father‘s heavenly throne room in
Revelation. That‘s because this image is of a transportable throne moving about the earth—and the ―LORD‖ who
sits on this particular throne is, again, the preincarnate Jesus Christ. Still, there are some clear similarities, as
we will see.
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The whirlwind comes from the north—perhaps because the north seems to indicate the general area of the sky
where the heaven of God‘s throne is located (Lucifer is pictured attempting to assault God‘s throne on the
farthest sides of the north—Isaiah 14:13). Whirlwinds from God are recorded several times in the Scriptures.
The Ten Commandments were given in a great tempest of thunder and fire (Exodus 19–20). Elijah was taken
up in a whirlwind (2 Kings 2:1, 11) and the Lord answered Job out of a whirlwind (Job 38:1; 40:6). Jesus Christ
will return to the earth in a whirlwind (Isaiah 66:15; Zechariah 9:14). Interestingly, this passage of Ezekiel was in
Christ‘s day read in synagogues at the time of Pentecost, and it was on Pentecost that a sound of rushing wind
and tongues of fire accompanied the coming of God‘s Holy Spirit to empower members of His Church (see Acts
2; compare Ezekiel 2:2).
As the whirlwind approached, Ezekiel was able to make out the likenesses of four living creatures—angelic
beings. These are referred to in Ezekiel 10 as cherubs or cherubim. Their function here is to uphold and
transport the throne of God. ―And this was their appearance: they had the likeness of a man‖ (1:5). The word
likeness is translated from the Hebrew dmuwth, which means resemblance. They had the general appearance
of human beings at first glance—meaning they apparently stood upright on two legs. However, there were
marked differences. Ezekiel notices that each one had four faces, four wings and feet like calves that sparkled
like bronze (seeming to indicate hooves).
Concerning the faces, Ezekiel tells us that each had the face of a man, of a lion on the right side, of an ox on
the left side, and of an eagle. The human face was evidently facing Ezekiel and the eagle face was behind. This
does not mean the human face was the primary one. For when the four faces are listed in Ezekiel 10, ―the face
of a cherub‖ is substituted for the ox face and called the ―first face‖ (10:14).
So why did the human faces look toward Ezekiel, while the ox or cherub faces looked to the left? The directions
here are significant. Bear in mind that the throne and creatures were coming from the north. Ezekiel therefore
viewed them from the south. So the south face of each was human. The west face of each was that of the ox or
cherub, the north face of each was that of the eagle and the east face of each was that of the lion. Considering
the traveling throne and cherubim together as a unit, the main face looking to the south from it was the south
face of the south-positioned cherub—the human face. The main face looking to the west was the west face of
the west-positioned cherub—the ox face. The main faces looking out from the vehicle on the north and east
were the eagle and lion respectively.
As was mentioned in the Bible Reading Program comments on Numbers 2, this was the exact configuration of
the Israelite camp in the wilderness, wherein the four primary tribal standards of Israel (the lion of Judah, the
eagle of Dan, the bull of Ephraim, and the man representing Reuben) were positioned around the ancient
tabernacle containing the Ark of the Covenant, itself a representation of God‘s throne.
A similar vision of four living creatures surrounding God‘s throne was given to the apostle John in Revelation.
However, the creatures there are not described as humanoid in appearance or as each having multiple faces.
―And in the midst of the throne, and around the throne, were four living creatures…. The first living creature was
like a lion, the second living creature like a calf, the third living creature had a face like a man, and the fourth
living creature was like a flying eagle‖ (Revelation 4:6-7). The creatures could be the same—or the same in
type. Perhaps these extra-dimensional beings look quite different when viewed from different angles. Or, as
noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 6, perhaps they are capable of changing shape or
manifesting themselves in different forms to human beings.
The creatures in the visions of Isaiah 6 and Revelation 4 had six wings. These in Ezekiel‘s vision are described
as having only four. But again, that could be due to shape shifting or viewing from a different angle or because
the wings were engaged in different activities. Consider that Ezekiel saw a wheel over the ground beside each
creature (Ezekiel 1:15). Each appeared to be made like a wheel intersecting a wheel or a wheel spinning inside
a wheel—or, rather, ―their workings‖ gave this appearance (verse 16). Perhaps the wheel beside each creature
is the ―missing‖ two wings in motion—similar to the effect produced by a hummingbird‘s wings.
Note that Ezekiel describes the sound of the cherub wings not as the whooshing of slow flapping but as ―the
noise of many waters…a tumult like the noise of an army‖ (verse 24)—possibly like a modern helicopter.
Ezekiel later says the wheels are called ―whirling‖ (see Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on
10:13). Perhaps the wings whirled, creating the wheel effect. Isaiah 6:2 says that only two of the six seraphim
wings were used for flying.
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However, Ezekiel describes the wheels as having very high ―rims‖ or ―rings‖ that were full of eyes (Ezekiel 1:18).
Perhaps these were indeed actual chariot wheels—the ―eyes‖ being jewels. Or again, the ―rims‖ could have
been an effect produced by the fluttering wings. John too saw a multitude of eyes: ―four living creatures full of
eyes in front and in back…. And the four living creatures, each having six wings, were full of eyes around and
within‖ (Revelation 4:6, 8). If the eyes are associated with the wings, perhaps this is similar to peacock
plumage—where what appear to be eyes can be seen from either side (the wings of some butterflies and moth
wings are also decorated with what appear to be eyes).
Ezekiel says that the entire throne-carrying system of these four creatures was guided by a ―spirit‖ (verse 20).
Wherever this spirit would go, they would go, and the wheels would rise along with them. He observes that ―the
spirit of the living creatures was in the wheels.‖ The Hebrew word for spirit is ruach, also translated ―wind.‖ The
source of the windstorm‘s power was evidently the wind created by the wheels. Interestingly, Zechariah 5:9
describes wind as being in the wings of flying creatures. This gives us more reason to believe the wheels of
Ezekiel‘s vision to be wings. (Of course, as these are spirit beings, we should not conclude that wings and wind
in the physical medium of air are an actual necessity for their ability to fly.)
Next, Ezekiel describes a ―firmament‖ or platform of crystal stretched out over the heads of the cherubim, on
which sat the sapphire-blue throne of God (Ezekiel 1:22, 26). Such a crystalline expanse is also described by
John: ―Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal‖ (Revelation 4:6). It was
also seen by Moses and the elders of Israel, when they ―saw the God of Israel. Under His feet was something
like a pavement made of sapphire, clear as the sky itself‖ (Exodus 24:10). Perhaps the sapphire throne was
being reflected in the crystal floor beneath it.
In the crowning moment of the vision Ezekiel heard a voice from above the expanse over the heads of the
cherubim as they stood with lowered wings. Above the great crystalline platform was the sapphire throne, and
high above on the throne was a figure like that of a man—―a likeness with the appearance of a man‖ (verse 26).
The Hebrew for ―likeness‖ is, again, dmuwth. Man was made in the likeness of God (Genesis 1:26; 5:1)—to
look like Him. (For further proof that God, though eternal spirit, has a body with a form and shape resembling
that of human beings, send for or download our free booklet Who Is God?)
Ezekiel saw that from the waist up God‘s appearance was like radiant gold and that from the waist down it was
like fire; and brilliant light surrounded Him. Ezekiel later sees the same glorious form in vision in chapter 8. John
described the glorified Jesus Christ similarly in Revelation 1:14-16: ―His eyes like a flame of fire; His feet were
like fine brass, as if refined in a furnace...His countenance was like the sun shining in its strength.‖
The magnificent brilliance surrounding God and His throne was His awesome, radiating glory, which appeared
like a rainbow. John also saw the rainbow but pointed out that its predominant color was emerald green
(Revelation 4:3). Ezekiel makes no such note. Perhaps it pulsed with various hues. In any event, the scene was
spectacular—and humbling. Ezekiel fell facedown in reverence and awe, and the great God of the universe
began to address him. God, as our next reading reveals, was here to call and commission Ezekiel the priest as
His prophet.
Ezekiel‘s Calling and Commission (Ezekiel 2–3)
We read here of Ezekiel‘s calling and commission. God begins by addressing Ezekiel as ―son of man.‖ This title
is used to refer to Ezekiel almost 100 times in the book. The only other uses of the title in the Old Testament
occur in the book of Daniel—when the archangel Gabriel addresses Daniel and also to refer to Christ (8:17;
7:13). The original Hebrew expression in these instances is ben adam—which means ―son of Adam.‖ The idea
is that of a person representative of the human race. Remember that Ezekiel is a priest—a human
representative who serves as an intermediary between God and man. A prophet likewise serves as such a
representative.
―Son of Man‖ is used of Jesus Christ in the New Testament 88 times, almost all of these occurrences being
references He made to Himself. Jesus also served and serves as a priest—our High Priest, in fact (Hebrews
2:17; 3:1)—and prophet (Acts 3:22, 26) and, in many ways, as a representative of humanity. Yet in Jesus‘ case,
the definite article ―the‖ precedes the phrase. Used alone, ―son of man‖ refers to a descendent of Adam. When
used with the definite article it means a specific, looked-for representative—the long-awaited Messiah—who, as
―the Second Man‖ or ―Last Adam,‖ takes the place of the first Adam. Paul uses this terminology in 1 Corinthians
15.
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God commands Ezekiel to stand (Ezekiel 2:1). Then Ezekiel has a transforming experience—God‘s Spirit
enters him and is the agency that sets him on his feet (verse 2). This is no doubt spiritually significant. To stand
before God is essentially a metaphor for taking a stand for God. God commands Ezekiel to do so—and then
empowers him to do so through the Holy Spirit. As mentioned in the previous Bible Reading Program
comments, it is interesting to consider that the giving of the Holy Spirit in the New Testament on the Day of
Pentecost was accompanied by the sound of rushing wind and the appearance of fire (Acts 2)—particularly
when we learn that this section of Ezekiel was read by the Jews of Christ‘s day on Pentecost.
God then gives Ezekiel his new job description. He is being sent to people who are not so keen to obey God‘s
voice. The Israelites are a rebellious people. Actually, all people who do not yet have God‘s Spirit are rebellious
by nature (Romans 8:7), but it seems that Israelites generally are more independent and self-willed than many
gentile nations (see Ezekiel 3:6-7). Yet Ezekiel is told to give them God‘s warning message even if they refuse
to listen. When the prophecies come true they will know that a prophet of God has been among them—a
recurring theme in the book of Ezekiel. Indeed, this would be a witness to them—to deny them the excuse that
they were never warned yet also to provide them with a context for later coming to understanding their
predicament and perhaps repenting then.
Ezekiel is told to be courageous. During the time of his ministry, he is to expect torment as if from briars and
thorns and as if living among scorpions, so great would the animosity against him be. Jeremiah certainly
experienced this in a major way. And this brings to mind the words of Jesus just after His final Passover with
His disciples. He said His servants should expect to be rejected by men (John 15:18-20). Indeed, as we have
seen from the examples of other men of God, the lives of those who have proclaimed God‘s message have
never been easy.
God then utters a surprising warning to Ezekiel: ―Do not be rebellious like that rebellious house‖ (verse 8). Even
though Ezekiel was God‘s inspired servant with God‘s Spirit, this was still a possibility. After all, he was human
like the rest of his people and had been immersed in their culture, with its outlook and attitudes, since
childhood. Though now strengthened by God, there was a real danger that Ezekiel could be pulled back into
their carnal ways—especially if he gave in to defeat in the face of the hostility and persecution he was going to
experience. This should serve as a warning to all Christians today to not be overcome by the pressures of
society or by its evil enticements and thereby sink into sin and rebellion against God.
In contrast to rebellion, God tells Ezekiel in the same verse, ―Open your mouth and eat what I give you.‖ This
signifies being receptive to God. Ezekiel sees a hand stretched out to him with a scroll—no doubt of the ancient
kind, written on skins sewed together to make a long piece, which was then rolled up from an end. The writing
was usually on one side, but in this case it was on both sides—as if running over—to express the abundance of
the lamentations, mourning and woes with which the scroll was filled.
Ezekiel is instructed to eat the scroll, which he does (3:1-2). However, remember that the account is still that of
a vision (1:1). The eating of the scroll did not actually happen except in Ezekiel‘s mind. What did it mean?
Recall Jeremiah‘s account of his calling: ―Then the LORD put forth His hand [similar to what Ezekiel saw] and
touched my mouth, and the LORD said to me: ‗Behold, I have put My words in your mouth‘‖ (Jeremiah 1:9). So
in Ezekiel 2–3, the scroll with writing represented God‘s message that Ezekiel was to proclaim.
Eating the words means the prophet accepts them and internalizes them. We see the sentiment repeated in
verse 10: ―Son of man, receive into your heart all My words that I speak to you, and hear with your ears.‖ Here,
receiving into the heart replaces receiving into the stomach. It is interesting to note that Holy Scripture, the
―word of righteousness,‖ is referred to as food in the New Testament (compare Hebrews 5:13-14; Matthew 4:4).
Even today, we still employ the metaphor of ―digesting‖ information.
The words to Ezekiel are, in his mouth, as sweet as honey (Ezekiel 3:3). Yet he is soon in ―bitterness‖ (verse
14). Very similar imagery is presented to us in the book of Revelation, when John is told to take a little ―book‖
from an angel: ―I went to the angel and said to him, ‗Give me the little book.‘ And he said to me, ‗Take and eat it;
and it will make your stomach bitter, but it will be as sweet as honey in your mouth.‘ Then I took the little book
out of the angel‘s hand and ate it, and it was as sweet as honey in my mouth. But when I had eaten it, my
stomach became bitter‖ (Revelation 10:9-10). In both cases, this seems to express the joy and wonder of
initially coming to understand prophecy—followed by the great heartache that sets in when considering the
terrible judgments people are going to have to suffer and the abominable sins that have necessitated such
punishment (and perhaps anguish over the fact that the message will provoke great hostility and derision).
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Ezekiel is commanded, ―Son of man, go now to the house of Israel and speak my words to them‖ (Ezekiel 3:1).
This certainly meant the people of Judah in Ezekiel‘s immediate context, as they are the people to whom he
actually proclaimed his message (that is, to a percentage of those in Babylonian exile). But, as we will see in
going through his book, many of Ezekiel‘s prophecies were intended for all of Israel—that is, the northern 10
tribes as well, who had gone into captivity about 130 years earlier. So Ezekiel‘s commission must be
understood in a broader context. He was to ―go‖ to the rest of the house of Israel in a metaphoric sense by
sending them a message—His book. He would not personally deliver the message to these recipients. Instead,
others would later bear the responsibility of getting the word to them. Jesus Christ sent His disciples to ―the lost
sheep of the house of Israel‖ (Matthew 10:6). And His disciples today still have that duty.
God informs Ezekiel that even though he speaks the same language as his audience, he should not expect a
great response to his warnings. God states that the pagan gentiles who have never known Him would be more
likely to listen. Jesus stated essentially the same thing, telling Jewish cities of His day: ―Woe to you, Chorazin!
Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the mighty works which were done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they
would have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes…And you, Capernaum…if the mighty works which were
done in you had been done in Sodom, it would have remained until this day…. The men of Nineveh will rise up
in the judgment with this generation and condemn it, because they repented at the preaching of Jonah‖
(Matthew 11:21-23; 12:41).
God states that the house of Israel would not listen to Ezekiel because they would not listen to Him, as when
God told Samuel, ―They have not rejected you, but they have rejected Me, that I should not reign over them‖ (1
Samuel 8:7). Yet God encourages Ezekiel. In Ezekiel 2:6, He had told His servant not to be dismayed by the
looks of the people. Now God says He will make Ezekiel‘s face stronger than theirs: With great intensity and
determined will (the rock-hard forehead), he would be able to face them down (3:8-9). God had similarly told
Jeremiah, ―Do not be dismayed before their faces…. For behold, I have made you this day a fortified city and an
iron pillar, and bronze walls against the whole land‖ (Jeremiah 1:17-18). These are encouraging words for all
who preach God‘s truth to others, since we learn to rely on His strength instead of our own. God helps us to be
properly ―thick-skinned,‖ being more concerned about His will than the judgments of other people.
Ezekiel is then specifically instructed to go and preach God‘s message to the Jewish captives in Babylonia
(Ezekiel 3:11). In verses 12-13 we are reminded that all the while, this blazing vision of God‘s glorious throne
has been ongoing. The great ―rushing wind‖ sound of the cherubim‘s wings is again heard. Ezekiel himself is
―lifted up‖ and transported (verses 12, 14). This is evidently still part of the vision, for in verse 15 we find him
among those he started out with as the book opened (see 1:1).
The exact location of Tel Abib, or Tel Aviv (not to be confused with the modern Tel Aviv, Israel), is not known—
though it is said to be on the River Chebar, which, as noted in the previous Bible Reading Program comments,
was evidently a canal adjoining the Euphrates southeast of Babylon.
Ezekiel sits astonished with the captives for seven days. His preaching is not yet started. Rather, he now has to
try and assimilate all that God has told him he will be responsible for proclaiming. Interestingly, priests were
required to take seven days to be consecrated for their office (Leviticus 8:33). And it is at the end of the sevenday period that God actually places Ezekiel in the position of watchman.
―A watchman in O[ld] T[estament] times stood on the wall of the city as a sentry, watching for any threat to the
city from without or within. If he saw an invading army on the horizon, or dangers within the city like fire or riots,
the watchman would immediately sound the alarm to warn the people‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
Ezekiel 3:16-17). If a watchman failed to do his job and people suffered as a result, that watchman was held
accountable. God informs Ezekiel that the only way for him to save himself is to relay God‘s message—whether
or not anyone responds to it. God tells Ezekiel that he will be held accountable for the evil that people do if he
doesn‘t warn them of the consequences.
Isaiah recorded how watchmen of Israel have not done their job. Isaiah 56:10-12 states: ―Israel‘s watchmen are
blind, they all lack knowledge; they are all mute dogs, they cannot bark; they lie around and dream, they love to
sleep. They are dogs with mighty appetites; they never have enough. They are shepherds who lack
understanding; they all turn to their own way, each seeks his own gain. ‗Come,‘ each one cries, ‗let me get
wine! Let us drink our fill of beer! And tomorrow will be like today, or even far better‘‖ (NIV).
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Again, ―the hand of the LORD was upon‖ Ezekiel (Ezekiel 3:22). As God instructs, he goes out to the plain—―the
wide open plain common in the heart of Babylonia‖ (Expositor‘s, footnote on Ezekiel 3:22)—and sees, again in
vision, the glorious picture of God‘s throne he recorded in chapter 1 (3:23).
Ezekiel is then told to go into his house. He is to live as if under house arrest and must remain in his house
unless he is giving a special message from God. In many cases he is to pantomime or act out what is going to
happen. There are 25 pantomimes of Ezekiel recorded for us in this book, many of which were stressful and
self-sacrificing to carry out. Staying in his house is the first one. God established when Ezekiel would prophesy.
Ezekiel was to remain in his house, except when God required him to go outside to dramatize His messages.
The fact that he is to remain mute is a restriction against public speaking. It probably doesn‘t mean that he
could never speak in private. This condition of being restrained from speaking publicly would last for almost
seven and a half years—until the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. (33:21-22). However, as we will see, there were
several times during this period that God directed him to speak.
The Siege of Jerusalem—A Sign to Both Israel and Judah (Ezekiel 4)
In this second pantomime instructed by God, Ezekiel is directed to act out a mock siege against Jerusalem.
Recall that he was to effectively be mute, so the prophet‘s strange actions would communicate God‘s message.
This was to be a sign to the people of Judah living in captivity. No doubt word of what Ezekiel was doing spread
throughout the colony and perhaps even to those in faraway Jerusalem.
The prophet is instructed to draw a diagram of the city on a clay tablet and then represent its siege by an
attacking army through building miniature earthen siege works around it (Ezekiel 4:1-2). He is also to set up an
iron pan between himself and the city as a wall (verse 3). Some commentators have viewed this as depicting a
siege wall, but it is in addition to the miniature siege wall of verse 2. Other commentators understand it as a
barrier signifying God separating Himself from Jerusalem and no longer protecting it—or even as His ―ironwilled‖ determination to destroy the city. Indeed, Ezekiel is to have his arms uncovered—the image of a man
with rolled up sleeves, ready to fight—as God is described in Isaiah 52:10.
The mock siege is given as a ―sign to the house of Israel‖ (verse 3), which is rather interesting. The next verses
clearly delineate between the house of Israel (the people of the northern kingdom) and the house of Judah
(those of the southern kingdom). Jerusalem, as the ancient capital of all 12 tribes, is used here to represent the
nations of both Israel and Judah. The sins of both are what bring about this siege.
As part of the symbolism, Ezekiel is told to lie on one side for 390 days, figuratively bearing the iniquity of the
house of Israel, and then for 40 days on the other side, bearing Judah‘s iniquity (verses 4-6). Based on verse 9,
which says that Ezekiel‘s time of lying on his side was 390 days, some construe the 40 days as being part of
the 390. But this goes against the clear sense of verse 6. Verse 9 simply concerns the number of days of the
mock siege in which he is required to eat certain food—the 390 and not the 40.
Each day of lying down is said to represent a year (verse 6). This brings to mind Numbers 14:34, where God
imposed on Israel the punishment of 40 years of wandering in the wilderness for the 40 days of the mission of
those who spied out the Promised Land and returned with an evil report. Interestingly, too, the figures of 390
and 40 add up to 430 years, a significant time span in Israel‘s history—this being the length of time from God‘s
covenant with Abraham to the Exodus (see Exodus 12:41; Galatians 3:17).
The meaning of the 390 and 40 years is not entirely clear. There are numerous difficulties here. For instance,
we aren‘t told when the count of years begins or ends in either case. And it is not clear whether we should
count backwards or forwards. Notice verse 5 in the New King James Version: ―For I have laid on you the years
of their iniquity.‖ This seems to imply a count backwards of 390 years of past sin, which strangely—if we started
with the time this prophecy was given in 593 B.C.—would land us late in the reign of King David. Or, if we
counted back from the northern kingdom‘s fall at the hands of the Assyrians in 722 B.C., this would place the
start of the 390 years in the period of the judges.
But perhaps ―years of their iniquity‖ is meant to imply years due to their iniquity—that is, years of consequences
their iniquity has brought about. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states in a footnote on verse 4, ―The term
‘aon (awon, ‗sin‘) has three basic meanings (1) ‗iniquity,‘ (2) ‗guilt of iniquity,‘ (3) ‗the punishment for iniquity.‘
Here the context reflects the second meaning…though the third meaning can be equally argued.‖ Indeed, in
place of the word iniquity, the Tanakh and NRSV have ―punishment.‖ This changes the meaning entirely, as it
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would indicate that the 390 years are a period not of past sin but of coming judgment; the count would be
forward and not backward.
Counting 390 years forward from the fall of the northern kingdom in 722 B.C. interestingly brings us to 332 B.C.,
the year that Alexander the Great defeated the Persian forces of Darius III at the Battle of Issus. It has been
suggested the northern tribes were basically confined through the remainder of the Assyrian Empire, the entire
Babylonian Empire and the duration of the Medo-Persian Empire, finally gaining their freedom with the
overthrow of the Persians by Alexander. Perhaps that is so for any Israelites who had remained in the vicinity of
northern Assyria. However, it should be mentioned that the Israelite Scythians helped to defeat Assyria and that
many of them had migrated away to freedom even before.
Certainly a great multitude became free with the onset of the Babylonian period, though a significant number of
them were later made to submit to Persian rule. Still, it was the Scythian Massagetae (most likely Israelites),
ranging free on the Asian steppes west of the Caspian Sea, who killed the Persian emperor Cyrus the Great
when he tried to conquer them. It should also be mentioned that there were still Israelites dwelling under the
dominion of Alexander and then of his successors, the Seleucids. These would gain their independence the
next century as the Parthians.
As for the 40 years for Judah, this too is uncertain. Some scholars contend that it should be counted
backwards, understanding the period to extend from the time of the renewal of the covenant by Josiah in 622
B.C. until the year 582 B.C., which was the time that the remainder of the Jews were transported to Babylon
(see Jeremiah 52:30). But why would a period of sin be counted from the renewal of the covenant? Some view
the 40 years as the period of terrible sin during the Jewish king Manasseh‘s reign prior to his repentance—the
time of Judah‘s greatest evil, for which God proclaimed destruction on the nation and its capital (2 Kings 21:1015; 23:26-27).
On the other hand, counting forward—viewing the 40 years as a period of coming judgment—it is conceivable
that the time intended is that from the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. to 546 B.C., the year Cyrus the Great
secured the western Persian Empire through the conquest of Lydia, effectively making him more powerful than
the Babylonians. He returned east the same year. Over the next seven years, he would encroach on
Babylonian territory, finally invading Babylon in 539 B.C.
And there are yet other possibilities. A number of scholars point out that Ezekiel‘s prophecy is dated from the
captivity of Jeconiah in 597 B.C. and argue that this should be the starting point for counting forward—noting
also that the full 430 years should be counted, thus ending with 167 B.C., the time of the Jewish Maccabean
revolt against the Seleucid Greeks.
Counting from the time the prophetic message was portrayed, 593 B.C., would bring us to 164-163 B.C., when
the Maccabean revolt had proven successful. Counting 390 years forward from 593 would bring us to 203-202,
the time the Parthians were gaining independence from the Seleucids (and then it is 40 years beyond that that
brings us to Judah‘s push for independence from the Seleucids). Consider, in this light, that the Seleucids were
essentially the successors of Assyria and Babylon—and that the years would, in this case, signify the times of
emergence from their oppression (as the 430 years in Exodus marked the end of oppression and slavery).
Of course, this is all assuming that the years in question refer to ancient history. Perhaps they have some endtime application. Consider the siege Ezekiel portrays. It is against Jerusalem, and yet it is a sign to both Israel
and Judah. Surely this was not meant to be understood in Ezekiel‘s day, as the northern tribes did not then get
the message. Moreover, the siege Ezekiel conducts lasts 430 days, about a year and two months. But the
Babylonian siege of Jerusalem in ancient times lasted for around two and a half years.
In Ezekiel 4:8, God says he would restrain (literally, ―place ropes on‖) the prophet to make him unable to turn
and switch sides during the acting out of the siege. How, then, was Ezekiel able to cook his food—as we next
see him instructed—while lying down? The situation was the same as that with Ezekiel‘s muteness. He wasn‘t
required to be on his side 24 hours a day. He prepared meals and, as we see in chapter 8, he was sitting in his
house less than a year and two months later—apparently while the mock siege was still going on (compare 1:12; 3:15-16; 8:1). The wording in Ezekiel 4:8 simply means that whenever he lay down, God made sure he was
only on the correct side for the specified group of days.
God then tells Ezekiel what he is to eat for the next 390 days—a mixed-grain bread (verse 9). God first told him
to bake it in a defiled way, cooking it over dried human waste, in order to symbolize the defiled state of Israel
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and Judah (verses 12-14). But after Ezekiel expressed his revulsion at this, God allowed him to instead cook
the food over cow manure, ―a common fuel then as now‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 12-15). The issue
of defilement, it should be noted, was strictly over the matter of using human waste (see Deuteronomy 23:1214), not from mixing grains as some have supposed (as the proscription against mixing grains forbade the
crossbreeding of plants, not the cooking of them together). Centuries later the apostle Peter felt the same
revulsion toward eating unclean animals, refusing when he was told to kill and eat them in a vision (Acts 10:14).
Some have argued that Ezekiel 4:9 provides the recipe for bread that is ideal for sustaining us—as it sustained
Ezekiel for more than a year. (You can even buy ―Ezekiel 4:9 bread‖ in some health food stores.) But that is not
the point of the verse in its context at all. What we see is that Ezekiel‘s food was to be ―by weight‖ (verse 10), to
symbolize rationing during the time of siege, as the explanation in verses 16-17 makes clear (compare 5:16-17;
Leviticus 26:26). ―The recipe of six mixed grains for the bread indicates the limited and unusual food supply
while in bondage in a foreign land. The small amounts of these grains [evidenced by the fact that they had to be
thrown together in a mixture to produce a sufficient quantity of meal] vividly picture the short supply of food in a
city under siege. Because a city under siege was cut off from outside supplies, the people had to ration their
food and water. If it ran out, they would be forced to surrender. In Jerusalem, the people would be allowed daily
only a half pound of bread (twenty shekels) and less than a quart of water (one-sixth of a hin)‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on Ezekiel 4:4-11).
Certainly the mixed-grain bread had some sustaining value, but this was far from a balanced diet. If one is
going to claim that this is meant to portray ideal food, the same would have to be said for cooking over dung—
and that just does not follow. In fact, notice verses 16-17 in the NIV: ―Son of man, I will cut off the supply of food
in Jerusalem. The people will eat rationed food in anxiety and drink rationed water in despair, for food and water
will be scarce. They will be appalled at the sight of each other and will waste away because of their sin.‖ They
would be aghast at the gaunt, emaciated appearance of one another. It is likely that Ezekiel‘s diet produced the
same effect in him: ―The people watched and got the message. They watched with growing horror as Ezekiel
weighed out his meagre measure of mixed grain and eked out his water ration. They saw the prophet wasting
away, as the population of Jerusalem would do under siege‖ (Eerdmans Handbook to the Bible, note on
chapters 4–5).
Again, however, it should be pointed out that this was a prophecy that concerned the future of both Judah and
Israel. As such, it was evidently meant in a dual sense—applying in part to Jerusalem‘s fall to ancient Babylon
but also the fall of Judah and Israel to end-time Babylon, as the next chapters make even clearer.
One Third by Pestilence and Famine, One Third
by Sword and One Third Into Captivity (Ezekiel 5)
Chapter 5 continues with instructions about the mock siege. God tells Ezekiel to shave his head and beard.
Shaving the head and beard was a sign of humiliation and disgrace (compare 7:18; 2 Samuel 10:4). For priests
it was a mark of defilement, rendering them unfit for temple duties (Leviticus 21:5). Israel, God‘s priestly nation,
was going to be humiliated and defiled.
The cut hair was to be divided into three equal piles (Ezekiel 5:1-2). At the end of the mock siege, which would
not come until more than a year later, the piles of hair were to be dispensed with in different ways. Ezekiel was
to place one pile in the middle of the clay diagram and burn them (verse 2), symbolizing the third of the people
who would die in the siege by pestilence and famine (verse 12). The next pile of hair—another third—was to be
placed outside the perimeter wall and struck with a sword (verse 2), symbolizing those who would suffer violent
death at the hands of enemy military forces (verse 12). And the last third was to be tossed into the air for the
wind to carry away (verse 2), signifying that one third of the people would be taken captive by military forces
and scattered (verse 12).
When and to whom would all of this happen? The destruction is commonly assumed to apply to ancient
Jerusalem‘s fall to the Babylonians in 586 B.C., and that is likely on one level. But, as stated in the comments
on chapter 4, Ezekiel is portraying punishment to befall not just Jerusalem but all of Israel—that is, all 12 tribes
(symbolized by Jerusalem, it being the ancient capital of all Israel). Notice the end of Ezekiel 5:4: ―From there a
fire will go out into all the house of Israel.‖ Indeed, this exactly parallels the next chapter, which is directed to
―the mountains of Israel‖ (verse 3). Ezekiel is to proclaim: ―Alas, for all the evil abominations of the house of
Israel! For they shall fall by the sword, by famine, and by pestilence‖ (verse 11). Yet the northern kingdom of
Israel had already fallen—to the Assyrians 130 years earlier. So for this prophecy to make sense, it must refer
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to the future destruction of Israel—which, as other prophecies make clear, is to take place alongside Judah‘s
destruction at the end of the age.
For another parallel passage, notice Zechariah 13:8-9: ―And it shall come to pass in all the land…that two-thirds
in it shall be cut off and die, but one-third shall be left in it: I will bring the one-third through the fire, will refine
them as silver is refined, and test them as gold is tested.‖ Two thirds die, just as in Ezekiel‘s prophecy. And the
last third, though initially brought through the fire, escaping death at first, is then sent through a great period of
trial, which fits with the experience of national captivity and scattering. This prophecy of Zechariah was given
long after the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians. Indeed, it was given at the time of Judah‘s restoration after
the Babylonian captivity. So it could not refer to that destruction. In fact, we know the time frame of the foretold
destruction since, in the very next verse, the prophecy continues right into Zechariah 14, a message clearly
concerning Christ‘s return at the end of the age. This destruction, then, happens just prior to that.
So again, this is something all Israel—Judah and Israel—will experience at the end of the age. The people of
Judah today are the Jewish people. The descendants of the northern kingdom of Israel, on the other hand,
primarily make up the nations of Northwest Europe and other nations of Northwest European heritage, including
the United States, Canada, Australia and New Zealand (request or download our free booklet The United
States and Britain in Bible Prophecy to learn more). Imagine, then, the overwhelming magnitude of destruction
that awaits these nations for their sins. If the Israelites today throughout these nations were estimated at around
300 million people, then 100 million would die through pestilence and famine—involving ghastly, desperate
instances of cannibalism as the famine raged (Ezekiel 5:10; compare Leviticus 26:29; Deuteronomy 28:52-57).
Another 100 million would die at the hands of enemy military forces, and the remaining 100 million would go
into captivity.
These tolls are staggering. To make matters worse, recall the prophetic indications that only a tenth of the
Israelites who go into captivity in the end time will survive (see Amos 5:3; Isaiah 6:11-13, Living Bible). Using
the above numbers, this would mean that only 10 million would remain at Christ‘s return. These figures should
serve as a frightful and dire warning to the people of modern Israel. The horrible terrorist attacks of September
11, 2001, were as nothing when measured against to what is yet to come (compare Deuteronomy 28:58-68).
While these warnings are graphic and threatening, there is still hope for repentance. Indeed, God always gives
a warning with the hope that the disaster He is about to bring may be averted (see Jeremiah 18:5-8; Jonah 4:2,
Joel 2:12-14). God does not rejoice in the punishment of the wicked—no matter how deserved it is (Ezekiel
18:23; 33:11). He rejoices in repentance and obedience to the only way of life that is right and good—His way
(Isaiah 48:17-18).
Interestingly, distinct from the three categories of national punishment, Ezekiel was to take a few strands of hair
and tuck them safely away in the edge of his garment (Ezekiel 5:3). These hairs symbolized a special, select
group. The Hebrew word translated ―edge‖ is sometimes translated ―wings,‖ as a marginal reference in the King
James Version notes. To understand the symbolism, compare Psalm 91:1, 4: ―He who dwells in the secret
place of the Most High shall abide under the shadow of the Almighty…under His wings you shall take refuge.‖
The meaning, then, is evidently one of divine protection. However, even some of those who are in this special
group are to be burned up.
In Ezekiel‘s time, the protected group could perhaps indicate the initial captives who were resettled in
Babylon—who experienced a measure of peace (compare Jeremiah 29:4-7). Indeed, these constituted
Ezekiel‘s immediate audience. They did not have to experience the worst of the horrible destruction on Judah,
in which Jerusalem and the temple were sacked and razed. Yet among these, some stubbornly persisted in
wickedness and were killed as a result (compare verses 21-23). This, then, would have served as a stark
warning to those who witnessed Ezekiel‘s prophetic actions.
What, then, of the end-time context? Regarding the last days, Jesus Christ gave His servants, true Christians,
these instructions: ―Watch therefore, and pray always that you may be counted worthy to escape all these
things that will come to pass, and to stand before the Son of Man‖ (Luke 21:36). He later gave this message to
His faithful followers of the end time: ―Because you have kept My command to persevere, I also will keep you
from the hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world [the Great Tribulation], to test those who dwell on
the earth‖ (Revelation 3:10).
Yet another message shows that even some Christians will have drifted far from God and will require severe
circumstances to shake them up and cause them to repent: ―So, then, because you are lukewarm, and neither
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cold nor hot, I will vomit you out of My mouth…. I counsel you to buy from Me gold refined in the fire [evidently
the fire of the Great Tribulation]… As many as I love, I rebuke and chasten. Therefore be zealous and repent‖
(verses 16-19).
In Revelation 12, a ―woman,‖ representing the Church of God, is taken to a place of protection from Satan the
dragon (verses 13-16). But Satan then goes in pursuit of the ―rest of her offspring‖ who, though they keep God‘s
commandments and testimony, are evidently not as faithful as they need to be at that time and therefore are not
with the others in the place of protection (verse 17). (Of course, this is a very general breakdown. There may
well be some faithful individuals who don‘t go to a place of safety but are instead martyred, just as most of the
original apostles and many Christians of later periods were.)
Thus it appears that those bound in the hem of the garment are meant, in an end-time context, to represent
members of God‘s true Church. Yet there are at least two ways of understanding this. One is that the collection
of hairs initially bound in the hem symbolizes all Church members alive at the end time. Of these, some remain
protected (those taken to a place of safety) and some are cast into the fire of the Great Tribulation (never going
to the place of safety). The other possible way of looking at it is that the hairs initially bound in the hem
represent those Church members who are taken to a place of safety in the end time. Of these, some remain
protected in the place of safety and some are cast into the fire—losing that protection for some reason. The
former seems more likely as the latter does not take into account those true Christians who do not go to the
place of safety at all.
Of course, the major focus of Ezekiel 5 is the terrible calamity that comes on Israel as a whole—each third
experiencing a distinct punishment as we‘ve seen. The ancient fall of Jerusalem would be a shocking lesson to
all the nations—as the future fall of all Israel will be to a much greater degree (verse 15). Let it be a lesson to us
before the fact. We must take warning now—for any one of us could yet be part of one of the three dreadful
categories presented here. Let us be alert and pray regularly as Christ instructed in Luke 21:36, so that we may
be counted worthy to escape what is coming—and to remain sheltered under the wings of the Almighty. Indeed,
in our prayers we should specifically ask for His protection, as many biblical examples illustrate. Yet let us pray
this for the right reasons. Jesus taught that preserving our physical lives should not be the reason for seeking
protection. We must be willing to give up our lives for our convictions if need be (Matthew 16:25). We seek
protection so that we may continue to serve God and care for others—and to continue growing in the kind of
character God desires of us. Our ultimate goal is eternal life in His Kingdom. That is the only lasting and
impregnable security.
―In All Your Dwelling Places the Cities Shall Be Laid Waste‖ (Ezekiel 6)
At this point we have the first instance of God temporarily removing Ezekiel‘s muteness during the mock siege
representing punishment on Israel and Judah. That it was still ongoing here is clear from the fact that Ezekiel
8:1 is dated to 13 months past the siege beginning (so the 430 days are still not over even then). The prophecy
of chapter 6 is given during the 390 days symbolizing the punishment on the northern tribes of Israel. That‘s
fitting, for the prophet is now to set his face ―towards the mountains of Israel‖ (verses 2-3) and speak against
them.
In ancient times, the literal mountains of Israel would have been the hills of Samaria, to the north of Jerusalem.
Yet the Israelites were no longer settled there. They had been carried captive by the Assyrians around 130
years before Ezekiel‘s prophetic ministry began. And they weren‘t at this time anywhere close to Ezekiel.
Rather, the Israelites were hundreds of miles to the northwest and northeast of him. It is therefore evident that
they wouldn‘t have gotten his message—not then anyway. And there was no need for them to. There was no
imminent threat to the existence of the kingdom of Israel at that time, as it had already been destroyed long
before. And the scattered peoples of the northern tribes were not in mortal danger either. Ancient Judah‘s
destruction was certainly imminent, but why would that have been a danger to the northern tribes?
Some try to solve this problem by arguing that ―mountains of Israel‖ and ―house of Israel‖ in this chapter refer
exclusively to Judah. But the whole context of the mock siege is that it is to represent a punishment on the
house of Israel and the house of Judah—clearly delineating between the two (4:4-6). Putting all of this together,
it should be clear that Ezekiel 6 is a prophecy of the future destruction of the northern tribes of Israel in the end
time. (In fact, all of chapters 3–7 can be similarly understood, realizing there is probably a measure of multiple
fulfillments, involving the ancient destruction of Jerusalem and some historical periods of oppression endured
by the Jews and Israelites.)
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Figuratively, mountains are many times used in prophecy to symbolize nations. And it is indeed likely that the
prophecy is directed to the numerous nations that now make up modern Israel—chief among them being those
descended from Joseph—principally Britain, Canada, Australia, New Zealand and the United States. Of course,
other features of the land are also addressed by the prophecy. Verse 3 mentions mountains, hills, ravines and
valleys. Some maintain that these are simply cited as locations for pagan worship, as idolatrous shrines were
everywhere throughout ancient Israel. That could well be, as these are all told that their places of worship will
be destroyed. Recall that God had instructed the Israelites to destroy all the places where the pagans
worshiped their idols: ―upon the high mountains, and upon the hills, and under every green tree‖ (Deuteronomy
12:2; compare Ezekiel 6:13). The lower valleys were where the streams ran and the green trees were located.
However, these natural features are also told that their cities will be destroyed, which makes little sense for a
ravine. Considering that mountains symbolize nations, the other features could be symbolic as well. Hills might
mean smaller nations (compare Isaiah 2:2). Ravines and valleys in this usage could perhaps signify Israelite
populations in countries where they are not the majority and not in power (such as the English colonial
descendants in Zimbabwe and South Africa). They too will suffer God‘s coming judgment.
Idolatry is the chief sin listed. The Hebrew word the book of Ezekiel uses most often for ―idol,‖ as in 6:4, is gillul,
a term derived from gel, meaning ―dung pellets,‖ showing how detestable and disgusting they are to God (the
same word was used in Jeremiah 50:2, as noted in the Bible Reading Program). In an end-time context, there is
no question that idolatry remains Israel‘s biggest sin—whether actual false worship, which is rampant
throughout the nations of modern Israel, or the spirit of idolatry, exalting other pursuits or concerns above the
true God. Even green trees are still significant as part of modern Christmas customs.
Ezekiel 6:6 tells us, ―In all your dwelling places the cities shall be laid waste.‖ Consider the destruction that
befell Judah under Nebuchadnezzar: ―Conditions in Judah must have been severe, for many Judean cities
suffered during the Babylonian invasions. Arad, Lachish, Ramat Rahel, En-gedi, Timnah, Ekron, and Jerusalem
are among the excavated sites showing evidence of destruction at this time. Only the region north of Jerusalem
appears to have escaped relatively unscathed‖ (Holman Bible Atlas, 1998, p. 159). This utterly pales in
comparison to what Ezekiel 6:6, an end-time prophecy, is actually saying.
What we are apparently being told here is that New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, Toronto, London, Glasgow,
Sydney, Melbourne and Auckland will be ―laid waste‖—obliterated. Paris, Geneva, Amsterdam, Oslo and
Copenhagen may be wiped out as well. Perhaps we can now see how there could be such a huge death toll as
that described in chapter 5. This appears to require the work of nuclear weapons or some other new
superweapons—perhaps in conjunction with a bombardment of large meteors, earthquakes and other
cataclysmic natural disasters from God (compare Leviticus 26:31-32; Deuteronomy 28:24). The prophesied
destruction is utterly horrific and unimaginable. But, barring unexpected national repentance, it is going to
happen—because of Israel‘s sins. The rest of Ezekiel 6:6 tells us that this will serve to rid the land of its places
of idolatrous worship (again, compare Leviticus 26:31).
We then see that people will come to realize that they have not been following the true God, as they will finally
come to recognize Him for who He is (verses 7, 10, 13, 14). This will be the starting point for those who are left.
Led away and scattered, many will finally come to loathe themselves because of their sins (verse 9)—the first
steps on the road to repentance. He tells them to pound their fists and stamp their feet in a demonstration of
grief and mourning while they lamented their national abominations (verse 11). If they had felt this way ahead of
time, they would have been protected, as we later see in Ezekiel 9:4-6.
Through the proliferation of copies of the Bible, the modern nations of Israel now have ready access to this
warning message Ezekiel proclaimed. Yet the vast majority of them still have no idea that they are the intended
recipients of the message. We should all pray that the Israelite identity of the nations of Northwest European
heritage becomes much more widely known as we approach the cataclysmic events that will shake the world at
the end of this age.
―The End Has Come‖ (Ezekiel 7)
Chapter 7 is a continuation of the prophetic message we‘ve been reading, emphasizing the point that because
the people have refused to come to know God through seeking and following His will, they will come to know
Him in a different way—through His severe judgment (7:4, 9, 27). God‘s warning here to the ―land of Israel‖
(verse 2) was likely given during the 390 days of mock siege that represented the punishment on the northern
10 tribes (compare 1:1-2; 4:5; 8:1). Since the ancient fall of Israel happened long before Ezekiel wrote, his
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warning in this chapter is of Israel‘s destruction in the end time—indeed, the time leading into ―the day of the
wrath of the LORD‖ (7:19). Of course, as with the other prophecies of this section, there was some application to
the destruction of Jerusalem by the Babylonians in Ezekiel‘s own day. But, again, the message is mainly for
Israel at the end of this age.
The term ―four corners of the land‖ (verse 2) conveys the total destruction God will bring. This is not a partial or
regional calamity. Ezekiel, as God‘s watchman, is required to thunder this warning loud and clear, even though
his immediate audience was in captivity in Babylon. Accounts of what he said may well have been passed on to
those Jews living in Jerusalem. And through the transmission of the sacred text across the centuries, we have
his warnings today.
God explains that the Israelites are guilty of ―abominations‖ (verses 3-4, 8-9)—terrible, loathsome sins—even in
their religion, which is idolatrous (verse 20). The abominable practices are so bad that God declares He will not
spare or have pity in the time of punishment—the severity of punishment conveying the severity of wrongdoing.
Verse 9 introduces a terrifying new name for God in this context of punishment: YHWH makkeh, ―The Eternal
who strikes the blow.‖
The ominous sense of impending doom is palpable. ―Numerous short sentences and the repetition of words and
phrases express the intensity of the message. The recurrence of the word ‗end‘ [five] times in the first six verses
stresses the finality of the judgment (cf. Amos 8:2). Judgment had come! Imminency was heightened by the
reiteration of the verb ‗coming‘ (seven times in [Ezekiel 7] vv. 5-12); the repetition of ‗now‘ (vv. 3, 8 {NIV, ‗about
to‘}); and the use of terms like ‗time,‘ ‗day,‘ and ‗is near‘ (v. 7)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses
1-4).
Notice the rendering of this passage in the New Living Translation: ―Son of man, this is what the Sovereign
LORD says to Israel: The end is here! Wherever you look—east, west, north, or south—your land is finished. No
hope remains, for I will unleash my anger against you. I will call you to account for all your disgusting behavior. I
will turn my eyes away and show no pity, repaying you in full for all your evil…. With one blow after another I will
bring total disaster! The end has come! It has finally arrived! Your final doom is waiting! O people of Israel, the
day of your destruction is dawning…. Soon I will pour out my fury to complete your punishment for all your
disgusting behavior. I will neither spare nor pity you. I will repay you for all your detestable practices…. None of
these proud and wicked people will survive. All their wealth will be swept away. Yes, the time has come; the day
is here!‖ (verses 2-12).
Verse 10 appears to be saying, ―The rod [of punishment] has blossomed [because] pride has budded [among
God‘s people].‖ That is, the people are ripe for judgment since their arrogance has reached its zenith. Verse 11
may be saying that violence among God‘s people has produced the consequence of a ―rod of wickedness‖—
that is, a rod necessitated by wickedness, a rod for dealing with wickedness. Alternatively, the verse may mean
that ―the violent one‖ (NIV)—that is, the enemy of God‘s people—has risen up as a punishing rod (meaning
either Babylon or, in an ultimate sense, Satan).
Verses 12-13 seem to imply that people in difficult financial circumstances will be forced to sell property at low
prices, but that in the end this will be irrelevant. The New Living Translation adds clarity: ―There is no reason for
buyers to rejoice over the bargains they find or for sellers to grieve over their losses, for all of them will fall
under my terrible anger. And if any merchants should survive, they will never return to their business. For what
God has said applies to everyone—it will not be changed! Not one person whose life is twisted by sin will
recover.‖
The message continues with a reminder of the three-fold punishment coming from God: sword, famine and
pestilence (verse 15). When the warning sounds, people will be too weak or too afraid to fight (verses 14, 17).
The initial survivors will be like birds driven from their roosts, separated from their kind, making mournful noises like
the dove. These people are described as clothed in sackcloth and shaved bald, symbols of humiliation and shame
in Middle Eastern cultures to this day (verses 16-18). In the bleak despair of the Great Tribulation, as the Day of the
Lord approaches, they will finally come to view their money, which they had practically worshiped before, as
worthless, unable to truly provide them with what they need, and they will toss it away (verse 19).
God says: ―They were proud of their gold jewelry and used it to make vile and detestable idols [as they do even
still]. That is why I will make all their wealth disgusting to them. I will give it as plunder to foreigners from the most
wicked of nations, and they will defile it. I will hide my eyes as these robbers invade my treasured land and corrupt
it‖ (verses 20-22, NLT). Again, this happened to a degree when ancient Jerusalem was invaded and plundered by
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the Babylonians in 586 B.C. It happened again when the Romans, imperial successors to the Babylonians, invaded
Jerusalem in apostolic times. It will happen on the greatest scale, as primarily foretold in these verses, when Israel
and Judah are both invaded and destroyed by the end-time revival of Rome and Babylon.
Finally, God orders that a chain be prepared (verse 23). Chains were used for binding criminals or enemy
prisoners. Indeed, the surviving Israelites will be bound in chains and led away into slavery—just as the Jews
experienced when Nebuchadnezzar‘s forces invaded Judah and centuries later when the Romans destroyed
Jerusalem. Recall also that the northern tribes were taken captive by the ancient Assyrians more than a century
before Ezekiel‘s prophetic ministry. And lest this seem only the stuff of ancient history, we should remember
Nazi Germany, in which multitudes of Jews were forced to toil in slave labor camps and vast numbers were led
away to be exterminated. As horrifying as it is to contemplate, such days will come again, and are prophesied to
be even worse.
People will turn to religious and civil leaders for help, but these will have no answers, not understanding the
truth of God‘s Word (verse 26). They will have ignored the warnings prior to this. And now it will be too late.
They will be judged according to what they deserve (verse 27). That would be a dire predicament for any of us.
We all should deeply consider this and ask God to lead us to repent of our own sins now and receive God‘s
merciful grace, before such judgment falls—and pray that others will recognize their own sins and repent as
well. God‘s truth is available to us right now as we study His Word. Let‘s make good use of it.
Sunrise Services at the Temple (Ezekiel 8)
Ezekiel 8–11 records the details of another powerful vision the prophet received from God. The date is a year
and two months after the first vision (compare 1:1-2; 3:15-16; 8:1). This would seem to place it within the 40day period during which Ezekiel lay on his right side to represent the punishment for Judah‘s sins—following the
390 days on his left side for Israel (compare 4:4-8). (However, it should be noted that, as sometimes happens
with the Hebrew calendar, it is possible that a 13th month had been added to the year, which would mean that
the vision of chapters 8–11 occurred just after the 40-day period.)
As chapter 8 opens, we find Ezekiel sitting in his house with the ―elders of Judah‖ (leaders among the Jewish
exiles in Babylon) in audience to hear what he has to say. No doubt his lengthy mock siege had attracted a
great deal of attention.
Once again, Ezekiel experiences ―virtual reality‖ by seeing and experiencing in his mind what the others in the
room do not. He sees the same glorious figure he beheld in the first vision—that of the Lord (verse 2; compare
1:26-28), the preincarnate Jesus Christ (compare Revelation 1:12-15). The Lord carries the prophet, who is
also a priest, in vision to Jerusalem, to the northern gate of the temple. The north gate was also called the ―altar
gate,‖ apparently because sacrifices were killed in its vicinity, on the north side of the altar (compare Leviticus
1:11; compare Ezekiel 40:35-43).
Ezekiel sees the glory of God (8:4)—the cascading illuminations surrounding God‘s presence—as he had
witnessed in chapter 1. That glory was here at the temple, as were the four transporting cherubim, as we will
see in the next few chapters. Yet, as we will also see, God‘s glory will soon depart from the sanctuary.
Abominations committed here are causing Him to withdraw His presence.
Ezekiel is taken on a tour of the temple area to witness the terrible abominations. He first is told to look around
where he has landed in this vision, in the vicinity of the north gate near the place of sacrifice—where a vile
image is now located (perhaps implying that sacrifices are made to it).
The image is referred to as the ―image of jealousy…which provokes to jealousy‖ (verse 3). This probably
hearkens back to God‘s commands against idolatry: ―You shall not make yourself a carved image…[to] bow
down to them nor serve them. For I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God…. You shall destroy their [the
Canaanites‘] altars, break their sacred pillars, and cut down their wooden images (for you shall worship no other
god, for the LORD, whose name is Jealous, is a jealous God)‖ (Exodus 20:4-5; 34:13-14). Israel is God‘s wife by
covenant, and He is rightly jealous over her loyalty and affections—demanding that she not enter into
adulterous relations with other gods, adopting their worship customs. Of course, being provoked to jealousy
essentially means being provoked to justified anger, which may be why the Jewish Tanakh translation renders
verse 3 as saying, ―that was the site of the infuriating image that provokes fury.‖ The Revised English Bible has
―where stands the idolatrous image which arouses God‘s indignation.‖
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There are different ideas as to what this image was. Some propose an image of Tammuz, the counterfeit savior
of the Chaldean religion, since his worship is specifically mentioned in the chapter as occurring in the same
place (Ezekiel 8:14). Surprisingly, the image could have been that of a large cross. As Vine‘s Expository
Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words explains, the modern cross ―had its origin in ancient Chaldea, and
was used as the symbol of the god Tammuz (being in the shape of the mystic Tau, the initial of his name) in
that country and in adjacent lands, including Egypt. By the middle of the 3rd cent. A.D. the churches had either
departed from, or had travestied, certain doctrines of the Christian faith. In order to increase the prestige of the
apostate ecclesiastical system pagans were received into the churches apart from regeneration by faith, and
were permitted to retain their pagan signs and symbols. Hence the Tau or T, in its most frequent form, with the
cross-piece lowered, was adopted to stand for the ‗cross‘ of Christ‖ (―Cross, Crucify,‖ New Testament Section,
1985).
Most scholars, however, feel the image was an asherah, the Hebrew term for a sacred wooden image or tree.
The reason for this conclusion is because Manasseh ―even set a carved image of Asherah that he had made‖ in
the temple of God, and ―he has acted more wickedly than all the Amorites who were before him, and has made
Judah sin with his idols‖ (2 Kings 21:7, 11, NKJV). Even though Josiah purged Judah of idolatry during his
reign, the hearts of the people reverted back to Manasseh‘s evil after Josiah‘s death—which means the priests
may have been inclined to reproduce Manasseh‘s image. Either way, since the corrupted Jewish worship was
often syncretistic—blending true and false worship—it could well be that the idolatrous object, whatever its form
may have been, was being used to worship the true God, which He had strictly forbidden.
Next, ―Ezekiel was brought into the north entry gate. There he saw a hole in the wall and was told to dig through
the wall, enter, and observe what the elders of Israel were doing secretly in the inner court [or, perhaps more
accurately, in chambers or a particular chamber adjacent to the north gate] (vv. 7-9). These seventy elders
were not the Sanhedrin of N[ew] T[estament] times. That institution had not yet begun. They were most likely
the leaders of the nation who based their traditional position on Moses‘ appointment of the seventy elders to
assist him in governing God‘s people (Exod 24:1, 9; Num 11:16-25)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
Ezekiel 8:7-9).
Note that these are referred to as the ―elders of the house of Israel‖ (verse 12). The expression ―house of Israel‖
sometimes includes Judah—especially as Judah was supposed to be the faithful remnant of Israel. That Judah
of Ezekiel‘s day is intended is clear from the mention of Jaazaniah the son of Shaphan, as Shaphan had been
Josiah‘s secretary of state and his other sons, such as Jeremiah‘s friend Ahikam, came to occupy important
positions (see 2 Kings 22:8-14; 2 Chronicles 34:15-21; Jeremiah 26:24; 29:3; 36:10; 40:5, 9, 11; 41:2; 43:6).
Moreover, the phrase ―house of Judah‖ is explicitly used In Ezekiel 8:17. Yet it may be that in this vision the 70
elders are also meant to typify, in a broader spiritual sense, the religious leadership of all Israel in a future
context (particularly as we will later see other indications that the vision of chapters 8–11 applies to both Israel
and Judah in the end time—see 9:9; 11:15, 17-21).
In verses 10-11 of chapter 8, Ezekiel describes the portrayal of idolatrous images on the walls where he has
entered, with the elders—shockingly—standing before them as priests with censers. In verse 12, it appears that
the honoring of idols is even done privately in the elders‘ chambers—showing this to be their personal
conviction. This seems fairly straightforward and yet the meaning may be broader. While pagan images may
have literally been used to adorn the temple complex or its chambers in Ezekiel‘s time, as they certainly did at
earlier times, it is possible that the vision should be understood, at least on some level, in a figurative sense.
Perhaps the indication is that the nation‘s leaders, while practicing what appears to be a form of true worship,
are really devoted to false gods and customs of false worship.
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary states that the elders ―are here the representatives of the people,
rather than to be regarded literally. Mostly, the leaders of heathen superstitions laughed at them secretly, while
publicly professing them in order to keep the people in subjection. Here what is meant is that the people
generally addicted themselves to secret idolatry, led on by their elders; there is no doubt, also, allusion to the
mysteries, as in the worship of Isis in Egypt, the Eleusinian [mysteries] in Greece, etc., to which the initiated
were alone admitted‖ (note on verse 12).
Such a figurative meaning would apply in the nations of Israel and Judah even today—its leaders and people
having rejected true worship for a false Christianity descended in many respects from the Babylonian mystery
religion—called in Revelation 17 ―Mystery, Babylon the Great.‖ Indeed, as God‘s ―temple‖ in New Testament
times is His Church (see Ephesians 2:19-22; 2 Corinthians 6:16; compare Ezekiel 11:16)—the true ―Israel‖ of
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God (Galatians 6:16)—Ezekiel‘s vision here may even picture, in type, the great apostasy from the truth foretold
by the apostle Paul (compare 2 Thessalonians 2:3).
The elders are pictured as saying, ―The LORD does not see us, the LORD has forsaken the land‖ (Ezekiel 8:12).
When Ezekiel received this vision, Judah had experienced drought and a series of invasions—King Jeconiah
and many people having been dragged away to Babylon. So, the leaders reasoned, God had deserted the land
and the people—what did they have to lose! In the next chapter, these words are attributed to both Israel and
Judah (9:9), so the same false reasoning will be employed in the future as national calamities begin to worsen.
How ironic that such reasoning itself eventually leads to even greater calamity (verse 10). Also ironic is that the
name of Jaazaniah, the person singled out, means ―The Eternal Hears‖ or ―The Eternal Hearkens‖—implying
that God does indeed hear and see whatever is going on, and reacts.
Ezekiel is next directed to see the terrible abomination of women at the temple ―weeping for Tammuz‖ (Ezekiel
8:14). The Encylopedia Mythica says Tammuz was ―the Akkadian vegetation-god, counterpart of the Sumerian
Dumuzi and the symbol of death and rebirth in nature. He is the…husband of Ishtar. Each year he dies in the
hot summer (in the month Tammuz, June/July) and his soul is taken by the Gallu demons to the underworld.
Woe and desolation fall upon the earth [in the form of withering vegetation in autumn and winter], and Ishtar
leads the world in lamentation [i.e., the weeping for Tammuz]. She then descends to the nether world…and
after many trials succeeds in bringing him back, as a result of which fertility and joy return to the earth [in the
spring]. In Syria he was identified with Adonis‖ (http://www.pantheon.org/articles/t/tammuz.html).
As was explained in the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 47, the myth of Ishtar and Tammuz may
be traced back to the early Babylonian queen Semiramis, wife of Nimrod, the builder of Babel (see Genesis
10:8-10). After Nimrod‘s death, Semiramis (Ishtar) produced a child through fornication (Tammuz) yet claimed
that he was the very incarnation and resurrection of her dead husband, now reborn to life.
Recalling that the symbol for Tammuz was the cross, the idea of the women of Ezekiel‘s vision weeping before
his symbol (which may have been the image of jealousy mentioned earlier), mourning his death and awaiting
his resurrection is disturbingly similar to some of what we see today that goes by the name of Christianity.
Indeed, the ancient idea of a dying and resurrected saving god has led some to conclude that even the notions
of Christ dying for our sins and being raised from the dead derived from paganism.
Yet we should understand that though it was concocted by Semiramis, the worship of Tammuz—the
fountainhead of the world‘s idolatry—sprang from Satan, who deceives the whole world (Revelation 12:9). In his
inimical deceit, Satan, through this ancient Babylonian religion, counterfeited certain aspects of the imagery of
Christ‘s later execution to subvert and pervert Christianity for some and utterly discredit it for others. On the
subversion and perversion side, he has succeeded in convincing most of the world that many of the concepts
and practices of his counterfeit religion belong in true Christian worship (for more details, request or download
our free booklet Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?).
It has been suggested by some scholars that the practice of ―weeping for Tammuz‖ was the actual origin of
Lent, the Roman Catholic 40-day period of abstinence prior to Easter (starting after Mardi Gras, ―Fat Tuesday,‖
on Ash Wednesday). Consider that the name Easter itself is derived from Ishtar, the ancient Babylonian fertility
goddess and Tammuz‘s mother.
Alexander Hislop, in his book The Two Babylons, explains that ―the forty days abstinence of Lent was directly
borrowed from the worshippers of the Babylonian goddess. Such a Lent of forty days, ‗in the spring of the year,‘
is still observed by the Yezidis or Pagan Devil-worshippers of Koordistan, who have inherited it from their early
masters, the Babylonians. Such a Lent of forty days was held in spring by the Pagan Mexicans… ‗Three days
after the vernal equinox...began a solemn fast of forty days in honour of the sun.‘ Such a Lent of forty days was
observed in Egypt…Among the Pagans this Lent seems to have been an indispensible preliminary to the great
annual festival in commemoration of the death and resurrection of Tammuz, which was celebrated by alternate
weeping and rejoicing, and which, in many countries, was considerably later than the Christian festival, being
observed in Palestine and Assyria in June, therefore called the ‗month of Tammuz‘; in Egypt, about the middle
of May, and in Britain, some time in April. To conciliate the Pagans to nominal Christianity, Rome, pursuing its
usual policy, took measures to get the Christian and Pagan festivals amalgamated, and, by a complicated but
skillful adjustment of the calendar, it was found no difficult matter, in general, to get Paganism and
Christianity—now far sunk in idolatry—in this as in so many other things, to shake hands‖ (1959, pp. 104-105).
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The month of Tammuz was the fourth month on the Hebrew calendar. Lent today overlaps the last month of the
Hebrew year and ends in the first month. It is interesting to consider that the Celtic Britons, who centuries ago
observed the mourning period more in line with the time Lent is observed today, were Israelites. Perhaps they
had begun this practice while still in the Promised Land—as the apostate Jews may have also done. Either
way, whether fourth month or first, we should notice that Ezekiel‘s vision takes place in the sixth month (Ezekiel
8:1). Though that might appear problematic, this may just signify the time Ezekiel received the vision, not the
time the events depicted in it actually occurred. Indeed, Ezekiel‘s vision appears in many respects to be
symbolic. Even if literal, we should not necessarily conclude that he was seeing things at the temple the very
moment they were transpiring. His vision may have been more sweeping in scope, just as many other prophets
had visions in a short time of events that would span days, months or even years in their actual fulfillment.
Ezekiel is then taken from the vicinity of the north gate to the court area outside of the Holy Place. He is here
presented with another stunning sight—men with their backs to God‘s temple ―worshiping the sun toward the
east‖ (verse 16). ―The location for the sun worship was in the inner court…between the porch and the altar.
These 25 men must have been Levites if temple regulations were being followed; otherwise, the area was
forbidden (see Num. 3:7, 8; 18:1-7; 2 Chr. 4:9; Joel 2:17)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Ezekiel 8:15-16).
Indeed, this group appears distinct from the 70 image-worshiping elders mentioned previously. ―It would seem
strange that only a portion of the seventy would have been engaged in the sun worship. The specific numbers
of seventy (v. 11) and twenty-five (v. 16) were probably given to aid in distinguishing the two groups. Therefore
it is more likely that these twenty-five men were priests though one cannot be dogmatic about it. If they were
priests perhaps the number is twenty-five because there was a representative of each of the twenty-four
courses of the priests plus the high priest (cf. 1 Chron 23)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Ezekiel 8:16). Perhaps the
symbolism is to demonstrate that both the civil and religious leadership were engaged in pagan practices—and
maybe to show that the same would be true in the end time. (It should also be noted that chapter 11 mentions
25 ―princes‖ giving wicked counsel, with another person named Jaazaniah among them—albeit a different
Jaazaniah.)
In Ezekiel 8:16, since the sun was in the east, this logically denotes sunrise, a popular ―in-between‖ moment for
sun worship in the pagan world. Consider, as quoted above, ―the solemn fast of forty days in honour of the sun.‖
Tammuz was often equated with Baal, and Baal often with the sun. Coming right on the heels of the previous
verses, it could well be that what Ezekiel was witnessing was the conclusion of the pagan Lenten season, when
Ishtar (or Easter) was deemed to have brought Tammuz (here as the incarnate sun) back from the underworld
in a resurrection in the spring, specifically on the feast of Ishtar, known today as Easter. This, then, would have
essentially been Easter sunrise services—so extremely popular today in the world religion that masquerades as
Christianity and yet an utterly vile abomination according to God. Indeed, the symbolism is profound. The
worshipers, religious leaders even, turned their backs on God in order to participate—and yet they probably
claimed to be honoring the true God (as they still do). What audacity!
Rejection of true worship has resulted in violence throughout the land (Ezekiel 8:17)—bloodshed, the next
chapter explains (9:9). As for ―putting the branch to their nose‖ (verse 17), the meaning is uncertain. Matthew
Henry‘s Commentary states: ―…a proverbial expression denoting perhaps their scoffing at God and having him
in derision; they snuffed at his service, as men do when they put a branch to their nose. Or it was some custom
used by idolaters in honour of the idols they served. We read of garlands used in their idolatrous worships (Acts
14:13), out of which every zealot took a branch which they smelled to as a nosegay. Dr. Lightfoot (Hor. Heb. in
John 15.6) gives another sense of this place: They put the branch to their wrath, or to his wrath, as the
Masorites read it; that is, they are still bringing more fuel (such as the withered branches of the vine) to the fire
of divine wrath, which they have already kindled, as if that wrath did not burn hot enough already. Or putting the
branch to the nose may signify the giving of a very great affront and provocation either to God or man; they are
an abusive generation of men‖ (note on verses 13-18).
God states that in the time of punishment He will not spare these leaders, even though they cry aloud for help.
We must all reject false worship. Yet that is not the only point here. The lesson of this chapter becomes clearer
when we examine the next chapters in this section. They show the glory of God departing from the temple
because of such abominable practices and attitudes. God‘s Spirit leaves when people turn away from Him. He
remains only where He is welcome and is obeyed. This is true of nations, church organizations and individuals.
And when He leaves, judgment follows.
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A Mark on Those Who Sigh and Cry Over Abominations (Ezekiel 9)
The vision of the previous chapter continues. This chapter reveals some insight about God‘s sparing of a
remnant during a time of destruction. Notice that punishment is to come on ―Israel and Judah‖ (verse 9). As the
northern kingdom of Israel had fallen more than a century before Ezekiel wrote, this prophecy must be meant
for the future destruction of Israel and Judah in the end time. As in chapters 4–7, Jerusalem is here used to
represent all Israel, the city being the ancient capital of all 12 tribes. Of course, the prophecy no doubt had a
limited application to the people of Judah in Ezekiel‘s own day.
As the chapter opens, men who ―have charge over the city‖ are summoned (verses 1-2). These are apparently
angelic beings who were to render God‘s judgment on the people of Jerusalem, again representative of all
Israel. Six arrive, each armed with a battle-ax. They stand beside the bronze altar, the altar of sacrifice, perhaps
symbolizing that they will make a sacrifice of the disobedient nation (compare Isaiah 34:6; Zephaniah 1:7)—that
blood would run as a result of the sins of the people.
With them is a man clothed in white linen who has a writer‘s kit containing a horn of ink at his side. In the Bible,
one ―clothed in linen‖ typically represents a holy servant of God (compare Daniel 10:5; Revelation 15:6). In
Ezekiel 8:3 the prophet again mentions the presence of the ―glory of the God of Israel.‖ It had ―gone up from the
cherub, where it had been, to the threshold [or entryway] of the temple‖—on its way out altogether, as we will
see in chapters 10–11. Putting this verse together with 10:3-4, it appears that the ―cherub‖ in 8:3 and 10:4
indicates the inanimate copies of the cherubim whose wings covered the Ark of the Covenant in the Holy of
Holies. The transporting cherubim were waiting outside on the south side of the temple (10:3). The idea seems
to be that God rises from His earthly throne in the Holy of Holies, ascends His transportable throne above the
four living cherubim and then flies away. By withdrawing His presence God demonstrates His readiness to bring
judgment on the people.
The writer with the horn is instructed to mark the foreheads of those who ―sigh and cry‖ over the abominations
and idolatry around them. The sighing here is not just a brief exhalation of disappointment. It is an utter
groaning of spirit—deeply grieving and feeling anguish over what is happening. Jesus likewise said, ―Blessed
are those who mourn‖ (Matthew 5:4). This does not mean an absence of any joy and happiness in life. Rather,
it means regular and heartfelt sober reflection on the state of the world.
Of course, those who are truly grieved at the sins are those who follow righteousness. That does not mean they
are perfect, but they strive to do God‘s will. They mourn over their own sins as well as over those of the world
around them. They groan over the pain and suffering human beings inflict on one another through their sins.
They are indignant and outraged at injustice and blasphemy against God and His truth. They constantly cry out
to God to intervene. These are the righteous—God‘s true servants—and God says He will spare them. He
certainly protected such individuals in Ezekiel‘s day, but the primary focus here is on the future. This passage
might well be read along with traditional references to a ―place of safety‖ or God‘s protection at the end time
(Zephaniah 2:3; Luke 21:36; Revelation 3:10; 12:14)—the object of such protection being those who are a part
of God‘s true Church.
In the book of Revelation, the apostle John also saw visions of people being marked in their foreheads for
protection. Notice: ―Do not harm the earth, the sea, or the trees till we have sealed the servants of our God on
their foreheads‖ (7:3). And: ―They were commanded not to harm the grass of the earth, or any green thing, or
any tree, but only those men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads‖ (9:3-4). Also: ―Behold, a
Lamb standing on Mount Zion, and with Him one hundred and forty-four thousand, having His Father‘s name
written on their foreheads‖ (14:1).
The first occasion in Scripture of a host of people being spared through some outward sign was the time of the
Passover in Egypt, when lamb‘s blood was used to mark the dwellings of the Israelites who were spared from
the slaughter of the death angel. The seal on those in the end-time is an inward one, the forehead representing
the mind—wherein resides God‘s Holy Spirit, which signifies whether one is truly a Christian or not (see
Romans 8:9).
The ―death angels‖ in Ezekiel‘s vision are instructed to begin killing the people of Jerusalem—no doubt through
the various punishments mentioned in Ezekiel 4–7. Of course, God doesn‘t command this slaughter until the
people have been given sufficient warning to repent. But eventually it is time for the punishment to fall.

886

God says to begin with His sanctuary—the elders before the temple then being the actual starting point (9:5-6).
This clearly hearkens back to the abominations portrayed in the previous chapter. The place to begin correction
is always with those who should know better. In the early days of the tabernacle, Aaron‘s sons Nadab and
Abihu disobeyed God and were destroyed by fire (Leviticus 10:1-2). The precedent continues throughout time.
The apostle Peter explained that ―judgment must begin at the house of God‖ (1 Peter 4:17). This he said of
God‘s New Testament Church. And in fact, the Church may well be the ―sanctuary‖ of Ezekiel 9:6, at least in
type.
The Church is the true ―temple‖ of God today (Ephesians 2:19-22), as God dwells in His people through the
Holy Spirit, making each individual Christian a temple or, in fact, part of the same temple (1 Corinthians 3:1617; 6:19; 2 Corinthians 6:16). That being so, consider the interesting statement God makes in Ezekiel 11, part
of the same prophecy. Regarding ―all the house of Israel in its entirety‖ (verse 15), God says, ―Although I have
cast them far off among the Gentiles, and although I have scattered them among the countries, yet I shall be a
little sanctuary for them in the countries where they have gone‖ (verse 16). This ties in well with Christ‘s
statement to the Samaritan woman at the well: ―Woman, believe Me, the hour is coming when you will neither
on this mountain [the Samaritan holy place], nor in Jerusalem [where the temple was], worship the Father….
The hour is coming, and now is, when the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth; for the
Father is seeking such to worship Him. God is Spirit, and those who worship Him must worship in spirit and
truth‖ (John 4:21-24)—that is, through the Holy Spirit, thereby becoming the spiritual temple of God, which is
not confined to one place.
If the sanctuary in Ezekiel 9:6 is meant to portray the Church of God on some level (which, besides the parallels
we‘ve just seen, seems likely also because those to be protected in verse 4 are probably true Christians of the
end time), then the indication is that punishment would apparently fall first and foremost on apostates from
God‘s truth. This would have to mean that the temple abominations of the previous chapter apply in part to such
apostates—again, as mentioned in the commentary on Ezekiel 8, possibly indicating the great falling away from
God‘s truth foretold by the apostle Paul (2 Thessalonians 2). Moreover, there are degrees of responsibility even
within the Church. The apostle James stated, ―My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing that
we shall receive a stricter judgment‖ (James 3:1). So the ―elders before the temple,‖ the first to be judged in
Ezekiel 9:6, may well be apostate elders of God‘s Church. Paul sternly warned Church elders that savage
wolves would rise up from among them (Acts 20:17, 29-31).
Yet the sanctuary is just the beginning of the slaughter. It continues throughout all of Israel and Judah (Ezekiel
9:9-10). Ezekiel sees great numbers killed until He alone is left, and He cries out to God, asking Him if He is
going to wipe out everyone who is left (verse 8). Of course, he already had the answer from verse 4 that some
would be spared. But they were no longer here to be seen. God explains to Ezekiel that the punishment fits the
crime, bemoaning the exceedingly great iniquity of Israel and Judah. The people have degenerated into
depravity and disrespect for human life because of their false religion. They have denied the power and reach
of God—but they won‘t be able to deny it any longer. At that very moment the angel clothed in linen returns,
reporting that he has done his job. This means he has marked all of those who wanted to obey God and they
have been spared. God thus gives Ezekiel encouragement by the report of the angel.
Let us take heart as well and strive to be among those who sigh and cry over the abominations committed
throughout the nations of Israel and the rest of the world, praying to God, ―Your kingdom come.‖
The Departure of God‘s Glory (Ezekiel 10)
The vision of chapters 8 and 9 continues in chapter 10. Here we have a lesson from God of considerable
importance to us. For us to continue as God‘s chosen people, He must actually dwell or live among us. The
people of Israel came to understand this following their Exodus from Egypt. In Exodus 25:8 God instructed
Moses, ―Let them make me a sanctuary, that I may dwell among them.‖ It was God‘s intent at that time that He
would dwell in the midst of the 12 tribes of Israel in the tabernacle made of goatskins. And His presence was
evident in the pillar of cloud illuminated by the divine glory filling the tabernacle (see Exodus 40:34-35). As
explained in previous comments, rabbis later designated this glory by the term shekinah, meaning ―indwelling.‖
God‘s glory later came to dwell in the temple built by Solomon after his fervent and humble prayer (2 Chronicles
6-7). God chose to allow His presence—again evident through the radiance and splendor of His glory—to
remain in the temple for centuries. Yet after the Jews had proven their determination to continue in false,
idolatrous worship, the presence of God did eventually leave the Jerusalem temple prior to its looting and
destruction by the Babylonians. Even when the second temple was rebuilt in its place after the return from
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Jewish exile, God‘s glory did not occupy it. Moreover, there is no record of the shimmering, luminous glory ever
again occupying an earthly building. However, centuries later the shepherds saw the glory appear in the sky as
angels announced the birth of the Savior (Luke 2:9). Indeed, the coming of Christ in the flesh was, in essence,
God coming to dwell with human beings (John 1:1, 14; Matthew 1:23). And after His death and resurrection, He
would again do so through the Holy Spirit.
Later, Stephen proclaimed the truth that God no longer dwells in temples made with hands (Acts 7:48). As the
apostle Paul explained, God‘s temple is now His Church, the people whom He dwells in through the Holy Spirit
(Ephesians 2:19-22; 1 Corinthians 6:19; 2 Corinthians 6:16). And the initial giving of the Spirit to the Church
was accompanied by the miraculous signs of wind and fire, reminiscent of the glory of Ezekiel‘s vision (see Acts
2).
On the night before His death, Jesus relayed some very important guidelines for God dwelling in His people
through the Holy Spirit: ―If anyone loves Me, he will keep My word; and My Father will love him, and We will
come to Him and make Our home with him‖ (John 14:23). Notice: in order for the Father and Jesus Christ to
dwell with a person, that person must be obeying Christ‘s words. The apostle Paul repeats essentially the same
principle in 2 Corinthians 6:16: ―And what agreement has the temple of God with idols? For you [Christians] are
the temple of the living God. As God has said: ‗I will dwell in them and walk among them. I will be their God,
and they shall be my people.‘‖
But Paul goes on to follow this with a warning from God: ―Do not touch what is unclean, and I will receive you‖
(verse 17). God dwelling among a people or in the heart and mind of a person is conditional upon that people or
person being submissive and obedient to God. The presence of any idol or unclean worship will cause God to
withdraw His presence. This is one of the most important lessons God is using Ezekiel to teach us in this
chapter.
Ezekiel 10 begins with the image of the living cherubim carrying God‘s throne. God gives the order to the man
in linen to gather coals of fire from between the cherubim and scatter them over the city of Jerusalem (verses 13). This symbolizes that God has now judged the city and it is to be punished and burned, as when Sodom and
Gomorrah were destroyed with fire and brimstone (see Genesis 19:24-25). Yet as we‘ve seen, the punishment
on Jerusalem is representative of punishment to befall all of Israel (Ezekiel 9:9-10).
The glory or presence of God then begins to move. The step-by-step exit from Jerusalem is recorded for us. As
the glory of God moved from the Holy of Holies to the threshold or entryway of the temple (9:3; 10:4), we see
that the living cherubim carrying the mobile throne were waiting outside the temple on the south side (verse 3).
The entire house and courtyard were filled with the surrounding cloud and brightness (verse 4). Then,
apparently after God assigned the man in linen and the executioners their jobs, He left the temple threshold and
ascended His mobile throne above the living cherubim, not returning to the physical Holy of Holies within the
temple (verse 18). The cherubim may have moved to meet Him as we see them hovering, with Him above
them, at the east gate of the temple (verse 19).
The east gate is probably the one referred to as ―the gates of righteousness‖ and ―the gate of the LORD‖ in
Psalm 118:19-20 and the ―everlasting doors‖ in Psalm 24:7, 9. It is called the ―Sun gate‖ in a Talmudic passage
(Erubin 5:22c) because the sun would shine through it in the morning. Also through this gate traditionally
entered the king and the ark in the sacred processions.
In the next chapter, we will see that when the glory of God leaves the temple through the east gate, it proceeds
to the mountain on the east side of Jerusalem, the Mount of Olives (Ezekiel 11:23)—after which it presumably
ascends to heaven. This path is opposite to the one Jesus Christ will take when He returns to the earth in
power and glory in the future. For at that time He will first descend to the Mount of Olives and then, sometime
later following the construction of the millennial temple, enter Jerusalem through the east gate, accompanied by
the glory of God (Ezekiel 43:1-5; Zechariah 14:4; Acts 1:9-12; Matthew 24:27). Indeed, a principal theme in this
vision and the whole of the book of Ezekiel is the departure and eventual return of God‘s glory to Jerusalem.
The description of the cherubim takes up a lot of Ezekiel 10, paralleling material from chapter 1. Ezekiel
describes the transportation system of God‘s throne almost exactly as he saw it earlier. His word picture of the
cherubim, wheels rotating within each other with eyes apparently on the rims, the shimmering light in various
colors, and the four faces of a cherub, man, lion, and eagle are almost identical to the previous account. This
reveals that he was seeing the same God and the same throne. Since all of the faces are the same as those in
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chapter 1 with the exception of the ―face of a cherub,‖ it is obvious that this face is the same as the face of the
ox (1:10).
Another detail to note is that where the wheels are called ―Wheel‖ in the New King James Version of verse 13,
others translate the word here as ―whirling‖ or ―spinning.‖ The sound of the cherubim wings became very loud
as the throne of God moved out of the temple. It could be heard even in the ―outer court‖ (verse 5). This may
symbolize God leaving Jerusalem in a public way, having the fact perceived or loudly proclaimed.
God had in fact prophesied the departure of His glory well in advance. Back in Deuteronomy 31:17-18, He had
warned: ―Then My anger shall be aroused against them in that day, and I will forsake them, and I will hide My
face from them, and they shall be devoured. And many evils and troubles shall befall them, so that they will say
in that day, ‗Have not these evils come upon us because our God is not among us?‘‖ In Hosea 9:12, God
proclaimed, ―Woe to them when I depart from them!‖
In all these warnings, Ezekiel included, we should recognize that God was not only talking about the ancient
destruction He brought on His people. He is also talking about the future—of nations today and of us
individually. All of us have a choice before us of whether to be faithful to God or to reject Him. The apostle Paul
taught that the greatest mystery of all time is ―Christ in you, the hope of glory‖ (Colossians 1:27). Jesus Christ
living in us through His Spirit is the most wonderful thing a human being can experience in this life. Yet one of
the main lessons from Ezekiel is that God stays only where He is wanted and obeyed. This is true of nations,
this is true of church fellowships, and this is true of every individual.
God withdrawing is never what He wants—it is people who force it on Him. Whenever His place of dwelling—
whether a person, a church or religious organization or an entire nation—is filled with objects of false worship or
idols, there is no more room for Him. After all, His name is Jealous (Exodus 34:14) and He will not share His
glory with another (Isaiah 42:8). Satan has organized society so that God is squeezed out—we now have no
time for Him. Christ illustrated this in the parable of the sower with the new plants being choked by the thorns
(see Matthew 13:7, 22). As individuals we often fill our lives with economic pressure, constant entertainment
and various pursuits—and then we wonder why God is not truly manifested and working in our lives. The book
of Hebrews warns us not to neglect so great a salvation as that which has been offered to us (2:1-3)—yet we at
times come to the realization that we are doing just that. As Paul said to all of us, ―It is high time to awake out of
sleep‖ (Romans 13:11). May studying God‘s message through Ezekiel aid us in doing just that.
Meat in a Cauldron; A Heart of Flesh (Ezekiel 11)
Ezekiel 11 concludes the vision that started in chapter 8. Ezekiel is now shown a group of 25 men that may or
may not be the same as the group of 25 sun worshipers in 8:16. Those here are designated as ―princes of the
people‖ (11:1)—possibly civil leaders as this term ―denotes public and political officials often serving in judicial,
military, or royal posts (see 2 Sam. 8:15-18; 20:23-26)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Ezekiel 11:1-2). However,
leading priests were ―princes of the sanctuary‖ (Isaiah 43:28). Perhaps these are religious leaders who are also
acting as civil leaders—or maybe just as ringleaders among the people in evil pursuits.
The Jaazaniah of Ezekiel 11:1 is the son of Azzur, not Shaphan as in 8:11. Again, perhaps the meaning of the
name, ―God Hears‖ or ―God Hearkens,‖ is significant: ―Azur means ‗help.‘ He [Jaazaniah] and Pelatiah (‗God
delivers‘), son of Benaiah (‗God builds‘), are singled out…because their names ought to have reminded them
that ‗God‘ would have ‗heard‘ had they sought His ‗help‘ to ‗deliver‘ and ‗build‘ them up. But neglecting this, they
incurred the heavier judgment by the very relation in which they stood to God‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary, note on verse 1).
God told Ezekiel that these men were plotting evil and giving wicked advice in Jerusalem. Remember that
Jerusalem in this vision, while pointing literally to the city of Ezekiel‘s time on one level, is also intended to
represent all of Israel and Judah in the end time, just prior to Christ‘s return (compare 9:9-10; 11; 15-21).
Verse 3, which relates the wicked advice given, is clearer in the earlier King James Version than in the New
King James: ―It [presumably calamity] is not near; let us build houses‖ (KJV). Perhaps better still, the NIV has,
―Will it not soon be time to build houses?‖ What about the rest of the verse? The New Living Translation renders
it, ―Our city is like an iron pot. Inside it we will be like meat—safe from all harm.‖
In Ezekiel‘s day, this directly contradicted the warnings he and Jeremiah had been giving. As leaders, those
making these claims should have heeded the threat posed by Babylon and leveled with the people. Yet,
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instead, they are shown wickedly promoting a false sense of security. Evidently, they themselves were living in
denial—confident that even if they came under attack, the walls of Jerusalem and the presence of God‘s temple
would protect them from harm just like a cooking pot protects the meat inside from the flames of fire outside. Of
course, this was foolishness—especially as God had sent such dire warnings through His true servants. The
leaders had a responsibility to heed and spread the warning themselves. But they failed miserably in this
respect, even going in the exact opposite, quite evil direction by saying all would be well. The same thing often
happens among our national leaders today—and will in fact get far worse as the end of the age approaches.
God places the blame for the great number of deaths in the city on the shoulders of the leaders (11:6)—as He
earlier placed it on the shoulders of the religious leaders (8:17; see also 9:9). This could mean that the high
murder rate is due to a failure to honor and teach God‘s laws. Or it could refer to the deaths that have already
come as punishment for the people‘s sins—the leaders being culpable for failing to properly acknowledge God
and educate the nations in His ways and for giving a false sense of security, for not warning the people. When
Ezekiel received this vision, the leaders already bore responsibility for the two previous attacks on Judah that
left many dead in 605 and 597 B.C.—just as they would be responsible for the terrible slaughter that would
follow. The same will be true of leaders in the end time.
In this light, God then uses the cooking pot analogy against them. He agrees that the city is a cooking pot of
meat—only it is a pot of dead meat! The corpses of the slain are the meat, being cooked, so to speak (verse 7).
Yet this would not include the particular leaders being addressed. They would indeed be killed, but not before
they see the full calamity being brought. God says that the city would not be their cauldron. Rather, they would
be run out of it and given into foreign hands, to be executed outside of Israel (verses 8-11).
Notice that Israel is again identified with Jerusalem here, which may point to an end-time fulfillment. However,
Israel also designates the Promised Land (compare verse 17) and these verses could conceivably apply to
what happened to certain leaders in Ezekiel‘s own day. Notice what later occurred after Jerusalem‘s fall to the
Babylonians: ―And the captain of the guard took Seraiah the chief priest, Zephaniah the second priest...an
officer who had charge of the men of war, five men of the king‘s close associates who were found in the city,
the chief recruiting officer of the army...and 60 men of the people of the land who were found in the city…. [and]
brought them to the king of Babylon at Riblah [in Syria]. Then the king of Babylon struck them and put them to
death‖ (2 Kings 25:18-21).
Whoever the 25 leaders are intended to portray, through judgment they would finally come to see the reality of
God—that is, of the true God, whom they had denied by not heeding His law and by corrupting His worship with
pagan customs and concepts (Ezekiel 11:12).
In verse 13, Ezekiel sees Pelatiah (mentioned in verse 1) die and cries out, asking if God will even leave a
remnant. Perhaps Pelatiah is the first of the 25 leaders to fall in the vision. Or, just the opposite, maybe Ezekiel
saw the other 24 killed and Pelatiah is the last. And it could be that his name, again meaning ―God Delivers‖ or
―Delivered of God,‖ is significant—that is, if he is not delivered, will anyone be?
Starting in verse 14, God responds to Ezekiel by giving him a wonderful message of comfort and hope. Verse
15 may be slightly mistranslated in the New King James Version. The picture seems to be that the Jews of
Jerusalem are saying that all of Israel in exile—the scattered northern tribes and the Jews in Babylon—have
been carried far away from God (through virtue of being far from Jerusalem). Consequently, the Jews of
Jerusalem see the Promised Land as belonging solely to them. However, the reality is that those with such a
mindset in Jerusalem are going to be destroyed while those in exile will ultimately be given the land (verse 17).
Yet this would not happen until later generations.
Indeed, even the Jewish return from exile at the time of Ezra and Nehemiah would not fulfill this passage, as it
is ―all the house of Israel in its entirety‖ (verse 15) that is to be given the land of Israel and, at that time, they are
shown to be repentant and spiritually converted (verses 18-20), signifying the period of Jesus Christ‘s future
reign on earth—as described in Isaiah 11 and many other passages. During the centuries of scattering, God
says that He Himself would serve as a ―little sanctuary‖ among the people (Ezekiel 11:16), perhaps indicating,
as explained in the comments on chapter 9, the Church of God—referred to in Scripture as the ―little flock‖ and
the ―body of Christ.‖
When the captives of Israel and Judah are at long last brought back to the Promised Land in the future, they will
purge it of all abominations (verse 18). God then gives hope for a beautiful future of reconciliation with Him for
all Israel. The final message of Ezekiel 11 tells us much about God‘s great mercy and compassion. In the depth
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of their sins, while they still practiced idolatry, God promises these people that one day in the future they will be
given an opportunity to repent, return to their land and make a new covenant with Him. This covenant will be
different from their past experience because God will cause the ―stony‖ (stubborn and hard) heart of evil and
rebellion to be removed from them and will replace it with a heart of ―flesh‖—one that is soft, malleable,
emotionally tender and responsive. In other words, He will give them His Spirit, the indwelling presence of His
glory, and cause them to desire to obey His laws (verses 19-20). Again, we see a marvelous consistency
between the messages of the Old Testament and those of the New Testament about God‘s plan for mankind—
contrary to what today‘s counterfeit Christianity would have us believe. (See the Bible Reading Program
comments on Jeremiah 31 for a fuller explanation of the New Covenant that God will make with Israel and
Judah.)
Even then, verse 21 of Ezekiel 11 cautions that there will yet be those who refuse to obey God and their heart
will desire detestable things. Justice will be meted out to them as they deserve.
Finally, Ezekiel sees the glory of God depart from Jerusalem (verses 22-23). In His vision He is transported
back to the exiles in Babylonia. And thus his vision comes to an end, whereupon he reports all he has seen to
the exiles—starting, no doubt, with those elders who were then seated with him in his house, where he had
actually been all along (see 8:1).
Deportation and Devastation—Soon (Ezekiel 12)
Chapter 12 begins a new section in the book of Ezekiel. This new series of messages, extending to the end of
Ezekiel 19, apparently follows soon after the vision of chapters 8–11: ―Ezekiel always gave specific dates for
new visions or oracles. Since no new chronological notice was given, and since the speeches of chapters 12-19
were closely related thematically to the foregoing vision, it can be assumed that these messages were uttered
shortly after Ezekiel‘s explanation of the vision in chapters 8-11‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
verses 1-2).
Thus, the exiles had watched Ezekiel‘s symbolic acts and heard the rarely spoken prophecies of this normally
mute man of God for more than a year. They had seen his acts with their eyes and heard his words with their
ears, but it had no impact on them; in fact, they rejected God‘s message (12:2). Other prophets experienced the
same reaction (see Isaiah 6:9-10; Jeremiah 5:21).
The exiles did not grasp the seriousness of Ezekiel‘s messages. They still believed they would be allowed to
return to their land in the near future because Jerusalem still stood and most of the Jewish people continued in
the land. Surely, it was only a matter of a little more time before they would be permitted to go back home.
Throughout chapters 12–19, several reasons are presented as to why they believe this way. In chapter 12, it is
apparent that the people either don‘t believe prophecy or reason that even if judgment really is going to come
on their homeland, it won‘t happen in their lifetime. It just doesn‘t seem possible to them—but, of course, it
should have.
―Ezekiel‘s next visual demonstration [of the process of deportation] warned the captives already in Babylon that
they should not expect a quick return to Jerusalem. He had already shown that the city would soon fall
([chapters] 4; 5); those not killed would be led into exile. These exiles should have understood Ezekiel‘s
meaning, for they had done what he was displaying only six years before, when they had been brought into
exile‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 12:3-7).
After pantomiming Jerusalem‘s siege, lying on one side and then the other over the course of 430 days, and
shaving all his hair, Ezekiel was no doubt drawing larger numbers of onlookers. For this next demonstration he
probably packed a bedroll, water container, staff and a few clothes. He was to pack them outside his dwelling
during the day with people watching him. ―In the evening he would dig a hole through the mud-brick wall of his
house. Leaving through the hole, Ezekiel carried his bag like an exile (vv. 4b-6a). Next he would cover his face
[essentially blindfolded so he couldn‘t see where he was going] (v. 6b) and go to another place while all the
people watched. Ezekiel‘s act was a sign that God would bring additional exiles to Babylon (v. 6c)‖ (Expositor‘s,
note on verses 3-7).
The onlookers asked what this meant, and God told Ezekiel to respond that besides the rest of the nation, it
particularly concerned the ―prince,‖ the ruler, in Jerusalem (verses 8-14). Indeed, leaving through a hole in the
wall by night indicated a secret escape. This is exactly what the nobles and political leaders of Jerusalem tried
to do six years later during the siege of 586 B.C. They attempted to escape and run but were caught by the
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Babylonians. King Zedekiah was blinded and carried off to Babylon where he would die (see 2 Kings 25:1-7;
Jeremiah 52:1-11). The rest of the nation was also carried away captive, just as God foretold through Ezekiel.
God is clear as to the reason for allowing many of them to go on living. Despite the judgment He is bringing, this
is another example of His great mercy. While enslaved, they will come to acknowledge their sinful ways and
come to better understand Him (Ezekiel 12:15-16). ―They will know that I am the LORD,‖ He states repeatedly.
This will also serve as a powerful witness to all mankind. God wants to emphasize that no one should think He
wasn‘t strong enough to prevent the calamity that came upon His nation. Rather, their downfall was due to His
power, a fulfillment of the curse He promised. God understands human nature and the depth of evil to which
people can sink. People need to know who God is—including what He stands for, His likes and dislikes, His
expectations—before they can learn to properly worship Him. And for those who refuse to heed Him initially,
they will ultimately come to know Him in a more ominous way—through judgment.
Using the family analogy He inspires in the New Testament, God has expectations for His household, like any
wise father does. Even a physical family fairs poorly without mature household rules. On the other hand, proper
parental guidance helps children succeed in life. Said succinctly, fatherly love includes laws—not harsh, not
without mercy, but rather rules that protect his children from harming themselves and others. How does a wise
father ensure that his children respect his rules for their good? He disciplines them. So it is with our heavenly
Father‘s approach to His children (see Hebrews 12:5-11).
In verses 17-18 of Ezekiel 12, God gives the prophet another pantomime to perform. Ezekiel is instructed to
tremble and shake as he ate his food and shudder in fear as he drank water. This would test his acting ability,
but the message from God is clear: This is what the nation is going to experience. He then explains that this is
to serve as punishment for the incessant violence between people (verse 19)—which probably includes not just
physical but emotional violence as well (compare Malachi 2:16).
In verse 20, the chilling warning of Ezekiel 6:6 is reiterated: The inhabited cities are to be laid waste. Many
elements in chapters 12–19 hearken back to points made in the earlier chapters of Ezekiel. Recall that in those
earlier chapters, Jerusalem was often used to represent the whole house of Israel in the end time. The same
can be said of this section. While the message is obviously directed to Ezekiel‘s immediate audience, there are,
as we will see, indications throughout the section that the message is for all of Israel—and more specifically,
since the northern tribes did not receive Ezekiel‘s message in ancient times, for Israel‘s descendants in the last
days.
In verse 6 of chapter 12, Ezekiel was to be a sign to the ―house of Israel.‖ Yet in verses 8-9, this could
conceivably be limited to the Jews in captivity, as God asks, ―Has not the house of Israel, the rebellious house,
said to you, ‗What are you doing?‘‖ However, we could perhaps imagine people of the modern nations
descended from Israel reading Ezekiel‘s prophecy and also wondering the same thing—and Ezekiel answering
them through this preserved written record rather than his ancient utterances. In verse 10, God says, ―This
burden concerns the prince in Jerusalem and all the house of Israel who are among them.‖ This verse might
seem limited to the Jews of ancient Judah. But, while it clearly does apply to them, it may also have a broader
meaning. Again, we have clear precedent in the preceding chapters of Ezekiel for understanding the ancient
destruction and captivity of Jerusalem and Judah as typical of punishment that is to befall all of Israel in the end
time. The end-time Jewish monarch resides among the Israelites (as we will see more about in Ezekiel 17).
It only makes sense to see Ezekiel‘s warning of deportation as applying to not only the Jews still in Judah when
he spoke, but also to all Israel and Judah at the end of this present evil age. As other prophecies also show, the
cities of the modern Israelite nations are going to be destroyed and the survivors will be marched off into foreign
slavery. And again, violence among the people is part of the reason for this punishment. God must be grieved
continually at the terrible murders and violent crime that are so common in the lands of modern-day Israel. How
we are repeating the experience of our ancestors! At times it seems that the only lesson we learn from history is
that men do not learn lessons from history.
In verse 22, God quotes a proverb of the people: ―The days are prolonged, and every vision fails.‖ A ―proverb‖ is
a popular saying summing up some common wisdom. But this wasn‘t wise at all. Such statements are still
common today: ―People have been saying that for centuries and it hasn‘t happened yet.‖ And the Bible warned
of the pervasiveness of such sentiments in the end time: ―Scoffers will come in the last days, walking according
to their own lusts [physical wants], and saying, ‗Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell
asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation‘‖ (2 Peter 3:3-4).
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―The belief the proverb [in Ezekiel] expresses is, simply, that the message of judgment delivered by Ezekiel and
other prophets like Isaiah simply was not true. The argument underlying it is basically, ‗It hasn‘t happened yet—
so it can‘t happen!‘ That notion is foolish, whether it‘s held by a Californian living in an earthquake zone, or a
non-Christian hearing about Christ‘s Second Coming! God‘s patience in delaying judgment is evidence of
grace, not evidence no judgment lies ahead!‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note
on 12:22).
Others accepted that Ezekiel‘s warning was true and inspired, but believed it concerned the distant future and
not the here and now (verse 27). This is also true of many believers in the end time. Jesus warned of Christians
who would adopt the attitude of ―My master is delaying his coming‖ (Matthew 24:48). Even many who believe
Christ‘s coming is relatively soon lose any sense of urgency regarding it—seeing it as still far enough off not to
concern them. ―Maybe someday. But not now. Maybe someone. But not us. God‘s response through Ezekiel
was, ‗Not someone…you!‘ And, ‗Not someday…soon!‘ The attitude of the people of Ezekiel‘s day is still
pervasive in the church. Only if we truly believed judgment was coming to us and soon would we break the
bondage of our materialism, and live completely for the Lord‖ (note on Ezekiel 12:26-28).
Once God accomplishes His proclaimed punishment, no one will be able to contradict it! There were false
prophets in Jerusalem with whom Jeremiah was contending at this time (Jeremiah 28:1-5). There will also be
false teachers and prophets in the end time. Even though they persuade many people with their words, God‘s
Word stands sure and will pass the test of time. The chapter ends with this message: ―Therefore say to them,
‗Thus says the Lord GOD: ―None of My words will be postponed any more, but the word which I speak will be
done.‘‖ In less than six years from this prophecy Jerusalem would fall to Nebuchadnezzar and be destroyed.
Similarly, the judgments of the end time are coming swiftly. We don‘t know how long. But we know they are
coming soon. At some point in the not-too-distant future, what the apostle John foresaw will come to pass: ―The
angel whom I saw standing on the sea and on the land raised up his hand to heaven and swore by Him who
lives forever…that there should be delay no longer‖ (Revelation 10:5-6). Until then, the end for each of us could
be minutes or even seconds away, as we are all mortal and subject to death. So we should live each day with
that reality in mind—and direct our lives accordingly.
False Prophets and Prophetesses (Ezekiel 13)
This oracle is a poignant summation of false prophets and prophetesses, serving as a vivid warning for
everyone. The first point—and perhaps the most crucial—that God makes is that these people send
themselves. He did not and does not send them. They follow their own heart and appoint themselves, although
they typically claim a special ―anointing‖ or calling of God. Have we not seen many do this in our own time?
Self-appointed ministers, prophets and evangelists have been a curse to the Church and to the world for
thousands of years. Indeed, Satan the devil, the father of lies (John 8:44), has ministers who masquerade as
ministers of righteousness (1 Corinthians 11:14-15). The Bible lists the righteous characteristics of God‘s true
servants (e.g., Exodus 18:21; Titus 1; 1 Timothy 3). False ministers or prophets can give the appearance of
godliness, but, as Jesus Christ warned, they are wolves in sheep‘s clothing and will be revealed in time by their
fruits (Matthew 7:15-16).
Notice that in Ezekiel‘s account they begin by saying, ―Hear the word of the LORD!‖ (verse 2). They feign
righteousness and pretend to have a legitimate message from God. This provides an opportunity for examining
one of their most revealing fruits—that is, the truth of what they say. Too often, people focus on charisma and
personality rather than on substance. God specifically addresses the issue of a person who ―packages‖ himself
in strong appeal—even performing ―miracles!‖—in Deuteronomy 13. Focus on his message, God says, for he
likely is leading you away from God‘s Word and law (verses 1-4). God adds through Isaiah: ―To the law and to
the testimony! If they do not speak according to this word [God‘s Word], it is because there is no light [no truth]
in them‖ (Isaiah 8:20). A false minister will often use the Bible, just as Satan used Scripture in tempting Jesus
Christ (Matthew 4:3, 6). But the discerning Christian meticulously checks the preacher‘s words against the Bible
(Acts 17:11).
Again, what these men described in Ezekiel 13 have to say comes from their own reasoning—not from God.
The Almighty states clearly the truth of the matter: the foolish prophets follow their own spirit and have seen
nothing. The word ―foolish,‖ nabal in Hebrew, ―implied more than our concept of stupidity. It was a broad term
that encompassed spiritual and moral insensitivity contrary to the nature of a wise man. The word was used to
describe people who blasphemed (Ps 74:18), who were arrogant (1 Sam 25:25), who were atheistic (Ps 14:1),
and who lacked self-discipline and humility. Ezekiel described the basic cause of their foolishness as their
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reliance on their own hearts and failure to seek God‘s revelation (cf. Jer 23:16-22; ch. 29)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on verses 1-7).
All the while that Jeremiah and Ezekiel were preaching God‘s warning to the Jews—these self-appointed false
prophets were proclaiming a different message. Their message was that God would not punish, things were
going well and would continue, and there is no need to listen to these two prophets. This is a pattern we see
repeated in Scriptural history. The sorcerers of Egypt tried to discredit the warnings that God gave through
Moses. Others opposed Joshua, Nehemiah, many if not all prophets we have record of, and later Christ and the
apostles. In the time of the end, God will have His two witnesses preaching a final warning (Revelation 11), but
Satan will have the Beast and False Prophet who will deceive by miracles (Revelation 13:14). And until then we
must expect that false prophets will always be with us. The apostle Peter warns us, ―There were also false
prophets among the people, even as there will be false teachers among you, who will secretly bring in
destructive heresies‖ (2 Peter 2:1).
God‘s description of them in Ezekiel 13 is very appropriate for any time, but especially the end time before
Christ returns. Indeed, the ―day of the LORD‖ is explicitly mentioned in verse 5. While this term may in some
sense signify times of God‘s triumph against His enemies in the past, it mainly denotes the final triumph of God
at the end of the age, when He pours out His wrath on a cataclysmic scale never before seen. We should
understand that the calamity of Ezekiel and Jeremiah‘s day was a forerunner of the world-shaking events that
will accompany the time of the end.
God says the false preachers are ―like foxes in the deserts‖ (Ezekiel 13:4) or, as the NIV renders it, ―jackals
among ruins.‖ ―They scavenged for themselves while causing, ignoring, and profiting from the human wreckage
surrounding them. They were racketeers instead of reformers‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 2-4). These
false prophets found themselves a place to prosper among people who were in the process of decaying. The
reason they were accepted among the remnant of the people was that there was a foreboding atmosphere, and
the people wanted to hear optimism. People prefer to hear good news or a soft, easy message—one that
makes them feel good (see 2 Timothy 4:3-4). This is why so many churches today preach a ―feel-good‖
message instead of a call to repentance. Reader boards or signs on churches often proclaim that churches are
―empowering‖ or ―uplifting‖ or ―celebrating‖ people. Building a following and making people feel good about
themselves is apparently the most important goal.
God describes the job of a true prophet or minister as figuratively going up into gaps in a wall to rebuild and
repair it so that people are protected (compare Ezekiel 22:30; Psalm 106:23). This can be understood as the
responsibility to warn people of their spiritual gaps—areas in which they are disobeying God and need to
change. It can also refer to the nourishing care of a pastor, who prays for, listens to and counsels his
congregants, helping to heal wounds in their lives (see 1 Thessalonians 2:7).
Christians, being human, will make mistakes. When they know they have, they need help and encouragement
to overcome the results of their errors. A true minister is there for them, neither judging nor whitewashing them
for what they did, but rather helping to build them back up spiritually. In essence, the requirement is to do what
needs to be done in the service of God and others. True prophets would have seen the need to warn the people
of the coming danger and show them what was required to avert it. A true watchman operates on the principle
of 1 John 3:17: ―Whoever has this world‘s goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him,
how does the love of God abide in him?‖ One who knows the truth has a responsibility to provide warning and
direction for those who don‘t.
Instead of protecting and caring for the people, these charlatans seduce the people with false assurances of
―‗Peace!‘ when there is no peace‖ (verse 10), a message decried earlier in the book of Jeremiah (6:14; 8:11).
Instead of giving the people the truth, which will always stand firm, these false teachers were giving them lies,
which can never stand under the weight of testing. The people thought they were doing a good job—creating, in
a figurative sense, a solid wall firmly cemented together—because of what they were told by men who claimed
to be God‘s representatives. A more accurate figure of what they were doing, however, was piling stones into a
heap and having the false teachers put a layer of plaster or whitewash over them, so that it looked solid. When
the day of testing comes, the lack of strength in the wall will become evident (Ezekiel 13:10-16).
The false claim of being God‘s instruments wasn‘t limited to men. In this message God specifically includes
women who are false prophetesses (verse 17). God says they ―hunt souls‖ (verse 18) or, rather, ―‗lives‘—the
whole person; the idea [the word soul often connotes today] of disembodied spirits was completely alien to
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Jewish thinking‖ (Eerdman‘s Handbook to the Bible, note on verse 18; compare 18:4, 20). Essentially, the goal
of these women is to trap or ensnare people.
The prophetesses are portrayed as fortunetellers or witches. Notice this paraphrase in the Contemporary
English Version: ―Tell them they‘re doomed! They wear magic charms on their wrists and scarves on their
heads, then trick others into believing they can predict the future. They won‘t get away with telling those lies.
They charge my people a few handfuls of barley and a couple pieces of bread, and then give messages that
are insulting to me. They use lies to sentence the innocent to death and to help the guilty go free. And my
people believe them!…. They do things I would never do. They lie to good people and encourage them to do
wrong, and they convince the wicked to keep sinning and ruin their lives‖ (Ezekiel 13:18-19, 22).
The grain here, however, may be more significant than just payment: ―Hittite practices and later Syrian rituals
demonstrate that divination was carried out with barley bread either as part of the pagan sacrificial ritual or as a
means of determining whether the victim would live or die. The prophetesses, therefore, profaned God by
misrepresentation‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 17-19).
Even though witchcraft was forbidden in the covenant God made with His people (Leviticus 19:26), it was
practiced, and primarily by women—just as in Egypt and Babylon. ―Despite the strong warnings of the Law, the
people turned more and more to these occultists during the days preceding Jerusalem‘s fall‖ (Word in Life Bible,
note on Ezekiel 13:18-19). Witchcraft and other forms of occultism are certainly on the rise in our day as well—
and their popularity will likely further increase as times worsen.
Yet it should also be recognized that these women probably symbolized the penetration of the Babylonian
Mystery religions into the worship of the true God. Veils or scarves were worn by pagan temple prostitutes as
part of their garb when they were working to ensnare a customer. Once taken, the victim was then enticed
further with occult mysteries. In this sense, pagan religion, harlotry and witchcraft or sorcery all went together in
an unholy mixture.
In prophecies of the end time, this false religious system that sprang from Babylon is actually portrayed as a
temple prostitute involved in harlotry and sorcery, condemning God‘s faithful servants to death: ―[Concerning]
the great harlot…the inhabitants of the earth were made drunk with the wine of her fornication…. The woman
was arrayed in purple and scarlet…. And on her forehead a name was written: MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT,
THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH. I saw the woman drunk with the blood of the
saints…. [By her] sorcery all the nations were deceived‖ (Revelation 17:1-6; 18:23). The same system is
referred to in Nahum 3:4 as the ―seductive harlot, the mistress of sorceries‖ or, as the King James Version has
it, ―the mistress of witchcraft.‖
Today, this great false mystery system masquerades as the world religion known as Christianity. Its many false
churches throughout the nations of modern Israel may well be pictured by the women in Ezekiel 13.
God ends this prophecy against the false teachers by stating that He will deliver His people from them. In
ancient times, that was accomplished to a certain extent by the destruction of Judah and the Jews being taken
into captivity. Most of the ruling politicians and religious leaders were killed by the Babylonians, while most of
those who were still trying to obey God were among those who were spared and taken to Babylon. This group
formed the core of the faithful community in exile, later members of which would return to Jerusalem decades
afterward with Zerubbabel or with Ezra to rebuild the temple.
Of course, the heart of Babylon was not an ideal place to escape from pagan religion—and many Jews
succumbed to its enticements either completely or in part, with various Babylonian ideas and concepts entering
into the practice and beliefs of Judaism just as other erroneous pagan concepts later would enter Christianity.
Again, we should understand that the ancient destruction of Judah was merely a forerunner of the greater
calamity that still is yet to come—to be followed by the ultimate deliverance of Israel and all mankind from the
evils of all false religion into the glorious light of God‘s wonderful truth.
Idols in the Heart; Judgment on Persistent Unfaithfulness (Ezekiel 14–15)
As chapter 14 opens, ―some of the elders of Israel‖—leaders among the Jewish exile—come to see Ezekiel.
The Interpreter‘s Bible gives this description: ―We may begin by imagining the scene. The prophet is sitting in
his house when the leading men of the community enter…. Quietly and reverently the visitors take their seats
on the ground before him at his request. Their whole attitude is one of deference to the man of God. Then their
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spokesman steps forward and reveals the errand on which they have come. There is some event—we are not
told what it is—on which they would have the prophet throw light, some difficulty in which they need his advice.
So they wait for an oracle…. When it comes the insincerity of the men before him is mercilessly exposed. It
pierces through their deferential exterior to what is in their hearts…. These men profess one allegiance with
their lips while their hearts cling tenaciously to quite another. They have not the slightest intention of accepting
an oracle from Ezekiel unless it chimes in with what they have already made up their minds to do‖ (note on
chapter 14). Thus, they were hypocrites.
God reveals to Ezekiel what these men are really about, explaining that they have ―set up idols in their hearts,
and put before them that which causes them to stumble into iniquity‖ (verse 3). This does not mean they were
literally worshiping idols. Rather, they set up idols in their hearts. This could certainly include devotion to pagan
gods. But, as the New Testament explains, mere ―covetousness…is idolatry‖ (Colossians 3:5; compare
Ephesians 5:5). Essentially, anything that people set up in their affections and devotions as taking priority
above the true God is an idol in the heart—be it a pagan deity, false ideology, money, personal prestige, selfish
pursuits, allegiance to other people or some cause, an addiction, etc. Indeed, these leaders, who are shown to
represent all Israel, each had a ―multitude of…idols‖ that ―estranged‖ them from God (Ezekiel 14:4-5).
―Should I be inquired of at all by them?‖ the Lord asks (verse 3). He tells Ezekiel to state that those who have
idols in their heart will receive an answer according to their idols (verse 4)—that is, appropriate to their
idolatrous spiritual condition. As Psalm 66:18 says, ―If I had cherished sin in my heart, the LORD would not have
listened‖ (NIV). James adds in the same vein, ―You ask and do not receive, because you ask amiss, that you
may spend it on your pleasures‖ (James 4:3). God isn‘t about to give counsel to people regarding every this or
that they might seek Him about if their whole life is oriented against Him and His way. His response to any such
inquirer is going to be the same: Repent!—and then we can talk (compare Ezekiel 14:6). This sharp response is
intended to ―seize‖ people ―by their heart‖—a wayward heart in need of dire warning (verse 5).
The same applies to ―anyone of the house of Israel, or of the strangers who dwell in Israel‖ (verse 7). Note here
that while Ezekiel was proclaiming this warning to Jewish leaders in Babylonia, the wording of verse 7 speaks
not of the exiles, but of strangers dwelling with Israel in Israel‘s land. It should be clear, then, that this prophecy
was meant to apply to more than Ezekiel‘s immediate audience. ―House of Israel‖ in this passage can easily
refer to all 12 tribes of Israel in our own day. Indeed, the principles of the prophecy are universal.
Those guilty of idolatrous rebellion in the heart who seek God‘s counsel for the wrong reasons—demanding a
certain answer, refusing to repent—will receive His answer in the form of severe judgment to serve as a
wakeup call to them and others (verses 7-8). A wise father does not respond to a child‘s brusque demand for
some benefit—even if the father would dearly like to him to have it. Likewise, God knows that showering
benefits on those in a surly and ungrateful frame of mind will only hurt them. And it would certainly set a terrible
example for everyone else.
Verse 9 states, ―And if the prophet is induced to speak anything, I the LORD have induced that prophet, and I
will…destroy him.‖ In place of ―induced,‖ other translations have ―deceived,‖ ―seduced,‖ ―enticed‖ or
―persuaded.‖ What this verse seems to be saying is that if one of the above-mentioned people with idolatrous
hearts manages to entice or persuade a religious teacher representing God to give a false message—to tell the
inquirer what he wants to hear—that circumstance is ultimately from God, as He allows it as a test for that
teacher and as a means to give the people over to false teachers as they desire. Furthermore, it also provides
an opportunity for God to bring judgment on both prophet and inquirer as a lesson to everyone—the goal of
which is actually to lead the people to repentance and deliverance (verses 10-11).
Starting in verse 12, Ezekiel receives another message from God. It is unclear if it was given in the same
context as the early part of the chapter or at a later time. The subject is a land that sins against God by
―persistent unfaithfulness‖ (verse 13). His judgment will bring it to ruin. The end of the chapter makes it clear
that this message concerns the ancient fall of Jerusalem and that it was intended for the Jews already in
captivity. Yet it likely has a broader, dual application, as so many of Ezekiel‘s prophecies do—applying also to
all Israel in the last days.
In this section God separately lists four punishments: famine (verse 13); wild beasts (verse 15); the sword of
warfare (verse 17); and pestilence (verse 19). In each case, He states that even if three men, ―Noah, Daniel
and Job,‖ were in the land, ―they would deliver only themselves by their righteousness‖ (verse 14). ―The allusion
is to Abraham‘s intercession for Sodom (Gen. 18). God promised to spare the wicked cities of the plain if only
10 righteous men could be found within them (v. 32). The story generated the belief that God would not judge if
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a few righteous men could be found to pray for the rest. But the presence of three of history‘s most righteous
men could not save Judah‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Ezekiel 14:12-20).
The righteousness of Noah delivered him and seven of his family, but could not preserve the rest of humanity
from the Flood (Genesis 6:9). Job was spared from death, but was unable to save the lives of his children even
though he was a man of outstanding integrity. Daniel was spared when he refused to defile himself with
Nebuchadnezzar‘s food, and he rose to prominence and saw to the promotion of his friends after he interpreted
the king‘s dream—but though by this time he had become a high official in Babylonia, he was unable to end the
Jewish exile or to prevent more Jews from joining it. ―Though his prophecies mostly were later than those of
Ezekiel, his fame for piety and wisdom was already established, and the events recorded in Daniel 1 [and] 2
had transpired. The Jews would naturally, in their fallen condition, pride themselves on one who reflected such
glory on his nation at the heathen capital, and would build vain hopes (here set aside) on his influence in
averting ruin from them‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on Ezekiel 14:14).
Note that ―Daniel was already a legend in his own time…! This supports the traditional view that the Book of
Daniel was written in the time of the Exile, not the second century B.C. as critics claim‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verses 12-20). It should be pointed out that some commentators think the name in this
chapter should be rendered not Daniel but Dan-El, referring supposedly to a now-unknown person. But that
conclusion, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains, is not justified (see footnote on verse 14).
God then makes a cumulative argument in verse 21. ―If Noah, Daniel, Job, could not deliver the land, when
deserving only one judgment [of four], ‗how much more‘ when all four judgments combined are justly to visit the
land for sin, shall these three righteous men not deliver it‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verses 15-21).
―But to vindicate his justice before the exiles, the Lord would spare a small remnant of unrepentant Hebrews
and send them into exile in Babylonia (v. 22). Some commentators view this remnant as a righteous remnant,
but the context and the consistent use of the term ‗actions‘ (alilah) in an evil sense throughout the O[ld]
T[estament] when referring to mankind argues for an unrighteous remnant. This was strictly a manifestation of
God‘s grace. When these unrighteous people would go into exile in Babylonia, the exiles already in Babylonia
would observe their deeds and see how wicked the Judeans had become. Through this the exiles would be
consoled that God was perfectly just in his judgment on Jerusalem (vv. 22-23). As the exiles saw that the Judge
of all the earth did right (Gen 18:25), they would be comforted in their sorrow over what had happened to
Jerusalem‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Ezekiel 14:21-23).
And again, Jerusalem here is probably also typical of the nations of modern Israel, which has likewise proved
persistently unfaithful.
The Wood of the Vine (Ezekiel 14–15)
On the night before His death, at His final Passover with His disciples, Jesus told this gathered group that would
form the core of His Church, spiritual Israel: ―I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. Every branch
in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away, and every branch that bears fruit He prunes that it may bear more
fruit… Abide in Me, and I in you. As the branch cannot bear fruit of itself, unless it abides in the vine, neither can
you, unless you abide in Me. I am the vine, you are the branches. He who abides in Me, and I in him, bears
much fruit; for without me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide in Me, he is cast out as a branch and is
withered; and they gather them and throw them into the fire‖ (John 15:1-6).
When Jesus said these words He may very well have been thinking of the 15th chapter of Ezekiel. Many times
in the Prophets and Writings sections of the Bible, God had referred to Israel as His vine or vineyard. The ―Song
of the Vineyard‖ in Isaiah 5:1-7 describes how God cultivated Israel in order to produce fruit. Jesus used the
same imagery in the parable of Mark 12:1-12. An examination of these and other references shows that Israel
was a cultivated vine, not a wild one. God had lavished His care on it. He had planted, fertilized, watered and
protected it. But it failed to respond and produce fruit. Instead, God‘s message through Ezekiel is that Israel
went back to being a wild vine ―among the trees of the forest‖—that is, figuratively, the nations. So Israel was
not content to be close to God. They wanted to fit in with all the other nations around them. That‘s why they
adopted the religions and customs of other nations.
God states that apart from her spiritual mission, Israel has no significance and no hope for survival. Without
God, as Jesus told the disciples, no person or nation can produce fruit that is pleasing to Him.
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The Jews had evidently come to think that because Israel was God‘s chosen people, Jerusalem would not be
allowed to fall into gentile hands. After all, God had compared Israel to the choicest vine (Isaiah 5:2; Jeremiah
2:21). However, as this parable goes on to show, the only value of a vine is in bearing fruit. The vine now
referred to is, again, the kind that grows wild in the forest—the fruit of which is typically small, bitter and
useless. Israel had become such a vine. Its fruitless condition actually made it less valuable than other nations.
So what purpose could it serve? The wood of a grapevine is worthless. It is too thin and flexible for making any
useful items—it can neither support weight nor supply strength. Old vines were dried and burned as fuel. John
the Baptist carried this message as a foundational part of his call to repentance: ―And even now the ax is laid to
the root of the trees. Therefore every tree which does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire‖
(Luke 3:9).
Since Israel was not producing fruit, it could no longer be viewed as a choice vine. Both ends of the vine that
made up the 12 tribes of Israel had already been consumed in the destruction of the northern kingdom, the
Assyrian ravaging of Judah soon afterward, and the recent deportations of Jews to Babylon in 605 and 597
B.C. All that remained at the time of this message was Jerusalem and the rest of the kingdom of Judah.
Jerusalem and the remainder of the Jews were now surrounded by gentile nations, since the other tribes were
all gone.
God says that they are now sentenced to be burned. Jerusalem had escaped twice from the fire of
Nebuchadnezzar, but it wouldn‘t survive the third time. They had ―persisted in unfaithfulness,‖ a phrase tying
this prophecy to the previous one (see 14:13). Their lack of repentance was the reason God would not spare
the city.
The lesson for all of us today is sobering. We must stay close to God the Father and Jesus Christ so that we
can produce fruit. The modern nations of Israel should certainly take warning—but all Christians should also
consider the lesson and take heed. The Church of God today, as stated earlier, is spiritual Israel. Galatians 6:16
refers to it as ―the Israel of God.‖ In Romans 2:29 the apostle Paul tells us that ―he is a Jew who is one
inwardly.‖ Those of spiritual Israel are now being judged as to how much fruit God is able to produce through
us. Judgment is now upon the house of God (1 Peter 4:17). We are to spiritually come out of the world (the
wild) and not return to it—being instead a people cultivated by God to produce much good fruit, setting the
example of persistent faithfulness.
Rescued Child Turned Murderous Harlot (Ezekiel 16)
Ezekiel 16 shows God as a devoted, loving, generous, ideal husband married to an adulterous wife, reminiscent
of other passages such as Jeremiah 3 and Hosea 1–3. Here the wife is Jerusalem, representative of the Jewish
nation, the remnant of Israel. At Mount Sinai, God was married to the entire nation of Israel. The city of
Jerusalem was then no part of this union. Later, however, the city was incorporated into the nation and its divine
covenant relationship as the capital of all 12 tribes and center of true worship. Later still, the kingdom of Israel
split into north and south—Israel in the north (symbolized in this chapter by its capital Samaria) and Judah in
the south (symbolized by its capital Jerusalem). God eventually put away the apostate northern kingdom of
Israel—sending its people into captivity. This left Judah as the remnant of Israel still in covenant with God. Yet
Judah now stood even guiltier than the northern kingdom.
God tells Ezekiel to ―make Jerusalem see her abominable conduct‖ (verse 2, NIV) and later in the chapter
warns of coming invasion. This is perhaps an indication that Ezekiel‘s message reached the citizens of
Jerusalem before its destruction. The prophet could have sent them a letter, as Jeremiah, who was in
Jerusalem at the time, sent a letter to the captives in Babylon (see Jeremiah 29). Yet, as with other prophecies
in this section, it also seems likely that the message of Ezekiel 16 was intended for Judah and Israel in the end
time—to reach them through Ezekiel‘s book being part of Scripture and through God‘s true servants in the last
days announcing the warnings contained within it.
In verse 3, God‘s message to Jerusalem begins, ―Your birth and your nativity are from the land of Canaan; your
father was an Amorite and your mother a Hittite.‖ Jerusalem was originally a city of Canaan, populated during
the Israelite conquest of the land by one of the Canaanite tribes, the Jebusites (Joshua 15:8, 63). The Amorites
and Hittites were two leading Canaanite tribes (see Genesis 10:15-16; Deuteronomy 7:1). Their names were
sometimes used generically of all Canaanites (see Genesis 15:16; Amos 2:10; Joshua 1:4). However, we
should note that ―the Hittites, the Jebusites, and the Amorites‖ were specifically grouped together as inhabiting
the mountain region (Numbers 13:29), where Jerusalem was built.
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Yet we should also consider Jerusalem as representative of the nation of Israel—of which, as mentioned, Judah
was now the remnant. The mention of heritage then becomes a snub and rebuke. While the nation‘s
forebears—Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—sojourned in the same highlands of Canaan, they were not physically
of Canaanite descent. Neither did they adopt Canaan‘s spiritual traditions. But their descendants, who later
settled in Canaan, did. The Israelites thus became cultural descendants of the Canaanites. Jerusalem,
corrupted with paganism and all manner of immorality, effectively reverted to its Canaanite parentage.
God recounts the life of Israel and Israelite Jerusalem as a tragic allegory. Three stages of life are presented: 1)
a foundering, helpless, outcast baby who is rescued (verses 1-7); 2) the grown maiden who is betrothed and
married to the one who saved her (verses 8-14); and 3) the wife who has turned into a harlot and baby
murderer (verses 15-34).
She starts as a totally neglected newborn infant, deprived of all the care needed for survival. This baby was not
―rubbed with salt‖ (verse 4), an ancient custom done to harden and strengthen an infant‘s body. The Soncino
Commentary explains: ―As soon as the navel is cut, the midwife rubs the child all over with salt, water and oil,
and tightly swathes it in clothes for seven days; at the end of that time she removes the dirty clothes, washes
the child and anoints it, and then wraps it up again for seven days—and so on till the 40th day‖ (note on verse
4).
This vulnerable child is abandoned in the open field and despised. This was the condition of Israel as the
people grew into a nation in Egypt—despised slaves (see Exodus 1). The Pharaoh had commanded the death
of all boy babies, which eventually would have led to the extinction of the nation. God rescued them as they
were ―struggling.‖ The Revised English Bible has ―kicking helplessly,‖ and the Jewish Tanakh translates this as
―wallowing.‖ The Israelites were doomed to die in their own blood, but God provided them a savior in Moses,
who led them out of Egypt. However, the imagery in Ezekiel 16 could also apply to the early years of the city of
Jerusalem: ―She was a foundering city, uncared for by…Israel in the conquest of the land, for the Hebrews
failed to conquer the city of Jebus (Josh 15:63). In fact, they allowed this city to lie as an unwanted child
throughout the period of the Judges (vv. 4-5). It was a widespread custom in the ancient Near East to eliminate
unwanted children (esp[ecially] girls) by exposing them‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Ezekiel 16:45).
Under God‘s direction this child ―grew, matured and became very beautiful‖ but was ―naked and bare‖ (verse 7).
Israel was physically developed in numbers while in Egypt, but was lacking in true religion and morality. When
the end of the period prophesied to Abraham about his descendants becoming slaves and then being delivered
(Genesis 15:13-16) came to an end, God says that Israel was ―old enough for love‖ (verse 8, NIV) or ready to
enter into a relationship with Him. He says that he then spread his ―wing‖ (NKJV) or the corner of his garment
(NIV) over her. To spread a garment over a woman was an idiom for betrothal (Ruth 3:9). As noted earlier,
Israel was married to God at Mount Sinai (Exodus 19–20).
God then recalls that he clothed and decorated her like royalty. Most of the symbols mentioned—embroidered
cloth, leather sandals, silk and costly garments—were also used in the tabernacle. The fine linen referred to the
righteousness symbolized by the law God gave to Israel, which He had not given to any other nation. This was
the same material used to clothe the priests (Exodus 39:1-2). God spared nothing in making His bride the
showcase of nations. She is described as being decorated with costly jewels, gold and silver. These items are
also used later in the Bible to describe the character of true followers of God (Malachi 3:17; 1 Corinthians 3:12;
Revelation 3:18). God says that she rose to be a queen among the nations.
Again, the imagery can also apply to the city of Jerusalem itself: ―The Lord visited Jerusalem and claimed her in
marriage by spreading his garment over her (v. 8; cf. Ruth 3:9). He entered into a marriage covenant with
Jerusalem [by incorporating it into His relationship with His people] (cf. Prov 2:17; Mal 2:14) as described in
Psalm 132:13-17. She became the Lord‘s city where he dwelt when David brought the ark of the covenant to
Jerusalem and purchased the threshing floor of Arunah, the Jebusite (2 Sam 6; 24), in preparation for the
temple‘s construction. As a groom to his bride, God lavished marriage gifts on Jerusalem (vv. 10-13; cf. Gen
24:53; Ps 45:13-15; Isa 61:10): ornaments, cleansing, anointing, costly garments, jewelry, a crown, and fine
foods. She was made exceedingly beautiful and advanced to royalty under the reigns of David and Solomon.
Her fame and beauty became renowned throughout the ancient Near East as the capital of the leading nation of
that day (v. 14; 1 Kings 10; Lam 2:15)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 8-14).
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How could God be married to Israel on the one hand and to Jerusalem in another sense? The New Testament
affords us a parallel. Spiritual Israel, the Church of God, is the New Covenant Bride of Christ (see Ephesians
5:22-32; Revelation 19:7-9). Yet in Revelation 21:2 and verses 9-10, it appears that the coming New Jerusalem
is the Bride. This makes sense when we realize that the New Jerusalem will be the eternal home of the glorified
Church and that, even now, it is the place where Christians‘ citizenship resides. For this reason, the Church is
sometimes referred to as Jerusalem or Zion in prophecy.
Continuing in Ezekiel 16, how soon the Israelites forgot God! They became worshipers of idols. God says they
played the harlot with all passers-by (verses 15, 25), entering into relationships with foreign nations and foreign
gods. They built pagan shrines on every street, as Jeremiah also attested (Jeremiah 11:13). Translated literally,
God says to the nation: ―Thou…hast opened thy feet to every one that passed by, and multiplied thy
whoredoms‖ (Ezekiel 16:25, KJV). God laments the fact the people took the gold, silver and jewelry He gave
them and used it to make ―male images‖ (verse 17). The Tanakh version has, ―You took your beautiful things,
made of the gold and silver that I had given you, and you made yourself phallic images and fornicated with
them.‖ This is rather graphic imagery, showing God‘s utter disgust with the nation. Representations of the male
member were rather common in ancient Middle Eastern paganism, including not just explicit statuary but also
large-scale symbolic representations such as upright stones, pillars, obelisks and slender temple towers.
It might be surprising to learn that, even today, the nations of Israel are still polluted with pagan shrines and
even phallic imagery. The world religion known as Christianity is essentially a modern form of Baalism—with its
churches topped with steeples, spires or bell towers. One source explains: ―There is evidence that the spires of
our churches owe their existence to the uprights or obelisks outside the temples of former ages…. There are
still in existence today remarkable specimens of original phallic symbols…steeples on our churches…and
obelisks‖ (S. Brown, Sex Worship and Symbolism in Primitive Races, 1916). McClintock and Strong‘s
Cyclopedia of Biblical, Theological and Ecclesiastical Literature confirms that ―even the spires of churches are
symbols retained from the old phallic worship‖ (1895, ―Phallus‖). In his book Ancient Pagan and Modern
Christian Symbolism, Thomas Inman writes that ancient fertility rites and phallic worship resulted in the setting
up of various architectural structures such ―as we now see towers or spires before our churches, and minarets
before mosques‖ (1915, p. XXII).
As mentioned, ancient Israel and Judah gave the precious things of God to pagan idols. The most precious
thing they offered was their children, whom God called His children: ―And you took your sons and daughters
whom you bore to me and sacrificed them as food to the idols. Was your prostitution not enough? You
slaughtered my children and sacrificed them to the idols‖ (verses 20-21, NIV). Just as God condemned idolatry,
He also condemned human sacrifice (Leviticus 18:21). Ahaz was probably the king who introduced child
sacrifice in Judah with the offering of his own son (2 Kings 16:3). Manasseh also sacrificed one of his sons (2
Kings 21:6). The total number of children destroyed by this practice before Josiah put a stop to it (2 Kings
23:10) is unknown. In all this, the nation failed to remember that it and its capital began as an outcast, dying
infant rescued by God (Ezekiel 16:22). The people expressed no heart of feeling about their own children—
God‘s children.
Today millions of innocent babies are killed every year before they have a chance to live outside their mother‘s
womb. In almost every case, the reason for this heinous practice is ―convenience‖—the children sacrificed to
the false gods of sexual hedonism and selfishness. Of course, the majority of children are not so murdered. But
most who live are ―offered‖ over to this world‘s false religious system and perverted values, thereby setting
them on a path leading ultimately to death.
When God punished Israel and Judah in relatively minor ways it apparently did little good. They had forgotten
that their very existence was due to God‘s care for them. They refused to learn from the curse that came from
their sin. Instead they sinned more—thinking the cure for the curse was to increase their distance from God by
drawing closer to other nations. God viewed Israel‘s idolatry as encompassing more than just their adoption of
other nations‘ religious practices. ―By making alliances with foreign powers, they came also under the influence
of their ideas and customs‖ (Soncino, note on verse 26). God‘s true followers must never ―copy the behavior
and customs of this world‖ (Romans 12:2, Living Bible). We are to come out and be separate (Revelation 18:4).
God continues to describe the nation as an adulterous wife who even bribed strangers to consort with her. He
foretells the destruction of the nation in the sight of all the nations with whom she had played the harlot—at the
hands of these same nations (Ezekiel 16:37, 39). Jerusalem will be judged as a woman who has broken
wedlock or shed blood, the penalty for which was violent death (verse 38). Interestingly, the former allies
mentioned included not just the Chaldeans (verse 29) but also the Assyrians (verse 28). The fact that all such
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former allies would come against the nation perhaps suggests an end-time parallel since the Assyrians, their
empire gone when Ezekiel wrote, will rise to prominence again in the last days in conjunction with the
Chaldeans.
Again, the root cause of all the calamities goes back to the nation‘s forgetfulness and ingratitude (verse 43). In
Deuteronomy 8:10-11 God warned: ―When you have eaten and are full, then you shall bless the LORD.…
Beware that you do not forget the LORD your God by not keeping His commandments.‖ Prosperity is often a
greater temptation for evil than adversity is. In adverse times people often engage in soul-searching and turn to
God. Prosperous times result in arrogance and self-reliance.
Worse Than Samaria and Sodom (Ezekiel 16)
In the next section of Ezekiel 16, verses 44-59, Jerusalem is declared to be worse than Samaria and even than
Sodom—which are declared to be her ―sisters.‖ For some, this is strong evidence that ―Jerusalem‖ in this
chapter refers exclusively to the city of Jerusalem and the southern kingdom of Judah—not in any sense to the
nation of Israel as a whole. For why would Jerusalem represent all Israel when it is said to be sister to Samaria,
the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel? But consider again that in Ezekiel‘s time Judah was the remnant
of Israel (Israel being the name of the nation in covenant with God). The northern tribes, symbolized by
Samaria, had once been part of that relationship but were no longer. Thus, when the chapter describes the
allegorical history of Jerusalem, it is giving the history of the whole covenant nation (and the city‘s part in that
history).
God again refers to Jerusalem as a Canaanite daughter (verse 45). The analogy of Samaria and Sodom being
Jerusalem‘s ―sisters‖ is fairly easy to follow when considering the cities themselves. Sodom was a Canaanite
city (Genesis 10:19). And archaeology has revealed that Samaria was originally a Canaanite settlement. The
Hebrew phrases translated ―your elder sister‖ and ―your younger sister‖ (Ezekiel 16:46) ―mean literally ‗your
great sister‘ and ‗your small sister,‘ respectively. Though these two constructions are idiomatic for ‗older‘
(greater) and ‗younger‘ (smaller), Ezekiel used the idioms properly within the figure, but with an emphasis on
the literal meaning of the words. The play on the idioms stresses that Samaria was greater than Jerusalem and
Sodom smaller than Jerusalem‖ (Expositor‘s, footnote on verse 46). The term ―daughters‖ refers either to the
other towns included in the territories of the major cities mentioned or simply the individual citizens.
But again, the cities are also representative of the national populations over which they ruled. Jerusalem was,
again, symbolic of Israel—in Ezekiel‘s day of Israel‘s remnant, Judah. Samaria stood for the former northern
kingdom, cut off from Judah and now gone. It is easy to see the peoples of the northern and southern kingdoms
as ―sisters,‖ as they shared the same Israelite ethnic heritage. But Sodom did not share in that heritage. Some
have suggested that the reference perhaps concerns the fact that the Ammonites and Moabites descended
from Abraham‘s nephew Lot and his daughters, who dwelt in Sodom for some time. These people, however,
had no physical kinship with the people of Sodom. But there was a cultural relationship, as Lot and his
daughters were influenced by Sodom‘s ways. The Ammonites and Moabites later embraced Canaanite religion
and had an influence on the people of Israel and Judah. In any case, there was certainly a spiritual kinship
between the people of Sodom, Samaria and Jerusalem.
The wealth and prosperity of Sodom had plunged it into such spiritual laxity that the people fell headlong into an
utter rejection of morality and restraint (verses 49-50). Crowds tried to gang-rape men visiting the town or young
women who lived there (Genesis 19). Yet according to God‘s judgment, Sodom wasn‘t as evil as Judah. Judah
had become so depraved that it allowed homosexual prostitution at the temple as a form of worship.. Moreover,
the real measuring stick here was accountability. As Jesus Christ stated, ―For everyone to whom much is given,
from him much will be required‖ (Luke 12:48). The people of Jerusalem and Judah—the center of true
worship—because they should have known better, were much more accountable for their wicked conduct than
the pagans of Sodom who were totally cut off from God. Likewise, the northern tribes were more accountable
than Sodom, but not as accountable as the Jews, who had more access to God‘s truth.
Despite the terrible record of idolatry and evil, God—in His incredible mercy—promises a time of forgiveness
and restoration in the future. Verses 53-55: ―When I bring back their captives, the captives of Sodom and her
daughters, and the captives of Samaria and her daughters, then I will also bring back the captives of your
captivity among them, that you may bear your own shame and be disgraced by all that you did when you
comforted them. When your sisters, Sodom and her daughters, return to their former state, and Samaria and
her daughters return to their former state, then you and your daughters will return to your former state.‖ This
may refer in part to the return of Israel and Judah to the Holy Land at the time of Christ‘s return. However,
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Sodom was utterly destroyed and seemingly has no descendants to return—unless the Ammonites and
Moabites are meant, as some have suggested. The prophecy seems to point mainly to the time when all those
who died in ancient times are resurrected to life again 1,000 years after Christ returns (see Revelation 20:5).
Paralleling the above verses in Ezekiel, Jesus told Jews of His day, ―It shall be more tolerable for the land of
Sodom in the day of judgment than for you‖ (Matthew 11:24).
Yet God would provide atonement upon repentance. He had decreed in His covenant with Israel that He would
be faithful to all He had promised, which included restoration (Leviticus 26:40-45). In the relationship at the
restoration of the future, all must become Jews spiritually (see Romans 2:28-29), and all peoples will come
under the rule of Jerusalem—symbolically making them her daughters. This relationship was not promised in
the covenant at Sinai (Ezekiel 16:61). But it will be part of the New Covenant (verse 62).
Ezekiel 16 contains some important lessons for all Christians. In the allegorical account of how God rescued the
outcast child Israel from certain death, and made her His nation and His wife, there is a personal message for
each one of us. God has by intention called the weak of the world (1 Corinthians 1:26) and every one of us was
lost in our sins and on the path to eternal death (Romans 3:23, 6:23). We have all gone through the rescuing
process just like ancient Israel. They were a nation in bondage, as we all are in bondage to Satan‘s society
before God calls us (Galatians 4:3). They were given life when they were almost dead—the same process that
Paul describes for all Christians in Ephesians 2:1. We now have a choice of whether to remain faithful to God or
commit spiritual adultery with the world around us and its evil ways. Let us remain vigilant and stay the course.
And on the occasions when we fail in this and sin, we should remember that God is always there to forgive if we
will repent.
Parable of the Eagles and God‘s Judgment on Oath Breaking (Ezekiel 17)
Chapter 17 is a message concerning Jewish royalty and the world powers of Ezekiel‘s time. It is first presented
as a riddle or parable of two great eagles, a cedar tree and a vine (verses 1-10). The exiles with Ezekiel are
evidently given some time to make sense of it, but they are unable to (compare verses 11-12). So God directs
His prophet to make the meaning plain (verses 11-21). Jesus would later use this type of teaching technique.
The first eagle (verse 3) represented Babylon under King Nebuchadnezzar (verse 12). The eagle was used to
symbolize both the tool God used to punish as well as the speed at which the punishment was carried out
(compare Deuteronomy 28:49; Isaiah 46:11; Hosea 8:1). The large, powerful wings enabled the eagle to fly
long distances and symbolized the extent of the territory under the eagle‘s power. ―Full plumage‖ (verse 3, NIV)
represented a populous empire. ―Various colors‖ revealed the empire to be composed of different peoples from
various nations.
―Lebanon‖ denoted the entire area at the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea (the Levant), the region of
Israel and Syria. As God had told Israel in Joshua 1:4, ―From the wilderness and this Lebanon as far as the
great river, the River Euphrates, all the land of the Hittites, and to the Great Sea toward the going down of the
sun, shall be your territory‖ (see also 2 Kings 14:9). Jerusalem was the chief city of this region. Moreover, as
noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Jeremiah 22, another passage in which Jerusalem is
referred to as Lebanon, the Phoenician area of Tyre and Sidon commonly referred to as Lebanon was the
source of the cedar wood used in the construction of the royal buildings of Jerusalem in the time of David and
Solomon. Thus the cedar of Lebanon in Ezekiel 16:3 symbolized Judah and the Davidic royal family. The
cedar‘s ―highest branch‖ (verse 3) and ―topmost shoot‖ (verse 4, NIV), which the eagle broke off and carried
away, were the king who was removed from the throne and his princes (verse 12). They were taken to a ―city of
merchants‖ in a ―land of trade.‖ Even without the explicit interpretation, this was clearly Babylon, as the previous
chapter of Ezekiel referred to ―the land of the trader, Chaldea‖ (16:29).
The riddle should not have been hard to unravel so far. This had already happened in 597 B.C., when
Nebuchadnezzar deported King Jehoiachin or Jeconiah to Babylon along with most of the nobility. Indeed, this
is when Ezekiel himself and the exiles among whom he lived went into captivity. Continuing the parable,
Nebuchadnezzar then ―took also of the seed of the land‖ (17:5, KJV) a particular seed and planted ―it‖ in a fertile
field, setting it up as a willow tree. (The New King James interpolation of ―some of the seed of the land‖ is
evidently incorrect.) The seed here was a reference to ―a member of the royal family‖ (verse 13, NIV) who
replaced the topmost shoot. The fertile field was simply the Promised Land. God had earlier described it as ―a
good land, a land of brooks of water, of fountains and springs‖ (Deuteronomy 8:7).
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The new king was set up as a ―willow by abundant water‖ (Ezekiel 17:5, NIV), illustrating his prosperous life as
king but also his total dependence on Babylon for his rule, just as a willow is dependent on water. This too had
already happened when Jeconiah was removed. Nebuchadnezzar set up Jeconiah‘s uncle, Josiah‘s third son
Mattaniah now renamed Zedekiah, as ruler over Judah. The ―spreading vine of low stature,‖ with its branches
turned toward the Babylonian eagle and its roots firmly planted under it in the soil of the Promised Land,
pictured Zedekiah and the people of Judah under him continuing to flourish—but only as a subject vassal
kingdom under Babylon.
Another great eagle enters the scene in verse 7, which, as God explains, represented Egypt and its pharaoh
(compare verse 15). Egypt was also a populous empire of ―full plumage‖ (NIV). The roots and branches of the
vine now stretch toward this eagle, seeking to be watered by it instead of Babylon, symbolizing the entire nation
reaching out to Egypt for help to gain independence from Babylon. God explains, ―But he [Zedekiah] rebelled
against him [Nebuchadnezzar] by sending his ambassadors to Egypt, that they might give him horses and
many people‖ (verse 15). Yet, as God proclaims, this effort would fail.
The Jewish ruler was a fool. His throne was safe and he was protected by Babylon. His kingdom would be
strengthened and the throne passed to his children if he remained faithful to Babylon. But he would not. The
vine, king and nation, would not survive because of his foolish actions. It would be uprooted to wither when
touched by the ―east wind‖—symbolic of destruction from Babylon in the east (verses 8-10).
This mention of Zedekiah‘s rebellion was prophetic, as it had not yet happened. Ezekiel 17 falls within chapters
12–19, a section dated to 592-591 B.C. (compare 8:1; 20:1). Yet it was not until 588 B.C., when Pharaoh
Hophra came to the throne of Egypt, that Zedekiah rebelled against Babylon. And this rebellion did indeed
prove to be the historical impetus for the destruction of Jerusalem (2 Kings 24:20–25:1). In response,
Nebuchadnezzar sent an army and laid siege to the city. In the summer of 586, the food supply was gone in
Jerusalem. The wall was breached and the city fell to the Babylonians, who destroyed it.
In verses 15-21, God decries Zedekiah‘s betrayal of his oath of loyalty to Nebuchadnezzar (see verse 13).
Psalm 15:4 gives God‘s standard for giving one‘s word: ―he who swears to his own hurt and does not change‖—
i.e., does not go back on it. Why should there be different standards for nations or kings? In fact, this wouldn‘t
even have been to Zedekiah‘s hurt. The relationship with Babylon guaranteed peace in the region due to
Babylon‘s powerful army. The vine was ―planted in fertile soil and placed …beside abundant waters.‖ Zedekiah
ought to have realized that his position could not be improved by rebellion. But even if it could, he had sworn his
loyalty to Nebuchadnezzar.
This covenant was not an international treaty freely entered into, but one imposed on him by a conquering king.
Nevertheless, Zedekiah had publicly agreed to it. Most importantly, the oath was made in God‘s name (2
Chronicles 36:13), and God considered it binding. In fact, God considers breaking a vow made in His name to
be treason against Him (Ezekiel 17:20). Ezekiel relays God‘s message that those who break their oaths and
covenants will not be delivered. As a personal judgment against Zedekiah, God says, ―Because he had given
his hand in pledge and yet did all these things, he shall not escape‖ (verse 18, NIV). God was true to His own
word. As already pictured in Ezekiel 12:12-14, Zedekiah would attempt an escape at the time the walls of
Jerusalem fell, but would be caught, blinded and taken captive and his troops killed. And that‘s exactly what
happened (Jeremiah 52:7-11).
Transplanting of the Davidic Throne (Ezekiel 17)
Continuing the imagery of the parable mentioned earlier in the chapter, the last three verses in Ezekiel 17 relay
a remarkable prophecy. It begins with God stating, ―I [not Babylon this time but God Himself] will also take of
the highest branch of the high cedar…‖ (verse 22, KJV). The New King James Version says ―one of the highest
branches,‖ but that is incorrect. God is taking of, something from, the highest branch. The highest branch is of
course the king. And what does God take that is of this king? ―A tender one from the topmost of its young twigs‖
(NRSV). The young twigs of the branch would be the king‘s children. A ―tender‖ one would seem to signify a
female, especially when we consider that Zedekiah‘s sons were all killed. This tender twig is then planted in ―a
high and prominent mountain.‖ A mountain often signifies a great nation in Bible prophecy—this one being
apparently one of the foremost nations in the world. God then specifies what he means: ―On the mountain
height [the very top of the nation, the throne] of Israel [not Judah!] I will plant it.‖
Most commentators misinterpret the meaning. Some see the prophecy as signifying Jeconiah‘s descendant
Zerubbabel, who later returned to Judea from the Babylonian exile as a governor. Yet he was only a governor
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under the Persians, not ruling in majesty as a king over ―birds of every sort‖—many other peoples. Furthermore,
he was not cut out from Judah when the nation and royal family stood as a tall Lebanon cedar, but long after
the nation had been carried away into captivity. The planting of the twig in the high mountain of Israel in this
interpretation is seen as the return of Zerubbabel to Jerusalem. But Judah was not then or anytime afterward a
great nation that came to rule over many other peoples. In fact, the Jewish state remained mostly subjugated to
foreign powers and eventually ceased to exist once again. The bringing down of the high, fruitful tree (verse 24)
is said to be the fall of Zedekiah while the exaltation of the low, dry tree is claimed to be the restoration of the
lineage of Jeconiah. But his lineage was never really restored, as none of his descendants were ever to occupy
the throne (Jeremiah 22:30).
Recognizing the problems with Zerubbabel in the interpretation, many commentators see the prophecy as
messianic, as the Messiah would come from the line of David. Yet there are problems with this too. When Jesus
Christ lived, neither Judah nor its royal family could in any way be symbolized by a tall cedar, as the area was
then occupied by the Romans and no Davidic king had ruled there for more than 500 years. And the bringing
down of the high tree and exaltation of the low tree does not fit such an analogy. So the explanation is given
this way: The cropped off young twig was a member of the Davidic family at the time of Ezekiel from whom
Jesus descended, Himself a branch from the replanting in Jerusalem. Often this twig is understood to be the
lineage of Jeconiah through Zerubbabel continuing on to Christ. But whereas Jesus‘ adoptive father Joseph
came from this lineage, He Himself did not physically descend from Jeconiah and this Zerubbabel or else He
would not be a legitimate heir to the throne. Jesus, through His mother Mary, sprang from the Davidic line of
Nathan, which was nowhere near the ―highest branches of the high cedar‖ at any time. And again, the high and
low trees don‘t fit.
So what does the prophecy mean? As explained in our online publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical
Origin and Future, it concerns a transfer of the line of David in the days of Ezekiel and Jeremiah from Judah to
Israel. The tender sprig of the highest branch taken by God and planted elsewhere represents one of the
daughters of Zedekiah who was under the protection of Jeremiah (compare Jeremiah 43:5-6), God‘s instrument
used for pulling down the throne and planting it elsewhere (compare Jeremiah 1:10)—moving the Davidic
lineage from Judah to the British Isles. (See our online publication just referred to at
www.ucg.org/brp/materials/throne/index.html for a much more thorough and detailed explanation.)
All of northern and western Europe at this time was dominated by the northern tribes of Israel— taken into
captivity by the Assyrians years before, but now a large, migratory nation long on the move after the collapse of
the Assyrian Empire. Eventually, the leading tribe of Israel, Ephraim, would settle in the British Isles, come
under the Davidic throne and expand to become the greatest empire in history, ruling many peoples over a vast
portion of the earth (send for or download our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy to
learn more.)
―And,‖ God says, ―all the trees of the field [other nations of the earth] shall know that I, the LORD, have brought
down the high tree and exalted the low tree, dried up the green tree and made the dry tree flourish; I, the LORD,
have spoken and have done it‖ (Ezekiel 17:24). Judah was the ―high tree‖ and Israel the ―low tree‖ from the time
the two kingdoms split in the days of Rehoboam, due to David‘s throne ruling over Judah and not Israel. Judah
had been a ―green tree,‖ fruitful with Davidic royalty, and Israel a ―dry tree‖ throughout that period. God would
reverse the positions, resulting in a major mark on world history.
Personal Accountability (Ezekiel 18)
Perhaps as we are reading through the prophets and hear all of the judgments against Israel, Judah or surrounding
nations, we may be tempted to think of it as only so much history—history that doesn‘t really concern us. After all,
the judgments are for the evil deeds of people who lived more than 2,500 years ago. The reader might ask, ―How
can they apply to me?‖
In this chapter God clearly lays down the rule of judgment that applies to everyone at all times. This is the principle
that He will use with all people in determining their final reward or punishment. It agrees with that very ancient rule
God spoke to Cain: ―If you do well, will you not be accepted?‖ (Genesis 4:7).
After hearing the warnings of coming destruction given by God‘s prophets Jeremiah and Ezekiel, the Jews
apparently began to talk among themselves, essentially saying that God was unfair. They felt that they were going
to be punished for the sins of their forefathers. They didn‘t see their generation as all that evil when compared to the
previous ones. So they resentfully came up with a saying: ―The fathers have eaten sour grapes, but the children‘s
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teeth are set on edge‖ (Ezekiel 18:2) or, as the New Living Translation renders it, ―The parents have eaten sour
grapes, but their children‘s mouths pucker at the taste.‖ As we earlier read, God also used Jeremiah to confute
this false proverb (Jeremiah 31:29).
It is obviously illogical that one person would eat something sour but another have the sour taste in his mouth. And
by this they meant to symbolize something they considered just as illogical. Their real complaint: It isn‘t fair for one
generation to be punished for the sins of previous generations! This was the response of the people to the warnings
of the prophets—concluding that God was obviously in the wrong, justifying themselves. They were perhaps
twisting the meaning of the principle God mentioned in Exodus 20:5—―visiting the iniquity of the fathers on the
children to the third and fourth generations of those who hate Me.‖ God meant that children are negatively affected
by their parents‘ sins—that sin can have far-reaching consequences, especially when children learn their parents‘
ideas and emulate their behavior. He did not mean that even though the children are innocent, they must be
punished for their parents‘ mistakes.
God tells the people to stop using the proverb and that their reasoning is completely off base (Ezekiel 18:3). He
points out up front that He certainly has the right to punish. All people—parents and children—belong to Him
(Ezekiel 18:4). He is the Creator of all things. People are accountable to Him, not the other way around. He then
explains that every individual is held responsible for his own conduct. ―The soul who sins shall die‖ (Ezekiel 18:4,
20). ―Soul‖ here simply means a living, physical being or person (compare Genesis 2:7, KJV). (As a side note, this
helps to demonstrate that the Bible does not teach the concept of an ―immortal soul.‖ Rather, we see here that a
―soul‖ is simply a person—and is quite mortal.) Conversely, ―But if a man is just and does what is lawful and
right…he shall surely live‖ (Ezekiel 18:5, 9).
Personal accountability was clearly established in the law that God had already given. Deuteronomy 24:16 stated,
―The fathers shall not be put to death for their children, nor shall the children be put to death for their fathers; a
person shall be put to death for his own sin.‖ God does not punish the children for the fathers‘ sins unless they
follow in their sinful ways and ―fill up the measure of their father‘s guilt,‖ as the Pharisees of Jesus‘ day did (see
Matthew 23:32).
In emphasizing the point, the example is given of a righteous father (Ezekiel 18:5-9), an unrighteous son (verses
10-13, 18), and a righteous grandson (verses 14-17). Not only is the point clearly made by using these
relationships, but for Ezekiel‘s Jewish audience the personal examples of three well-known kings of Judah would
probably have come to mind—Hezekiah, Manasseh and Josiah.
In the description of the righteous man and his grandson, it is evident that a just man does what is right. The list of
characteristics includes not worshiping idols and not ―eat[ing] on the mountains‖ (verses 6, 11, 15; 22:9)—that is,
not partaking at high places, not participating in pagan worship at pagan shrines. The list further includes not
defiling another‘s wife, not committing robbery and not ―approach[ing] a woman during her impurity‖ (18:6) or, in
today‘s terms, not having ―intercourse with a woman during her menstrual period‖ (CEV). This last item, also listed
as a sin in 22:10, might appear to modern sensibilities to be out of place in a list of moral prohibitions, but it should
be remembered that this was included in the Mosaic law‘s list of sexual abominations (Leviticus 18:19) and was
punishable by death (20:18). (See the Bible Reading Program‘s comments on these passages for more on the
issue.) The point about not exacting usury or increase—lending money at interest—should be understood as not
charging interest when giving personal loans to others in need. (It does not prohibit lending at interest as part of
business or banking, as Jesus Christ spoke approvingly of this practice.)
Of course, righteousness is not just following a list of don‘ts. It is important to notice in Ezekiel 18 that God points
out the positive actions of one who is righteous. Not only does a righteous man obey the Eighth Commandment
against stealing, but he is careful to watch out and provide for the needs of others. He practices the give way of life!
He takes care of the hungry and covers the cold with a garment. Is this not ―true religion‖ as taught by the writers of
the New Testament? A righteous man has internalized God‘s commandments and lives them outwardly as well as
internally.
The unrighteous son, on the other hand, does not live as God commands. Matthew Henry‘s Commentary notes on
this passage, ―It is…no uncommon case, but a very melancholy one, that the child of a very godly father,
notwithstanding all the instructions given him, the good education he has had and the needful rebukes that have
been given him, and the restraints he has been laid under, after all the pains taken with him and prayers put up for
him, may yet prove notoriously wicked and vile, the grief of his father, the shame of his family.‖
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Down through history fathers have desired to have their sons follow after them in their offices or accomplishments.
But God is clear: A good father does not pile up ―merit‖ for his son. How often in history and modern times have we
seen a son promoted to a high position of responsibility under his father or to his father‘s office only to find that the
son proves to be an evil man who lacks the character necessary for the job? Such was the case with several kings
of Judah, most notably Hezekiah‘s son Manasseh. He perpetrated all of the evils listed in Ezekiel 17 even though
his father was one of Judah‘s most righteous kings.
Yet recall that Manasseh eventually came to repent of his evil ways. This principle is also addressed in Ezekiel 17.
God shows that He will reward or punish according to the change made in a person‘s life—if that change is
permanent. If a wicked man repents, turning from his sins, God will not bring punishment on Him (Ezekiel 18:2122). Repentance means that a person‘s entire state of mind has changed from one of disobedience to one of
obedience. He now walks a new path that leads in a new direction—and this is reflected in his actions. God desires
repentance, not punishment. The point is made that God takes absolutely no pleasure in the death of the wicked.
As the Giver of life, He does not want to destroy anyone. He hates sin because of what it does; He does not hate
the sinner. We do not truly turn from sin unless we come to hate it too. We must set our affection on that which is
lawful and right and agrees with the Word of God. If we do this, God promises to forgive our sins and give us
eternal life.
Herein, we see a truly ―New Testament‖ concept in that a repentant person could find forgiveness for wrongdoing
and have the opportunity to start over. Of course, we have a much greater understanding of this whole process
today. Jesus Christ has been sacrificed and given His life in atonement for the sins of the world. The Old Testament
sacrificial system looked forward to this fact. It is through the acceptance of Christ‘s sacrifice that our sins are
forgiven—yet, still, only if we repentantly determine to live our lives according to God‘s commands from now on.
Thankfully, regardless of how evil someone may have been throughout life, if the mind is changed or converted and
one begins truly seeking and obeying God, God will forgive and forget his past transgressions. The way of God
involves mercy, forgiveness and grace. That‘s not to say that this passage buttresses the idea of ―a deathbed
repentance,‖ for repentance involves both a change of heart and then the followed appropriate change of action.
That takes time.
But what of the opposite situation, where a person who has been living righteously turns to a life of evil? Will his
past make up for his present? Human reasoning concludes that all deeds should be placed in a balance—good on
one side, bad on the other. Then, if the good deeds outweigh the bad, you win the prize. We hear this idea even
today as people refer to themselves as ―pretty much a good person‖ or say of the deceased at a funeral that ―his
good outweighed his bad.‖ God‘s perfect judgment, however, requires the right state of mind and behavior be
maintained to the end (see Matthew 24:13). This does not mean that a righteous man will never slip up and sin. He
will (1 John 1:8). But when he does he repents, relying on God‘s promise to forgive the repentant as in Ezekiel 18,
and continues to seek God‘s Kingdom and His righteousness (Matthew 6:33).
A warning is given to people to not turn from this way of righteousness. God‘s words are clear that a person who
turns from the truth will die in his sins. The New Testament explains in stark terms that ultimate rejection of God will
lead to eternal death. We need to understand that for God‘s true servants, this life is a judgment period (1 Peter
4:17). The time of evaluation lasts for the duration of our lives after we come to understand what God has done for
us and what He expects of us.
God points out that the only way to be ultimately saved from death is to have a change of heart—a converted one
made possible only by a new spirit. The final point of many of Ezekiel‘s and Jeremiah‘s messages is the necessity
for us to have a new spirit and a new heart. Human beings need the Spirit of God working in them to truly have the
transformed heart and mind that God requires. (To help you better understand, send for our download our free
booklet Transforming Your Life: The Process of Conversion.)
Lamentation for the Princes of Israel (Ezekiel 19)
Chapter 19 follows right on from chapter 18. God directs His prophet to bewail the uprooting of the nation. ―The
exiles‘ last hope was that Zedekiah could be trusted to throw off the Babylonian yoke. Ezekiel now demolishes that
in a funeral dirge chanted over Judah‘s leaders‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chaps. 19–21 summary).
That the term ―princes of Israel‖ (verse 1) refers to Judah‘s leaders in Ezekiel‘s time is apparent from the details
given about particular individuals, though it is possible that there are dual references here that could also apply to
the end-time fall of Israel and Judah.
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In the imagery of the first part of the lament, the ―mother‖ of the people is portrayed as a lioness. Israel as a whole
had been pictured as a lioness: ―It now must be said of Jacob and of Israel, ‗Oh, what God has done!‘ Look, a
people rises like a lioness, and lifts itself up like a lion; it shall not lie down until it devours the prey, and drinks the
blood of the slain‖ (Numbers 23:23-24; compare Micah 5:8-9). The tribe of Judah had been similarly portrayed in
the context of it possessing Israel‘s royal lineage: ―Judah…your father‘s children shall bow down before you. Judah
is a lion‘s whelp; from the prey…you have gone up. He bows down, he lies down as a lion; and as a lion who, shall
rouse him? The scepter shall not depart from Judah…‖ (Genesis 49:8-10). Jerusalem, the nation‘s capital, was
referred to as Ariel (―Lion of God‖) in Isaiah 29:1.
In verses 3-4 of Ezekiel 19, the lioness (i.e., the nation) sets up one of her cubs as a lion, a national leader. As The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary explains: ―The first whelp was Jehoahaz (vv. 3-4), who had been placed on the
throne by the Judeans following the death of his father, Josiah (2 Kings 23:31). Jehoahaz learned, as a young
lion, to tear and devour mankind, doing evil in the sight of the Lord (v. 3; 2 Kings 23:32). Becoming world
renowned for the violence in his reign of three months, he was seized in 609 B.C. like a hunted lion and brought
bound to Egypt where he ultimately died (v. 4; 2 Kings 23:33-34; 2 Chronicles 36:1-4; Jer 22:10-12)‖ (note on
verses 1-9).
The lioness then sets up a new lion cub. The next king of Judah was Jehoahaz‘s brother Jehoiakim. But he was
set up as ruler not by Judah itself but by the Egyptian pharaoh. And though Jehoiakim was brought before
Nebuchadnezzar in chains as described in verse 9, he was not removed from office or taken from the Holy
Land as described here. Rather, ―the second whelp was Jehoiakim‘s son, Jehoiachin [or Jeconiah, who became
king upon his father‘s death and not by foreign appointment] (vv. 5-9; cf. 2 Kings 24:8-17; 2 Chronicles 36:810); Jehoiakim [a foreign appointment] was bypassed…[Jehoiachin‘s] reign was not substantially different from
his father‘s, for Jehoiachin too learned to devour mankind. Jehoiachin destroyed cities and desolated the land
(v. 7). Yet he also did not escape the snare of the ‗lion-hunting‘ nations that trapped him in their ‗pit‘ and brought
him to Nebuchadnezzar in a ‗cage‘ in 597 B.C. Later he was released (2 Kings 25:27-30; 2 Chronicles 36:9-11).
No longer would he ‗roar‘ in Judah‖ (same note).
For the second part of the lamentation (Ezekiel 19:10-14), the imagery shifts to that of the vine, another symbol of
the nation as we‘ve seen in chapters 15 and 17.
Where Ezekiel 19:10 says, ―Your mother was like a vine in your bloodline,‖ the word translated as ―bloodline‖ in the
New King James Version literally means ―blood‖ (KJV). The exact meaning here is debated. Jamieson, Fausset &
Brown‘s Commentary prefers the meaning of ―‗in the blood of thy grapes,‘ i.e., in her full strength, as the red wine is
the strength of the grape‖ (note on verse 10). The Ferrar Fenton Translation says ―vigorous vine plant.‖
The nation, explains The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary in its note on verses 10-14, ―had grown large and
fruitful during the kingdom period with many branches for ruling scepters (or kings) (vv. 10b-11). Yet this vine
was finally plucked up and cast to the ground, where its exposed roots withered under the blasts of the east
wind (Babylonia) (cf. 17:6-10, 15). The vine (or nation) was transplanted into a desert place—into captivity (v.
13). The ‗fire‘ that ‗spread from one of its main branches‘ [NIV throughout quotation] was the destruction that
Zedekiah, Judah‘s current ruler, had brought on Judah (‗consumed its fruit‘) (v. 14a). Judah‘s present condition
was the responsibility, in part, of Zedekiah. Ezekiel had answered the exiles‘ question (in this chapter) by
demonstrating the foolishness of trusting in Zedekiah, for he was partially responsible for the imminent
judgment. In fact, there was not a ‗strong branch‘ in Judah at all—no one ‗fit for a ruler‘s scepter‘ (v. 14b), not
even Zedekiah, who would be deported in 586 B.C. There was no hope! Judgment was coming!‖
A History of Rebellion, a Future of Redemption (Ezekiel 20)
Chapter 20 begins a new section of the book of Ezekiel. The starting date in verse 1 equates to August of 591
B.C. The section continues to the end of chapter 23, as 24:1 gives a new date, January of 588 B.C. Our current
reading encompasses the first 44 verses of chapter 20. ―The chapter division in the MT [Masoretic Text, the
authoritative Hebrew version] is between v. 44 and v. 45 in the English text. This division best follows the
argument of the book at this point‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 44). This fact becomes
even clearer in our next reading.
Again ―certain of the elders of Israel‖ among the Jewish exiles come to Ezekiel to seek information from God as
they did in chapter 14. Yet it is clear that when God addresses them, He is speaking not only to them—as they
were probably not passing children through the fire at this time—but to the ―house of Israel,‖ the nation they
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represented (verse 31). Moreover, since the latter part of the chapter concerns ―all the house of Israel‖ (verse
40) being purged of sin and returning to the Promised Land from captivity in the future, it is likely that the
message is intended not just for the Jews of Ezekiel‘s day but for all Israel in the last days.
As God answered before, He says He refuses to be questioned by these elders or the nation (verse 3, 31).
Instead, He has Ezekiel proclaim to them the ―the abominations of their fathers‖ (verse 4). Israel‘s history has
been one long series of rebellions against God. The point is not that the Jews of Ezekiel‘s time or Israelites of
the future are to be punished for the sins of their forefathers (as Ezekiel 18 made clear). Rather, God
recognized in the Jews of that day, and all Israel today, the same rebellious spirit that had characterized the
nation historically. Evil cultural traditions were passed on from one generation to another. It is likely that the
Jews of Ezekiel‘s day were relying on their ―noble heritage‖ to preserve them. God‘s retort: Let‘s take a hard
look at that heritage—it‘s not so good; better think again! Indeed, the actions of the people had many times
brought severe judgment from God. Yet included here was a message of hope. While God purged rebellion
through punishment, He never completely wiped out the nation—and never would.
The accounts of rebellion begin with Israel‘s time in Egypt. In verses 7-8, ―God spoke of something not
explained in the Book of Exodus; that is, the Israelites had engaged in the idolatry of the Egyptians during their
sojourn there. Thus, though not mentioned elsewhere, there was the threat of divine retribution against the
people before the time of the Exodus (which is mentioned in [Ezekiel 20] v. 10)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on
verse 8).
In verses 9, 14 and 22, God explains that He acted ―for My name‘s sake.‖ God‘s name carries His reputation
and signifies all He stands for. When the Israelites sinned, they, as His representatives, essentially profaned
His name before other nations (see also 36:20). Their unfaithfulness is labeled as ―blasphemy‖ (see 20:27).
God consistently upholds the honor of His name, so that all will be sure to take Him seriously. This necessitated
punishment for disobedience—but also the preservation of Israel as a nation to fulfill His promises.
Profaning or blaspheming God‘s name was a violation of the Third Commandment, against taking God‘s name
in vain. Israel also broke the First Commandment, against worshiping other gods, the Second against using
idols or images in worship and the Fourth, against breaking God‘s Sabbath. The first four of the Ten
Commandments outline man‘s duty to God—and the fact that all were transgressed clearly illustrates Israel‘s
rebellion against God. Indeed, the focus of Ezekiel 20 is Israel‘s idolatry and Sabbath breaking as the primary
basis for past judgment—as it would be for coming judgment (see Ezekiel 22). This was according to the
specific terms of God‘s covenant with the nation. In listing the blessings for national obedience and curses for
disobedience, He began with a specific mention of idolatry and Sabbath breaking (see Leviticus 26:1-2).
The seventh-day Sabbath was to be a sign to show that Israel acknowledged Him as the one true Creator God
and that they were His chosen people (Ezekiel 20:12, 20; Exodus 31:12-17). It continues, in fact, as the day
God commands for rest and holiness—it is still a sign for distinguishing God‘s people (see Hebrews 4:9-10,
which states that the Sabbath rest remains, and our free booklet, Sunset to Sunset: God‘s Sabbath Rest). It is
not the only identifying sign, of course, because many keep the Sabbath without really knowing why or obeying
God in all other areas—but it is nonetheless an important one and certainly one of the most visible. Sadly, the
modern nations of Israel—those of northwest European heritage, chief of which are the United States and
Britain—stand guilty of idolatry and, especially, of Sabbath breaking, which they do not even recognize as sin. It
is partly because they don‘t recognize and honor God‘s Sabbath that they cannot truly understand and know
God (see again Ezekiel 20:12, 20).
In verses 11, 13 and 21, God quotes Leviticus 18:5, which explains that God gave the people statutes and
judgments that would enable them to live, and states that the people had rejected these. This verse in Leviticus
had introduced laws of sexual morality, forbidding adultery, incest, homosexuality, etc. The clear implication is
that Israel had sunk into sexual depravity (compare Ezekiel 22:9-11).
So, God says, He ―gave them up to statutes that were not good, and judgments by which they could not live‖
(20:25). Some theologians gravely misinterpret this verse as meaning that, because of the Israelites‘
disobedience, God imposed on them ―bad laws,‖ such as sacrifices, tithing, the Holy Days, etc. Of course, God
does not give ―bad laws.‖ This verse has nothing to do with any laws that He gave—whether ceremonial laws
instituted for a time or permanent statutes such as tithing and the Holy Days. Rather, as Psalm 81:12 explains,
God gave them over to their own stubborn hearts‘ desires and reasoning. In other words, He let Israel reap
what it had sown. Romans 1:18-32 mentions how people who rejected God and His truth were given over to
lewd and evil practices such as homosexuality—an exact parallel with Ezekiel 20. The Israelites descended so
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far as to burn their children in sacrifice (verse 26). In short, God allowed the Israelites to depart from His system
of law and morality and embrace that of the world around them—to their great detriment, so they would
ultimately learn a powerful lesson.
God decries Israel‘s participation in pagan worship beginning not long after the nation came into Canaan. In
verse 29 God says: ―Then I said to them, ‗What is this high place to which you go?‘ So its name is called
Bamah [high place] to this day.‖ The Israelites had worshiped at pagan high places (hill shrines) so much that
―high place‖ became a generic term for any place of worship, still in common usage in Ezekiel‘s time.
In verses 30-31, God warns the people of Israel—the Jews of Ezekiel‘s time and all Israel of the end time—that
they are following the wicked example of their ancestors. The modern Israelite nations are, as mentioned,
replete with idolatry and Sabbath breaking. Sexual immorality is commonplace and widely accepted among
them. And, as mentioned in the Bible Reading Program commentary on Ezekiel 16, their people are guilty of
child sacrifice—that is, through abortion or ―offering‖ children over to society‘s ultimately lethal values.
God will not allow the nation to cross-examine Him (20:31). Instead, its people will be punished. Still, ―judgment
isn‘t a sign God has abandoned. It is evidence that He keeps on being committed to us [compare Hebrews
12:5-11]. Israel wanted to desert God and serve pagan deities ([Ezekiel 20] v. 32). God says ‗Never.‘ His love is
greater than all our sin. We can stray, but God will bring us back to Him‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on
verses 32-38). Of course, whether an individual remains faithful to God is ultimately that person‘s choice. But,
knowing the human heart, God is confident of saving the vast majority of His people.
God will ultimately deliver the Israelites with an outpouring of fury on the unrepentant among them and on their
enemies (verses 33-34). Verse 34 shows that God planned to regather the Israelites even as He was
determining to scatter them. As in the original Exodus, God will again lead the people through the wilderness in
a journey of return to the Holy Land (verses 35-36). The passage here refers not to the Jewish return from
Babylonian exile in ancient times but to a future return of all Israel.
But there is a warning here. God says, ―I will make you pass under the rod‖ (verse 37). This terminology is used
in Leviticus 27:32 in reference to a shepherd counting His sheep with respect to tithing, where one out of ten is
devoted to God. This could mean an enumeration or the indication that many Israelites will die and that God will
start over again with a ―tithe‖ of those who go into captivity (compare Amos 5:3). This certainly fits the imagery
of the purge God says He is conducting—to get rid of the rebels (not allowing them to return to the land of
Israel) before bringing those who are left back to the Promised Land and into His covenant (Ezekiel 20:37-38).
Verse 39, in the New American Standard Bible, states, ―Go ahead and worship your idols for now, you
Israelites, because soon I will no longer let you dishonor me by offering gifts to them.‖ God will put a stop to
their idolatry—through bringing the people to repentance and removing those who refuse to repent. God‘s ―holy
mountain, on the mountain height of Israel‖ (verse 40) is here a reference to God‘s future Kingdom, in which
Jesus Christ will reign over Israel and all nations from Jerusalem (see Isaiah 2:2-4; Micah 4:1-3). At last, the
Israelites will understand the evil of their ways and come to hate them. They will finally come to know the true
God and embrace His ways in genuine repentance.
Fire and Sword Against the South (Ezekiel 20–21)
As noted in the previous reading, the authoritative Hebrew text of the Old Testament has a chapter break after
Ezekiel 20:44, making verses 45-49 part of the next chapter. This makes sense, as there is a clear thematic
break from the previous section. God goes from the promise of future national restoration to the call again for
judgment. Verses 45-49 contain a parable in this regard that is interpreted in the first seven verses of chapter
21.
The message of this section is for the ―south.‖ In fact, Ezekiel 20:46 uses three different Hebrew terms
translated ―south.‖ ―The three words used for ‗south‘ in this verse are (1) temanah which basically means ‗right,‘
so that when facing east in the normal orientation of that day, the ‗right‘ would be ‗south‘; (2) darom is Ezekiel‘s
normal designation for ‗south,‘ used only for geographical directions in all O[ld] T[estament] occurrences; and
(3) neghebh [or Negev], a term that denotes a ‗dried-up land,‘ normally the region south of the Judean hill
country from Beersheba south, though it is also used for geographical direction (especially here combined with
the word ‗forest‘)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 46). ―The southern forest referred to the
southern kingdom of Judah, a forested area in biblical times, even into the upper Negev‖ (note on verses 45-
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49). The point is to emphasize whom the prophecy concerns—the Jews of the land of Judah in Ezekiel‘s own
day.
The ―forest‖ is also a figurative reference to Jerusalem and its royalty, the royal buildings having been built from
Lebanon cedars—the national armory even named the ―House of the Forest of Lebanon‖ (see 1 Kings 7:2;
10:17). Through Jeremiah God had foretold the fall of Judah‘s royal family this way: ―They shall cut down your
choice cedars and cast them into the fire‖ (Jeremiah 22:6-7).
Ezekiel complains to God that those hearing his message dismiss his words as too mysterious to understand
(Ezekiel 20:49). So God directs him to explain matters more clearly.
The message is for Jerusalem, the holy places of the land and all those in ―the land of Israel,‖ which, in context,
meant Judah of that time (21:2). The ―fire‖ that would spread ―from the south to the north‖ (20:47-48)
represented a ―sword‖ of warfare ―against all flesh from south to north‖ (21:3-4). ―From the south to the north‖
may simply mean everywhere throughout the country. But it could also indicate the direction of destruction.
Later in the chapter, the sword is referred to as ―the sword of the king of Babylon‖ (verse 19). While the
Babylonian invasion of Judah would initially come from the north, it is interesting to note that the Babylonians
would withdraw from their siege of Jerusalem to march south to face oncoming Egyptian forces—and then turn
around, wreaking devastation from south to north, in a final onslaught against Jerusalem.
God says to the land, ―I will draw my sword…and cut off both righteous and wicked from you‖ (verse 3). ―This
pairing shows that God was going to allow the dreadful temporal consequences of sin to affect everyone in the
land, both faithful and unfaithful‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 3-5). Yet it should be pointed out that if
the faithful are allowed to die, that does not mean they are being punished as the wicked. Indeed, since they
will be resurrected later, this could well be a way to spare them further suffering (compare Isaiah 57:1-2). There
are many examples in Scripture of God allowing His true servants to be killed. However, the cutting off of the
righteous from the land by the sword does not necessarily mean their death. This could also mean that they are
deported—physically taken away from the land—as a result of military invasion. Indeed, this must at least be
included in the meaning, as verse 4 says the sword is against ―all flesh‖ in the land, and yet we know that many
people were not killed. In any case, the removal of the righteous, through either death or deportation, removes
the possibility of God preserving the nation for their sake (compare Genesis 18:16-33).
God tells Ezekiel to make a big display of emotion, sighing in great agony and distress, to illustrate what the
reaction of the people will be when they receive news that their country is invaded and being destroyed. The
phrase ―breaking heart…translates words that literally mean, ‗breaking loins,‘ suggesting great emotional
upheaval‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 6). The feeble hands and weak knees of the people (verse 7) are
also foretold in Ezekiel 7:17—in a passage representing ancient Judah‘s destruction as typical of end-time
destruction (which may be a hint of some duality in Ezekiel 21 even though the message was primarily for
Ezekiel‘s own day).
There are five sword oracles in chapter 21: verses 3-7, 8-17, 18-24, 25-27, 28-32. Again, the sword signifies the
military power to make war. God says the sword belongs to Him (verse 3) but He gives it ―into the hand of the
slayer‖ (verse 11)—revealed in verse 19 to be the king of Babylon, Nebuchadnezzar. God says this sword is set
against ―the scepter of My son‖ just as it is set against ―all wood‖ in the country (verse 10) or, put better, ―every
tree‖ (KJV), bringing in again the figure of the forest that was to be cut down and burned. God had earlier
explained that the nation of Israel was His ―son‖ (Exodus 4:22; Hosea 11:1). And the ―scepter‖ was the symbol
of the nation‘s rulers. ―The sword has no more respect to the trivial ‗rod‘ or scepter of Judah (Gen. 49:10) than if
it were any common ‗tree.‘ ‗Tree‘ is the image retained from ch. 20:47‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary, note on Ezekiel 21:10).
Indeed, verse 12 explains that the sword will be against the people and princes of the nation. For this reason,
Ezekiel is told to ―cry and wail‖—either as a lament or, perhaps more likely, as a further demonstration of the
future reaction of the people to ―terrors.‖ He is to ―strike his thigh,‖ a sign of deep anguish and grief, ―because it
is a testing‖ (verse 13)—that is, a ―trial,‖ as the word has been alternatively rendered. And if the trial of this
invasion is directed against the scepter, would the scepter survive? This is a crucial question, as God had
promised in Genesis 49:10 that the scepter would remain with Judah until the time of the coming of the Messiah
to claim it. He had promised King David an unbreakable dynasty that would rule from a throne in all generations
(2 Samuel 7; Psalm 89:4). The Davidic throne‘s survival is addressed later in the chapter.
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In Ezekiel 21:14, God tells Ezekiel to strike his hands together, perhaps clapping to gain attention or making a
gesture of anger or readiness to fight similar to the modern fist punched into an open palm (compare Numbers
24:10). ―Let the sword strike twice, even three times‖ (Ezekiel 21:14, NIV) may be idiomatic for the intensity of
punishment (compare Proverbs 6:16). Yet it could signify an actual number of strikes. Ezekiel 21:12 had stated
that the sword would strike the people and the princes (two strikes), and many who went into captivity would be
struck later (a third strike to finish the job). It is also conceivable that the three strikes meant the three periods of
destruction against the Jews in the Holy Land—the Babylonian invasion of Ezekiel‘s day, the Roman
destruction in apostolic times and the end-time destruction the Bible foretells. Of course, it may be that
something else is intended. Commentators have offered a number of possibilities.
In verses 18-19, God tells Ezekiel to represent two possible routes of Babylonian conquest. This probably
means he ―drew a map, perhaps in the dirt or on a brick, on which he made a road from Babylonia toward
Canaan. He placed a signpost in the road where it forked, one branch leading toward Rabbath-Ammon, the
capital of Ammon [known today as Amman, Jordan], and the other branch descending to Jerusalem (vv. 18-20).
Damascus was the normal junction where the road divided. The king of Babylonia, Nebuchadnezzar, was
shown standing at the fork in the road, using all manner of magic and divination in order to determine which
nation he should attack first (v. 21).
The combined conspiracy of Judah and Ammon against Babylonia in 589 B.C. undoubtedly precipitated this
coming of the Babylonian army. Shaking arrows inscribed with personal or place names (belomancy) was a
form of casting lots. Each arrow was marked with a name, the arrows placed in the quiver, the quiver whirled
about, and the first arrow to fall out was the gods‘ decision. Household idols were intimately related to ancestral
inheritance. Perhaps also they were consulted as mediums, representatives for their forefathers, who were
supposed to give guidance (necromancy). The liver, being the seat of the life, was commonly examined with a
decision of divination being determined from its color or markings (hepatoscopy). Nebuchadnezzar used all
three means of divination with the same result. Though God did not condone divination in any form, he was the
sovereign God who controlled all things. He could control these pagan practices to accomplish his will (cf. Jer
27:6)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 18-21).
God says the signs will point to Jerusalem, so Nebuchadnezzar will give the order to besiege the Jewish capital
(verse 22). Verse 23 in the New Living Translation reads: ―The people of Jerusalem will think it is a mistake,
because of their treaty with the Babylonians. But the king of Babylon will remind the people of their rebellion.
Then he will attack and capture them.‖
Verses 25-32 are written against Zedekiah. He is to ―remove the diadem and take off the crown‖ (verse 26,
KJV). Some see diadem here as a reference to the miter of the priesthood, but that would not apply to
Zedekiah. Rather, the imagery here is of stripping Zedekiah of the Israelite crown—of the kingship. Yet what of
God‘s scepter promise?
God continues in verse 26, ―This shall not be the same‖ (KJV). There was a change occurring in regard to the
national crown. Then notice: ―Exalt him that is low and abase him that is high‖ (KJV). The abasement of the
high is easy to understand: Zedekiah being brought down. But what is meant by the exaltation of him that is low
in the same context? It must refer to crowning someone else with Davidic kingship. As explained in our online
publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future (at www.ucg.org/brp/materials/
throne/index.html), the Jewish monarchy continued through a daughter of Zedekiah who married into Israelite
royalty, transplanting the Davidic scepter from Judah to Israel in ancient Ireland. As was noted in Ezekiel 17:2224, the abasement of the high and the exaltation of the low concerned not just the rulers themselves but their
nations—Judah, losing the Davidic monarchy, was brought low and Israel was raised up.
Where the New King James version repeats the word ―overthrown‖ three times in Ezekiel 21:27, other versions
repeat the word ―ruined.‖ The King James Version has ―overturn‖—a toppling or pulling down to be sure but
allowing for a shift and replanting elsewhere. Jeremiah‘s commission was to pull down but also to plant and
rebuild (Jeremiah 1:9-10)—and he was the key figure in transferring the throne.
Verse 27 then seems to say that the throne would ―be no more‖ (KJV)—i.e., cease to exist—until centuries later
with the coming of Him to whom it belongs, Jesus Christ. But remember that God had promised that David
would have a descendant reigning on his throne in every generation. So it seems that a better translation of the
verse would be: ―I will overturn, overturn, overturn it; and it shall be no more [overturned] until He come whose
right it is.‖ The mentioning of overturn three times would seem to imply that the throne would be pulled down
and moved three times. As our online publication explains, the first transfer was from Judah to Ireland. The
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second was from Ireland to Scotland. And the third was from Scotland to England. The monarchy of Great
Britain is the chief monarchy of David.
Finally we see that Nebuchadnezzar‘s decision to destroy Jerusalem had not gotten the Ammonites off the
hook. They were still slated for punishment by the sword of invasion and slaughter. The first part of Ezekiel
21:30 is clearer in the King James Version: ―Shall I cause it to return to its sheath?‖ The answer is no—not
without first destroying Ammon.
A number years prior, ―while Jehoiakim was king (608-598 B.C.; 2 Kin. 24:2), the Ammonites joined other
nations east of the Jordan in raiding Judean territory, in return for protection from Nebuchadnezzar. Later,
during the reign of Zedekiah (c. 593 B.C.), Ammon, Moab, Edom, and others conspired against Babylon, but
with false hopes of help from Egypt (Jer. 27:3-11)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Ezekiel 21:28). The people of
Ammon mocked the Jews, delighting in the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple—happy that they were not
the subject of Babylon‘s conquest. Yet ―the fall of Jerusalem meant only that Judah would be judged first. Some
Judeans took refuge in Ammon (see Jer. 41:1-3). God remembered Ammon‘s animosity and foretold its future
as a place that shall not be remembered. The events of Jer. 41 led to a Babylonian expedition against Ammon
in which the capital city Rabbah was sacked and many inhabitants deported (see 25:1-7). Ammon was later
invaded by Arabs and its autonomy ceased. Eventually it was absorbed into the Persian Empire‖ (note on
Ezekiel 21:31-32).
Again, it is possible that there is some duality here regarding the end time, when Ammon will initially escape
devastation at the hand of the future Roman/Babylonian dictator (see Daniel 11:41) but will later suffer
judgment (see Amos 1:13-15; Jeremiah 49:1-6). Another prophecy against Ammon is given in Ezekiel 25:1-7.
The Bloody City; Dross in a Furnace; Standing in the Gap (Ezekiel 22)
Chapter 22 presents us with three messages from God. The first is a record of national abominations as the
basis for judgment (verses 1-16). The second is metaphor of metal smelting to demonstrate that God‘s
judgment reveals the entire nation to be spiritually worthless (verses 17-22). And the third decries the
wickedness of every stratum of society, from the nation‘s religious and civil leaders to the average person
(verses 23-31).
The first section concerns ―the bloody city‖ (verse 2). It is not stated here what city is meant but the context
shows it to be Jerusalem as representative of the entire Jewish nation in Ezekiel‘s day—and probably of all
Israel and Judah of future ages, especially the end time. That Jerusalem of Ezekiel‘s day is intended is clear
from the fact that when the Babylonian siege against the city begins, God tells the prophet to proclaim ―woe to
the bloody city‖ (see 24:1-3, 6, 9).
This is a horrible designation, given previously to the Assyrian capital of Nineveh (Nahum 3:1). The Assyrians
had received this distinction for brutalizing other nations, but Jerusalem ―sheds blood in her own midst‖ (Ezekiel
22:3). One way this came about was in connection with the nation‘s terrible idolatry. The Valley of Hinnom was
a renowned place for idol worship, where children were sacrificed to Molech. The nation‘s leaders used their
power to have others murdered (verse 6). Many people made false accusations against others to have them put
to death (verse 9). In later centuries, Jesus Christ explained that Jerusalem was guilty of the blood of the
righteous, putting many of God‘s servants to death (Matthew 23:34-37). Indeed, Jesus Himself was killed there.
Throughout the nations of Israel today, murder rates are high—and the guilty are not justly punished. A million
and a half unborn infants are murdered in the United States alone every single year—through the determination
and ruling of many of our national leaders and judges. And the entire culture is taught a way of life leading to
personal destruction and, ultimately, death and suicide.
A whole host of sins, particularly among the nation‘s leaders, are listed in this section. ―Whenever the attitudes
detailed here appear in a society, it is near collapse. What are the signs? The undermining of parental authority
(v. 7a). Injustices that take advantage of the poor and helpless (v. 7b). Indifference of leaders to the best
interests of those they rule, as well as indifference to the things of God (v. 8). A legal reign of terror, including
murders (v. 9a). Leaders engaging in sex sins (vv. 9b-11) and seeking illicit personal profit (v. 12). When any
society forgets God and strays from its spiritual foundations, its leadership will become corrupt and the nation
will ultimately fall. Where is our society today? Apply Ezekiel‘s criteria and decide for yourself‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on verses 7-12).
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As in chapter 20, Sabbath breaking is shown to be a big reason for national punishment, being mentioned in
both Ezekiel 22:8 and verse 26. Eating on the mountains in verse 9—as in 18:6 and verse 11—refers to
participation in pagan worship.
God concludes that He will scatter the people of the nation in line with other prophecies of national deportation.
This certainly happened to the Jews of Ezekiel‘s day. It had already happened to the northern kingdom of Israel
more than a century earlier. In early Christian times, it would again happen to the Jewish nation. And at the time
of the end, it will happen to the nations of Israel and Judah together. Notice that God says that through this he
would remove the nation‘s filthiness, its spiritual defilement of sin, ―completely.‖ While the removal of sinful
behavior was accomplished by degrees through previous captivities, the complete removal of the nation‘s sins
would seem to point mainly to the captivity of the end time, in which the severe humbling of the people will pave
the way for their acceptance of Jesus Christ. For only the acceptance of Christ‘s sacrifice provides a true
atonement for sin, and only His life within a person through the Holy Spirit enables that person to truly obey
God as God requires. The Jewish people obviously have yet to accept Christ. But so do the supposedly
―Christian‖ nations of modern Israel, as they have not really submitted to the true Christ and His ways.
The next section of Ezekiel 22 concerns the ―house of Israel‖ being placed ―into the midst of a furnace.‖ This
applied on one level to the invasion and destruction of ancient Judah by the Babylonians. But as with other
prophecies in Ezekiel, it also seems to point to the fire of the terrible Great Tribulation that will engulf Israel and
Judah shortly before the return of Christ.
The focus of this section is the parable of the metal in a furnace being revealed as all dross. That is, the
impurity is so pervasive that there is nothing of value left. Similar imagery was given in Jeremiah 6:27-30, where
Jeremiah, as an ―assayer,‖ was to label the nation ―rejected silver.‖ In Isaiah 1:21-22, God had likewise
lamented: ―How the faithful city has become a harlot! It was full of justice; righteousness lodged in it, but now
murderers. Your silver has become dross.‖
Trials leading up to final destruction served to reveal the widespread corruption. ―Judgment displays the
people‘s impurity ([Ezekiel 22] vv. 17-22)…. Just as the hot fires of the smelter‘s furnace cause the dross to
come to the surface and reveal the purified silver, so in times of divine judgment human beings are driven to act
according to their character. The selfish become more cruel and self-centered; the godly more compassionate
and caring. Remember this when troubles come to you, and let the fires of God‘s judgment on society bring out
the best in you!‖ (note on verses 1-31).
Indeed, besides the focus on the destruction God would ultimately bring, the verses here ―also point to the fiery
ordeals and trials that force all of us into a more perfect relationship with our Lord (see v. 22; Ps. 66:10; Jer.
9:7; Dan. 11:35; 12:10; Zech. 13:9; Mal. 3:1-3; James 1:2-4)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Ezekiel 22:17-22).
Verses 23-31 show that corruption pervades the entire society. The civil rulers use their positions for harm and
personal gain (verse 27). The prophets and priests—the religious preachers and teachers—are causing the
people to be destroyed (verse 25-26). They violate God‘s law, setting an evil example. Moreover, they fail to
distinguish ―between the holy and unholy‖ or ―between the unclean and the clean.‖ They do not teach the
people of God‘s Holy Days or of His holy tithes. They do not teach what God declares food fit for human
consumption and what he forbids to be eaten. God even says that they have ―hidden their eyes‖ from His
Sabbaths—refusing to even look into the possibility that they should be observed. How true all of this is today
throughout the churches of the nations of Israel!
Verse 28 repeats a theme from Ezekiel 13—prophets falsely claiming to be relaying God‘s teachings or
message, whitewashing over the sins of the nation and giving the people a false sense of security. The results
are apparent. ―The people of the land‖ (22:29)—the common people, average citizens—stand guilty of severely
mistreating others, oppressing and robbing them.
Verse 30 reflects God‘s continual hope that His wrath may be diverted. He does not rejoice in punishing even
those deserving of punishment. So He looks for those who might ―stand in the gap‖ for the people. This also
repeats imagery from Ezekiel 13, where God said of Israel‘s prophets, ―You have not gone up into the gaps to
build a wall for the house of Israel to stand in battle on the day of the LORD‖ (verse 5). This gives us further
reason to see an end-time application of Ezekiel 22. Again, as pointed out in chapter 13 and 22:28, rather than
repairing the gaps in Israel‘s moral condition, which would give the nation real security, the false prophets
effectively plaster over the gaps with a thin whitewash, leaving the people defenseless but deluded and
complacent.
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Standing in the gap is the mark of a man of God. It involves trying to protect others through interceding for them
in prayer and seeing to it that they are told what God really wants them to know. Sadly, God says He cannot
find anyone to fill this responsibility. Yet when Ezekiel wrote, did not he and Jeremiah both fit that description?
And in the end time, will there not be true Christians with the proper mindset? Yes, but ―a qualified leader is
useless if the people refuse to be led‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 30). What God must be saying is that
He is not able to find anyone to repair the society‘s spiritual gaps because anyone who might actually be able to
would be rejected by the people.
So God says He will pour out His fury on the nation (verse 31). Tragically, people today do not even conceive of
God as ever being wrathful and righteously indignant. They make fun of that concept as backward and
unenlightened. So many today see God as always gentle, always forgiving no matter what—never judging or
punishing people for even the greatest crimes. People have forgotten about the God who flooded the earth,
rained destruction on Sodom and Gomorrah, slew the firstborn of Egypt and brought famines, diseases and
military invasion on ancient Israel and Judah as punishment for sin. The same God stands ready to justly
punish our evil society today—not to punish for punishment‘s sake, but rather for the sake of turning the
collective hearts and minds of people away from the sin that destroys them, to lead mankind into a lawful way of
living that will bring rich and abundant blessings for all who will submit to Him.
Zedekiah Rebels Against Babylon (Ezekiel 23)
As God had foretold in Ezekiel 17, King Zedekiah of Judah finally rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar (2
Chronicles 36:13; Jeremiah 52:3b). As the rebellion is what provoked Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion of Judah and
siege of Jerusalem (see verse 4), which began in January 588 B.C. (compare Ezekiel 24:1-2), the rebellion
must have happened immediately beforehand. This makes sense in light of international affairs, for at this time
a new pharaoh came to the throne of Egypt. ―The king of Judah foolishly relied on the Egyptians under Pharaoh
Apries (or Hophra, Jer. 44:30) for help (see Ezek. 17:15-18). Apries had recently succeeded Psamtik II (594588 B.C.) on the throne. He had great plans for Egypt‘s renewed glory‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on 2
Kings 24:20). But it was not to be, as we will later see.
A Tragic Tale of Two Sister Cities (Ezekiel 23)
Judah‘s break from Babylon and its renewed affiliation with Egypt is mentioned in the allegorical story of Ezekiel
23, narrowing the time frame for this chapter. Since chapter 24 is set at the time Jerusalem‘s siege begins,
chapter 23 apparently is set between Zedekiah‘s rebellion and the siege.
Recall from Ezekiel 16 the story of Jerusalem portrayed as a rescued child turned murderous harlot as
representative of the history of the nation of Israel. In the latter part of the chapter, Jerusalem, symbolizing the
Jewish remnant of Israel, was said to be sister to Samaria and Sodom in the sense that God viewed them all as
the offspring or legacy of the Canaanites in a cultural sense due to their idolatry and degeneracy. Ezekiel 23
contains a similar portrayal, with Jerusalem and Samaria, symbolizing the southern kingdom of Judah and the
northern kingdom of Israel respectively, represented as two harlot sisters sharing the same ethnic heritage—
―daughters of one mother‖ (verse 2), the mother being the formerly unified nation.
That the cities are meant to represent the people of the nation is clear from verse 3, which states that ―they
committed harlotry in Egypt,‖ reflecting on the Israelites‘ worship of the Egyptian gods before the nation was
delivered under Moses from its enslavement there. Throughout the Bible, God inspires the metaphorical
comparison between adultery and spiritual unfaithfulness to Him. ―It was during their stay in Egypt as youths
that they had learned the trade of prostitution (v. 3; cf. 16:26; 20:7-8; Num 25:3-9; Josh 24:14; 2 Kings 21:15;
Hos 1:2). Though the straightforward language of Israel‘s perverted ‗sexual relations‘ with other countries [in a
figurative sense] may be morally and culturally offensive to many today, God did not hedge in clearly and
concisely describing the crudeness and perversion of wickedness and sin‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
note on Ezekiel 23:1-4). Where the King James Version says Israel‘s bosom was ―bruised‖ (verses 3, 8, 21), the
New King James Version has ―pressed,‖ and other translations say ―handled‖ or ―caressed,‖ creating a graphic
image of their disloyalty to God.
God refers to Samaria (Israel) and Jerusalem (Judah) as Oholah and Oholibah respectively (verse 4). (The
King James spelling is Aholah and Aholibah.) The names are significant. Oholah means ―Her Own Tabernacle,‖
while Oholibah means ―My Tabernacle Is in Her.‖ God‘s temple—in essence a fixed tabernacle—was located in
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Jerusalem. Throughout the divided kingdom era, Judah, despite periods of apostasy, remained the center of
true worship. In contrast, the northern kingdom, since the time of Jeroboam, set up centers of false worship.
God refers to both sisters as ―Mine‖ (verse 4)—that is, He took the nation as His own in the Sinai marriage
covenant. And they bore Him ―sons and daughters,‖ that is, the people of the nation. Yet despite the covenant
relationship, both sisters committed spiritual harlotry with other nations and their gods.
Verses 5-8 describe the harlotry of Samaria—the ―older‖ or, literally, ―greater‖ sister (verse 4). The northern
kingdom of Israel sought ―relations‖ with the Assyrians as ―her lovers.‖ This involved not only political alliances
but Israel‘s worship of Assyria‘s gods (verse 7). God‘s judgment was to allow the Assyrians to invade Israel and
strip her bare, taking the people captive or killing them (verses 9-10). This happened in the first Assyrian
invasion and deportation of Israel in 733-732 B.C. and the second invasion and deportation at the fall of
Samaria in 722 B.C. (more than 130 years before Ezekiel wrote).
Verses 11-21 describe the harlotry of the southern kingdom of Judah with its capital, Jerusalem. She saw what
happened to the northern kingdom, but failed to learn from its experiences (verse 11). As Jeremiah had written
regarding God having put away the northern kingdom, ―Her treacherous sister Judah saw it…. Yet her
treacherous sister Judah did not fear, but went and played the harlot also‖ (Jeremiah 3:7-8). Indeed, Jerusalem
was even ―more corrupt‖ (Ezekiel 23:11). Judah defiled God‘s own temple with idolatry and immoral practices.
And, as noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Ezekiel 16, there was also an important
accountability factor. As the center of true worship, the responsibility for spiritual leadership and right conduct
rested with Judah even more than with Israel.
Judah also pursued relations with the Assyrians (verse 12). And she, too, was left defiled by them (verse 13)—a
reference to the spiritual defilement caused by idolatry and to the actual devastation caused by Sennacherib‘s
invasion in 701 B.C., in which the Assyrians took a large number of Jewish captives. Unlike what happened to
the northern kingdom, though, God left a remnant of Judah in the land at that time. ―But she increased her
harlotry‖ (verse 14). She failed to learn the lesson.
Judah ―then extended her prostitution to the Babylonians. She had inordinate affections for the Babylonian
[Chaldean] rulers (cf. Jer 22:21), seeing images of them on walls [Ezekiel 23:14]. Bas-reliefs were common
decorations in Mesopotamian palaces and temples. Perhaps this statement was an allusion to some Judean
envoys who were sent to Babylonia and saw the witness of her great power demonstrated on such walls. Judah
did send messengers to woo Babylonia into ‗relations‘ with her, and Babylonia complied by entering into such
‗relations‘ with Jerusalem (vv. 14-16…)‖ (note on verses 11-21).
Verse 17 explains that Judah became defiled with Babylonian immorality and then states that ―she was defiled
by them.‖ This latter phrase apparently referred to the Babylonians‘ past few military invasions. Fed up with
national humiliation and eager to win independence, Judah ―alienated herself from them.‖ This is evidently a
reference to Zedekiah‘s rebellion against Babylon. God responds by alienating Himself from Judah (verse 18).
For on top of Judah‘s downward spiral into depravity, the nation‘s betrayal of its allegiance to Babylon is a
violation of an oath to God (see Ezekiel 17:15-20).
―As if Jerusalem had not learned her lesson, she turned away from Babylonia only to turn to Egypt for aid
through ‗relations‘ with that nation ([Ezekiel 23] vv. 19-21; cf. Jer 2:18; 6:8; 37:5-7; Lam 4:17). It was like striking
up an old relationship. Jerusalem failed to learn from the distasteful relationship with Babylonia that security lay,
not in men, but in the Lord. Egypt, of course, was extremely anxious to enter into ‗relations‘ with Judah; for the
Pharaohs were planning intervention in Asia. Such desire on Egypt‘s part was portrayed by the figure of lustful
donkeys and horses (cf. Jer 2:24; 5:8; 13:27), while Jerusalem equally desired to renew the sexual perversion
of her youth with Egypt [with God likening this to the vileness of pursuing relations with animals]‖ (note on
Ezekiel 23:11-21).
In verses 22-35, God pronounces judgment on Judah. He would bring the nation‘s former lovers against her:
―The Babylonians, all the Chaldeans, Pekod, Shoa, Koa, all the Assyrians with them‖ (verse 23). According to
Expositor‘s: ―The names Pekod, Shea, and Koa are taken by most scholars to refer to tribes located on the
eastern borders of the Babylonian Empire. peqodh (‗Pekod‘) is believed to he equivalent to the Assyrian
pukadu, the name of a tribe in southeastern Babylonia. sho`a (‗Shoa‘) is equated with the Assyrian sutu or suti,
a term used of nomads east of the Tigris River. Originally these nomads lived in the Syrian desert according to
the Amarna letters, but in the eleventh century B.C. they entered the eastern territory of Babylonia. qo`a (‗Koa‘)
finds its parallel in the Assyrian term kutu, a tribal group east of the Tigris River on the border of Elam and Me
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ppearing in Assyrian inscriptions during the eleventh century B.C. and mentioned as part of Babylonia when
conquered by Cyrus‖ (footnote on verse 23).
However, Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary says of these names: ―Pekod…[is] not a geographical
name, but descriptive of Babylon. [Meaning:] ‗Visitation,‘ peculiarly the land of ‗judgment‘…. Shoa…Koa—
‗rich…noble‘; descriptive of Babylon in her prosperity, having all the world‘s wealth and dignity at her disposal‖
(note on verse 23).
The Assyrians, mentioned in the same context, are reckoned by most commentators to here be vassals of the
Babylonians. However, most of the Assyrians had fled the region since their empire fell to the Babylonians. This
may hint at some duality in the passage, as the final destruction of Judah and Israel at the end of the age will
come at the hands of a power bloc comprising the modern descendants of the ancient Assyrians and
Babylonians. The prophecy at the end of the chapter makes this even more likely, as we will see.
God tells Judah of the enemies He will bring against her: ―They shall judge you according to their judgments….
They shall remove your nose and your ears‖ (verses 24-25). This was evidently an ancient Middle Eastern
punishment for adulteresses (Expositor‘s, note on verses 22-27; Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 22-27).
Figuratively, Judah would no longer be beautiful and desirable—she would be disfigured and ugly. Because
Judah has gone the way of Samaria, she will go the whole way of Samaria (verse 31)—being forced to drink
from the same ―cup of horror and desolation‖ (verse 33). God tells Judah, ―Since you have forgotten me and
thrust me behind your back, you must bear the consequences of your lewdness and prostitution‖ (verse 35,
NIV).
In the final section of the chapter, verses 36-49, God tells Ezekiel to pronounce judgment on Oholah and
Oholibah—Samaria and Judah. From the wording of verses 45-49, it is clear that the decreed punishment was
yet to come when Ezekiel prophesied. This is rather intriguing, as Samaria, the northern kingdom, had gone
into captivity more than 130 years before Ezekiel received this prophecy. Here, then, is compelling reason for
viewing this section as referring to the end time, when the descendants of the northern tribes will suffer the
severest judgment ever—along with the modern-day descendants of Judah.
As in Ezekiel 20 and 22, God again indicts Israel and Judah for idolatry and Sabbath-breaking (23:36-39)—sins
that are still nearly universal among the modern Israelites. The child sacrifice mentioned here could, as pointed
out in regards to similar passages, apply in principle to the modern practice of abortion and to giving children
over to the evil values and practices of society. Verses 40-41 show Israel again playing the harlot, getting made
up and dressed up to entice others. The word ―Sabeans‖ in verse 42, while possibly a reference to surrounding
nomadic peoples, could also be translated ―drunkards‖—perhaps symbolizing other nations given over to the
world‘s false religious system (see Revelation 17:1-2) with whom Israel commits spiritual adultery.
In verse 45 of Ezekiel 23, God says that ―righteous men‖ will judge Israel and Judah as adulteresses and
murderesses. Some commentators equate these righteous judges with the enemy nations bringing the
punishment in verses 46-47, as God said He would delegate punishment to such nations (see verse 24). In this
sense, ―righteous‖ is viewed not as characterizing the enemy nations as right before God but as carrying out His
righteous judgment. The New Bible Commentary: Revised, however, states, ―Righteous men can hardly be
Babylonians (cf. 7:21, 24); they are [rather] the few men of Jerusalem who remain faithful to Yahweh and
condemn the national policy‖ (note on 23:45). This does make sense as judgment was committed to Ezekiel in
verse 36.
In the last two verses of the chapter, God gives ―four purposes in judging His sinning people. To end
wickedness in the land; to instruct other nations [‗all women‘] of the consequences of unrighteousness; to
punish the two wicked cities [for the sake of justice]; to bring Israel and Judah to a saving knowledge of the
Lord‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on verses 48-49). God‘s great plan and
purpose is to have us all come to detest evil, to love good and, with His help, to live accordingly—for our own
sake and that of everyone else.
The Siege of Jerusalem Begins (Ezekiel 24)
As historian Alfred Edersheim notes, when King Zedekiah rebelled against Babylon (2 Kings 24:20) ―his
punishment came quickly. Nebuchadnezzar advanced with his army, and pitched his camp at Riblah—
significantly, the same place where Jehoahaz had been cast into bonds by Necho (2 Kings [23:] 33). Riblah
remained the headquarters of the Babylonian army, as being a convenient point whence to operate against
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Palestine and Tyre on the one side, and on the other against Ammon and Moab (Ezek. [21:] 19, 20, 22, 28;
[26:] 1-7). Presently all Judea was overrun. Indeed, it was entirely defenceless, with the exception of the
fortified towns of Lachish, Azekah, and Jerusalem (Jer. [34:] 7). Against Jerusalem itself Nebuchadrezzar and
his host now laid siege. This was the tenth day of the tenth month of the ninth year of Zedekiah (2 Kings [25:] 1;
Jer. [39:] 1)‖ (Old Testament Bible History, 1890, Vol. 7, p. 207)—corresponding to January of 588 B.C.
For about four and a half years, Ezekiel had been warning of the fall of Jerusalem to Babylon. Jeremiah had
been warning of it for around 38 years. Now it was really happening. Ezekiel was told to record the date that
later became a memorial day, being remembered by an annual fast (compare Zechariah 8:19). Indeed,
Ezekiel‘s revealing of the exact date the siege began would soon confirm him as a true prophet. Bear in mind
that there was no instant communication between ancient Judah and Babylon. A message of the siege
beginning would take several weeks to deliver. Thus, once word came, the exiles would know that Ezekiel
actually had received an instant communication—a supernatural one, from God.
Symbolizing what was happening to Jerusalem, God gives the parable of the bronze cooking pot or cauldron
(Ezekiel 24:3-14). This imagery is repeated in certain respects from Ezekiel 11:1-13, where the people
considered themselves protected within Jerusalem‘s walls from outside trouble as meat in a cauldron is
protected from the flames of a cooking fire. In the earlier passage God had said the city‘s populace would not
remain protected but would be ―dumped out‖ of the cauldron, representative of coming captivity. Now God
explains that the time in the pot will not be so protected as the people imagine. Rather, as the pot reaches the
boiling point, the meat inside—the people of Jerusalem—will cook and simmer (24:5). As verse 6 explains, the
cuts of meat will be tossed out (into captivity) ―piece by piece‖ (as individuals are apprehended)—―on which no
lot has fallen‖ (not by special divine selection but as part of God‘s general judgment on the populace). Those
who are not taken out into captivity will be cooked to a crisp, totally burned up (verse 10). Indeed, the bronze
pot itself will be burned and melted down (verse 11), representing the burning and razing of Jerusalem and the
death of many people.
As in Ezekiel 22:2, the city is again referred to as ―the bloody city‖ (24:6, 9)—guilty of the shed blood of her own
people. In this context, mention is made of ―scum‖ or ―encrusted deposits (v. 6) on the pot. Verses 7-8 imply
that these ‗deposits‘ represented the violent bloodshed of this ‗bloody city,‘ which was like blood poured on a
bare rock and not covered with dirt. Jerusalem had done nothing to cover (or to atone for) her bloodshed as
required by the Mosaic covenant (Lev 17:13). Uncovered blood evoked God‘s vengeance (cf. Gen 4:10; Isa
26:21). The Lord declared that he had put Jerusalem‘s blood on the bare rock and would not allow it to be
covered so that his wrath might be poured out on her‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Ezekiel 24:3-8).
An important scripture in this regard is Numbers 35:33: ―So you shall not pollute the land where you are; for
blood defiles the land, and no atonement can be made for the land, for the blood that is shed on it, except by
the blood of him who shed it.‖ Failure to execute murderers brings guilt on the whole country.
The ―filthiness‖ of the pot (verse 11) also includes lewdness (verse 13), the Hebrew word for which
―denominates the worst kinds of impurity: adultery, incest, and the purpose, wish, design, and ardent desire to
do those things‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, note on verse 13). God laments, ―I have cleansed you, and you
were not cleansed‖ (Ezekiel 24:13). ―This probably refers to the deportations of 605 and 597 B.C., whose
cleansing effects were incomplete‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verses 13-14). This time the purge would be
complete.
It should also be recalled that the siege of Jerusalem is presented earlier in the book of Ezekiel in a dual
sense—as signifying literal events of Ezekiel‘s own day but also to represent the fiery destruction that will come
on all of Israel in the end time. No doubt that was also meant here. Certainly, it is easy to draw parallels
between the immorality of ancient Judah and that of all the Israelite nations today.
Ezekiel Loses His Wife (Ezekiel 24)
The next part of Ezekiel 24 (verses 15-24) is quite shocking to read. God‘s prophets were called on to do many
hard things, but Ezekiel was about to be given one of the hardest tasks of all. God was going to take away his
beloved wife. He ―spoke to the people in the morning‖ (verse 18)—evidently giving them the parable of the
cooking pot to describe the siege of Jerusalem that commenced that day. And at the end of the same day,
when ―evening‖ or sundown came (same verse), his wife would die ―with one stroke‖ (verse 16)—the Hebrew
term used elsewhere of plague or disease (see Exodus 9:14). Yet in the face of this devastating personal blow,
Ezekiel was not to mourn. We catch a very small glimpse here of Ezekiel‘s private life when God calls his wife
―the desire of your eyes‖ (verse 16). This was to be no easy task.
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―By no means did this signify that God was insensitive to Ezekiel‘s grief. Just the opposite is true. God‘s own
grief at having to punish His people and reject the sanctuary where they worshipped Him would have been a
mirror for Ezekiel‘s actions, and the Israelites‘ grief at being driven from the home they loved was parallel to it
as well. Here, however, God‘s grief is not actually mentioned—the focus is limited exclusively to the grief of
Ezekiel and the coming grief of the people of Israel‖ (Mastering the Old Testament, Vol. 18: Ezekiel by Douglas
Stuart, 1988, p. 241).
The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―This solemn command of God may be one of the hardest ever given to one of
His servants. The picture of Ezekiel‘s wife dying and Ezekiel not being allowed to grieve illustrated God‘s pain
over the death of His wife—Jerusalem—and His…[necessity of not mourning to demonstrate that] the nation
deserved punishment. Ezekiel was called by God to ‗be a sign to the exiles‘ by demonstrating what they should
do [or, perhaps, would do since they might be prevented by their circumstances from public ritual mourning and
thus would have to mourn privately] (see vv. 21-23) in response to the ‗death‘ (destruction) of their desire and
delight—their nation and its capital city. What Ezekiel was commanded to accept and do illustrated the degree
of personal sacrifice and separation from ordinary life that the prophetic ministry often required. A long period of
mourning was the normal, ritual response to the death of a loved one in the ancient Middle East‖ (note on
verses 16-17).
Ezekiel writes in verse 18, ―At evening my wife died; and the next morning I did as I was commanded.‖ Two
things should be noticed here. First, the brevity and matter-of-factness of the comment no doubt concealed his
deep sorrow—just as God told him he was to ―sigh in silence‖ (verse 17). Second, as difficult as the command
was, Ezekiel obeyed God. No doubt Ezekiel understood the truth of the future resurrection of the dead, as other
prophets had foretold and as he himself would later proclaim. This would have given him hope. Nevertheless,
the pain for the time being was of course overwhelming—as it would be for anyone but especially for Ezekiel,
who, set apart as he was, may not have had any other close relationships. Ezekiel surely prayed that God
would strengthen him in his great anguish—to give him the necessary spiritual power to obey. And God did.
Ezekiel‘s faithful obedience to such a difficult command provided a great contrast to the faithless disobedience
of the Jewish nation in regard to all of God‘s commandments.
As to the issue of why God would take His servant‘s wife in death, all the reasons are not revealed. We know
He was using the situation as an object lesson. Yet that still does not explain why He would go to such lengths
to make a point. Perhaps God knew or determined that she would die soon or in this general time frame
anyway for some other reason—and He decided to cause her death to coincide with the siege date by either
slightly prolonging or shortening her life. Frankly, we never know all the reasons that God allows our own loved
ones to die at a particular time. God is working out a great plan for all humanity. As Creator and Sovereign, it is
His right to take anyone‘s life whenever He decides to. Whatever the case or circumstances, we can be
confident that God has the best interests of His servants at heart and will ultimately make all things work out for
the good of those who love Him (see Romans 8:28).
The exiles ask Ezekiel about his bizarre reaction—or, rather, lack of reaction—to his wife‘s death (Ezekiel
24:19). ―Ezekiel‘s reply to the people‘s inquiry,‖ states The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, ―was an explanation
of this picture lesson (v. 20). The delight of the exiled people‘s eyes was the pride (2 Chronicles 36:19 Lam
1:10-11) and affection that they had in the temple at Jerusalem ([Ezekiel 24] v. 21; cf. v. 25). [Indeed, the
citizens boasted that God‘s holy temple and holy city provided protection from destruction.] However, the Lord
would defile the temple and slay the Judean children in the Babylonian siege of Jerusalem (v. 21b). Ezekiel was
to be a sign to them (v. 24a).
They were to respond to the destruction of the temple and the death of their children in the same manner that
Ezekiel responded to the death of his wife (vv. 22-23). Just as the delight of his eyes (his wife) was taken, so
the delight of their eyes (the temple and their children) would be taken. Why should they not mourn? Because
Jerusalem‘s fall had been foretold by many of the prophets, especially Ezekiel. This judgment [a just judgment
from God] should have been expected!‖ (note on verses 20-24). However, as noted earlier, Ezekiel‘s sign may
have been more concerned with what the Jews simply would do because of their circumstances rather than any
command from God as to what they should do. As Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary notes on verse
23: ―They could not in their exile manifest publicly their lamentation, but they would privately ‗mourn one to
another.‘‖
God ends chapter 24 with a positive message for Ezekiel (verses 25-27). ―In 3:25-27 Ezekiel had been made
mute [that is, he was only able to preach publicly when God specifically told him to]…. Now the Lord was
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announcing that Ezekiel‘s muteness would be removed when the siege of Jerusalem was completed. On the
day Jerusalem fell, a fugitive would escape to bring the news of Jerusalem's collapse to Ezekiel in Babylon (vv.
25-26).
On the day that the fugitive would arrive in Babylon, approximately three months following the destruction of
Jerusalem, Ezekiel‘s mouth would be opened; and he would have the freedom to move among his people and
proclaim continually the message [not of judgment only but] of hope for the future (v. 27a). He would once again
intercede before the Lord on their behalf. This fulfillment would be described in 33:21-22 (cf. 2 Kings
25:8)…[after] which Ezekiel would deliver his great message of hope for Israel ([Ezekiel] 33:31-39:29). The
removal of his muteness would be another affirmation of Ezekiel‘s prophetic gift to the exiles. When they saw
the fulfillment of the Lord‘s messages through his prophets, then the exiles would know that the Lord…[whom
Ezekiel credited as the source of his prophecies, was truly God] (v. 27b)‖ (note on verses 25-27). And God
inspired His prophet to record all this so that we today would know it too.
Judgment on Judah‘s Neighbors (Ezekiel 25)
It is not known exactly when God gave Ezekiel the prophecies of this chapter, though it is reasonable to
assume that they were given prior to the next chronologically dated section of the book. The Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary says: ―The four short oracles against Judah‘s immediate neighbors are a continuation of Ezekiel‘s
dated judgment message that began at 24:1 and concludes at 25:17. This, therefore, was originally a singular
series of messages, all delivered at the same time according to Ezekiel‘s normal chronological notices. The
messages in this series announce judgment on Judah [our previous reading] and then turn to denounce the
surrounding nations that had rejoiced over Judah‘s downfall and had hoped for personal spoil and gain. God
announced judgment on these nations lest their gleeful taunts continue and the exiles question his faithfulness
to his promises‖ (note on verses 1-7).
The siege of Jerusalem had begun but the city would not fall for more than two years. However, much of Judah
had no doubt been devastated rather quickly with the invasion of the Babylonian forces. Recall also that the
Chaldeans had invaded a few times before—stripping the temple of treasure and deporting many people. The
Ammonites and Moabites had actually taken part in one of these invasions during the reign of Jehoiakim (2
Kings 24:1-2). Though this was part of God‘s judgment on Judah, these ancient enemies rejoiced in Judah‘s
calamity not for any righteous reason but out of envy and their undying hatred against God‘s people. This
provides some background for the prophecies of Ezekiel 25.
God says to the Ammonites that they will suffer His judgment ―because you said, ‗Aha!‘ against My sanctuary
when it was profaned, and against the land of Israel when it was desolate, and against the house of Judah
when they went into captivity‖ (verse 3). This might seem to apply to their attitude after the fall of Jerusalem,
and certainly God could have foreseen this even before it happened. Indeed, prophecies often portray things
that are yet future in the past tense, demonstrating the certainty of their fulfillment. Nevertheless, the statement
could just as well describe what had already happened by the early stages of the siege—the period in which we
are chronologically placing this section. God‘s temple was profaned when, as already mentioned, it was twice
stripped of treasure by the Babylonians. In fact, ―profaned‖ seems to go much better with that than with the
ultimate razing of the temple—which was much more than defilement. The desolation of the land of Israel could
apply to what happened much earlier to the northern kingdom. It could also apply to the last item mentioned in
verse 3: the massive deportations Judah had already suffered, including any carrying away of people that
happened early in the current invasion.
Moab and Seir (the latter denoting the territory of Edom) are to be judged for saying, ―Look! The house of Judah
is like all the nations‖ (verse 8). Essentially, they are mocking the concept of Judah being some special nation.
It‘s like saying, ―So they think they‘re the ‗chosen‘ people of the ‗true‘ God, do they? Well look at what‘s
happening to them now. They‘re going the way of all other nations by being conquered and carried away.
Guess they‘re not so special after all!‖ Such sentiments, in fact, mocked God, as He had revealed through His
inspired servants that Judah and Israel were indeed His special, chosen people.
As punishment, Ammon and Moab would be given into the hands of ―the men of the East‖ (verses 4, 10). ―The
‗people of the East‘ are not identified specifically anywhere in Scripture. The phrase was used to refer to any
peoples living east of another people. However, the immediate context, parallel passages…and ancient history
all argue for the designation of Babylonia as Ezekiel‘s contemporary people of the East. Moreover, Josephus
(Antiq[uities] of the Jews, [Book 10, chapters 180-81, sec. 9]) recorded that Nebuchadnezzar brought Ammon

919

and Moab into subjection in the fifth year after the Fall of Jerusalem (c. 582/581 B.C.)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on
verses 1-7).
Of the Edomites, God said they ―greatly offended‖ by taking vengeance on His people. While Edom did this at
the time of Judah‘s fall, it had a long history of such action: ―The transgressions most characteristic of Edom
were its perpetual animosity and repeated, vindictive acts of violence against Israel. The Hebrew words
rendered greatly offended (‗be guilty‘) may indicate continuous or repeated rather than intensive behavior‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 12).
In verse 14 God surprisingly declares, ―I will lay My vengeance on Edom by the hand of My people Israel.‖ This
certainly did not happen in Ezekiel‘s day. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―Other passages in the
O[ld] T[estament] indicate that…[Edom‘s] punishment would be executed by Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 9:26; 25:21;
27:1-11). Certainly Ezekiel 32:29 and Malachi 1:2-5 assume that Edom‘s desolation was past. However, God
also declared that he would execute his vengeance on Edom in return for its vengeance on Judah and would do
so through the instrumentality of Israel. The historical context of Ezekiel‘s day precluded this event from
happening at that time. However, Ezekiel and other prophets declared that Israel would possess Edom in the
end time as well (cf. 35:1–36:15; Isa 11:14; Dan 11:41; Amos 9:12; Obad 18)‖ (note on Ezekiel 25:12-14,
emphasis added).
Observe that God punishes the Ammonites, Moabites and Philistines so that they will come to know He is the
true God (verses 5, 7, 11, 17)—and consider that they will not come to truly understand this until the time of
Christ‘s return. Of course, it should be remembered that the rulers of these peoples in Ezekiel‘s day would have
understood it in a limited sense—as God had warned them through Jeremiah that they would either submit to
Nebuchadnezzar or suffer sword, famine, pestilence and the yoke of slavery (see Jeremiah 27). Nevertheless,
none of these peoples really came to understand who the true God was at that time.
In Ezekiel 25, God does not mention the Edomites coming to know Him as the true God. Rather, He simply
says, ―They shall know My vengeance‖ (verse 14). In an end-time context, this may be because Edom will
apparently be completely destroyed, with no survivors left, when Christ returns (see Obadiah 18). (The
Edomites will apparently have to wait for the second resurrection mentioned in Revelation 20:5 to be given their
opportunity to turn to God in sincere repentance.)
As mentioned in previous comments in the Bible Reading Program, the modern descendants of Edom are likely
to be found among the Turkish peoples, the Palestinians and other Middle Eastern groups. Indeed, today‘s
Palestinians, who are concentrated in Jordan and Israel, appear to be a blending of all the peoples mentioned
in Ezekiel 25—Ammonites, Moabites, Edomites and Philistines—along with others. For centuries virtually all of
these peoples have been Muslims, convinced that Allah is the one true God and that the worship of Jews and
Christians is corrupt. Only after Jesus Christ returns and establishes true Christianity as the religion of the world
will these people—and all other Muslims worldwide—come to know and worship the true God of the Bible.
The chapter ends with God declaring vengeance to befall the Philistines (or Cherethites, as the Philistines or a
major part of them are also called). ―God‘s great vengeance against the Philistines was a judgment ‗in kind‘ for
their revengeful attitude and actions against Judah. His destruction of Philistia would be complete, even
consuming the remnant of them that were on the coast…. Though the time of this punishment on Philistia was
not stated, the context assumes time in harmony with the three verdicts executed on Ammon, Moab, and Edom
by Babylon (cf. Jer 25:20; 47:1-7). The ultimate fruition of this judgment would be realized when Israel
possesses Philistia in the end time (cf. Isa 11:14; Joel 3:1-4; Obad 19; Zeph 2:4-7)‖ (note on Ezekiel 25:15-17).
Interestingly, today‘s Palestinians are actually named after the Philistines—and many Palestinians live in the
Gaza Strip on the southern Israeli Mediterranean coastline, the region of ancient Philistia. This land will
eventually be returned to the Israelites.
Ezekiel‘s Prophecy Against Tyre (Ezekiel 26)
Chapters 26–28 of Ezekiel contain a series of oracles against Tyre, the great Phoenician seaport and major
trading center of the ancient world, located in what is now the country of Lebanon. The prophecy was given in
the 11th year of Ezekiel‘s captivity on the first day of the month—but what month is not stated (26:1). Perhaps
the month was considered as a given, following what was probably the previous date reference before the
chapters of this section were rearranged thematically—the 11th year, third month, first day (31:1). This would
mean the Tyre prophecies began later the same day—in the late spring of 587 B.C.
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Tyre says of Jerusalem, ―Aha! She is broken…she is laid waste‖ (verse 2). This could be a prophecy of what
Tyre would say once Jerusalem had ultimately fallen to the Babylonians. Yet it could just as easily reflect what
the Tyrians had already expressed when this prophecy was given. For with the siege against Jerusalem
underway, onlookers from other countries no doubt said things like, ―It‘s all over for Jerusalem.‖
Tyre says, ―The gateway of the peoples…is turned over to me‖ (verse 2). ―The people of Tyre were enthusiastic
about the fall of Jerusalem, seeing it as an opportunity to further increase its own wealth. This was not only
because Tyre expected to gain commissions from the sale of much of the Holy City‘s spoil, but also because
Judah had controlled the important land trade routes in the area. Tyre, just 35 miles from the Sea of Galilee and
100 miles from Jerusalem, expected that more of the land routes‘ income would swell her own coffers‖ (Bible
Reader‘s Companion, note on Ezekiel 26). And there may be more to this, as we will see.
The remainder of the prophecy deals with punishment to come on Tyre. Verses 3-7 give a summary, and the
passage that follows provides details. Some historical background and information on the layout of the city
makes it easier to understand aspects of the prophecy. ―Tyre was in effect [originally] two islands (they were
later made one) joined to the mainland by King Hiram I [in the days of King Solomon]…. In doing so he created
ideal harbors, endorsing a seafaring tradition‖ (Karen Farrington, Historical Atlas of the Holy Land, 2003, p. 94).
―Under Hiram‘s reign, Tyre flourished. The original layout of the city was in two parts: an offshore island, which
was the older part of the city, and the overspill on the mainland. Hiram developed the island-city and used
landfill to connect it to the other small islands nearby, and to the mainland by a narrow causeway‖ (Lonely
Planet: Lebanon, 2001, p. 231).
Tyre was later incorporated into the Assyrian Empire. After the fall of Assyria, the city submitted to
Nebuchadnezzar‘s Neo-Babylonian Empire. At the beginning of Jehoiakim‘s reign, Tyre plotted with Judah and
other nations against Babylon, but nothing then came of it. But soon after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C., Tyre
did rebel, leading to a siege by the Babylonians. The siege lasted for 13 long years, during which the
Babylonian soldiers were worked very hard (see Ezekiel 29:18). ―During the siege, the Tyrians destroyed a
causeway which had connected the offshore islands to the mainland [the one Hiram had built], and retreated
behind the [island] city‘s walls, said to be 50 metres (160 ft) high‖ (Insight Guide: Syria & Lebanon, 2000, p.
316). Nebuchadnezzar destroyed the mainland part of the city but really had nothing to show for all his efforts,
having failed to capture the city‘s vast wealth. Grudgingly, the island city did again acknowledge his sovereignty
but remained semi-autonomous—though the Tyrian king and royal family were deported to Babylon, in line with
what Jeremiah had foretold in Jeremiah 27.
The Babylonian Empire fell to the Persians in 539 B.C. In 525, the Persians sent forces to exert their control
over Western Asia and Egypt. Tyre then became a Persian vassal state.
―The next in Tyre‘s long line of strongman-conquerors was more successful than Nebuchadnezzar. Alexander
the Great was able to conquer the known world following his defeat of the Persian army and, in 332 BC, he
marched along coastal Phoenicia exacting tribute from all its city-states. In its time-honoured tradition, Tyre
alone decided to resist. The city was thought to be impregnable, but upon arriving in 332 BC Alexander built a
mole or breakwater in the sea to reach the city [essentially rebuilding Hiram‘s causeway from the rubble of the
mainland city]. This impressive feat was carried out under a hail of missiles. At the same time on the mainland,
Alexander‘s engineers were constructing huge mobile towers called helepoleis, which at 20-storeys high, were
the tallest siege towers ever used in the history of war. After seven months these great war machines lumbered
across the mole and lowered the drawbridge, unleashing archers and artillery on the city. Tyre fell after seven
months and Alexander, enraged at the dogged resistance of the Tyrians which had caused heavy Greek losses,
destroyed half the city. The city‘s 30,000 citizens were massacred or sold into slavery. This destruction
heralded the domination of the Greeks in the Mediterranean‖ (Lonely Planet: Lebanon, pp. 231-232).
―The history of the city did not end there, however. Eighteen years after Alexander captured the city it was again
besieged, this time by Antigonus, one of Alexander‘s generals. That the city was far from indefensible is
demonstrated by the fact that it took 15 months for Antigonus to capture it. Far greater than the damage caused
by Alexander‘s siege was the reopening of the canal connecting the Red Sea with the Egyptian port of
Alexandria. This diverted much of the trade that had formerly passed through Tyre‖ (Robert Bradshaw, ―Tyre,‖
1999, http://www.robibrad.demon.co.uk/tyre.htm).
―The city…after a period of Seleucid rule following Alexander‘s death, became autonomous in 126 BC. In 64
BC, Tyre became a Roman province and later became the capital of the Roman province of Syria-Phoenicia….
By the 4th century AD it had recovered some of its former splendour and a basilica was built on the site of the
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former temple of Melkart…. The city was taken by the Arabs in 635, and its prosperity continued…. People from
other coastal cities had fled to Tyre when the Crusaders started to take the Middle East in 1124. They felt safe
behind Tyre‘s ‗impregnable‘ walls. After a siege of five and a half months, Tyre‘s defenses collapsed and the
Christian army occupied the city and the surrounding fertile land. The Crusaders built the defensive walls and
Tyre remained in Crusader hands for 167 years until the Mamluk army…retook the city in 1291. Over time, the
classical and early Christian remains were demolished and the worked stone reused in later buildings. The
ports were silted up and the mole which connected the island to the mainland became a sand bar; the city of
Tyre became a peninsula which is now covered in modern buildings‖—the modern Lebanese city of Sor or Sour
(Lonely Planet: Lebanon, pp. 232-233).
With this history in mind, let‘s look at some specifics of Ezekiel‘s prophecy. God said that He would bring ―many
nations‖ against Tyre as ―waves‖ of the sea (Ezekiel 26:3). The plurality of nations could conceivably refer to the
many peoples that made up the Babylonian Empire. Or they could refer to a succession of nations that would
conquer Tyre over the centuries. Either interpretation fits Ezekiel‘s prophecy. Notice again that they come as
waves. While this is a fitting metaphor for military forces assaulting a seaport or an island city, it may also
signify successive conquests. Again, either interpretation fits.
Verses 7-11 refer specifically to the invasion of Nebuchadnezzar. Since the Babylonian ruler did not take the
island citadel, the heart of the city, the destruction described in this passage must refer to what he would do to
the mainland city and Tyre‘s ―daughter villages in the fields‖—that is, outlying villages on the mainland.
Nebuchadnezzar is denoted in these verses by name and then by the pronoun ―he.‖
But in verse 12, the pronoun switches from ―he‖ to ―they‖—perhaps referring back to the ―they‖ of verse 4,
denoting the many nations that would come against Tyre. In verses that follow, God uses the pronoun ―I‖ to
show that He is ultimately behind what is happening.
Notice the pronouncement of verse 12. God says that ―they‖—the nations to follow Nebuchadnezzar—would be
successful in plundering Tyre. More remarkably, it is stated that they would lay the stones, timber and soil of
Tyre ―in the midst of the water.‖ This must be, at least on some level, a reference to what Alexander‘s forces
did. They dumped the rubble of the mainland city into the sea to rebuild the causeway out to the island fortress.
It is surely no mere coincidence that Alexander‘s army conquered the city in this amazing way.
Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed the city, but he did not accomplish all that was prophesied for Tyre. Alexander
went further, casting the rubble from Nebuchadnezzar‘s destruction into the sea and plundering the wealth of
Tyre by capturing the island city.
But did Alexander, then, completely accomplish the prophesied ruin of Tyre? God said He would scrape the
dust from Tyre, leaving it like the top of a rock (verses 4, 14). He also said it would be a place for spreading
nets in the midst of the sea, sunk in the deep (verses 5, 14, 19). In both cases, this could perhaps apply to what
Alexander did to the mainland city area, scraping it bare for material to cast into the sea to construct his
causeway. Yet nothing of the sort happened, or has ever happened, to the main city—the island city that was
protected by 160-foot-high walls. Alexander did conquer it but obviously did not lay it waste as the prophecy
would seem to imply. Some of the island city is now below water, but most of the ancient island remains a
thriving city to this day.
God said of Tyre, ―You shall never be rebuilt…. so that you may never be inhabited…. You shall be no more;
though you are sought for, you will never be found again‖ (verses 14, 20-21). It is difficult to reconcile this with
the history of Tyre up to the present time. It is possible that God was speaking exclusively of the mainland area.
While there are Roman ruins on what used to be the mainland coast, seeming to indicate rebuilding, it may be
that the original Phoenician city was located not here but somewhere nearby. Regrettably, if the original
mainland city was completely scraped bare, we don‘t know exactly where it was located—which could
conceivably fit the description of never being found again. (Curiously, an uninhabited area a bit south of the
modern Tyrian peninsula surrounding several major freshwater springs has been declared a nature reserve,
with construction forbidden by law—an interesting way to keep it from being rebuilt if this is the site of ancient
mainland Tyre.)
Yet it seems odd that God‘s announcement of doom on Tyre would apply primarily to the mainland overspill of
the city and not the main island city itself with its towering walls. Indeed, notice verse 13, where God says, ―I will
put an end to the sound of your songs, and the sound of your harps shall be heard no more.‖ Consider that
before the mainland city was destroyed, the people simply moved a half-mile out across the water to the island
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citadel—where singing and music could still be heard (and can still be heard today). So it seems likely that
Alexander did not accomplish all that God had foretold for the city‘s destruction.
Notice again the summary of Tyre‘s judgment in verses 3-7, ending with the intended purpose in punishment:
―Then they shall know that I am the LORD‖ (verse 7). Recall from chapters 25 and 29–30 that the same thing is
said of the outcome of punishment on Judah‘s other national neighbors, which seems to signify that ultimate
fulfillment of these prophecies will not come until the end time. Jeremiah had warned Tyre‘s ruler that sword,
famine, pestilence and slavery would come on those nations that failed to submit to Babylon (Jeremiah 27)—
but many of the Tyrians escaped destruction or captivity in Nebuchadnezzar‘s time, and it is likely that nothing
of what Jeremiah said was recalled by anyone in Tyre at the time of Alexander. Indeed, the Tyrians as a people
did not really come to know that the true God was God in either Nebuchadnezzar‘s or Alexander‘s invasions.
Most of them probably did not even know that God had pronounced any judgment against them at all.
Indeed, there are other indications of duality in the prophecies of Tyre in chapters 26–28, pointing to fulfillment
in ancient times and the end time. One is the similarity of the description of Tyre and its fall in chapter 27 to that
of end-time Babylon in Revelation 18. Another indication is the obvious parallel with other prophecies of Tyre
that are apparently dual in nature, such as the one in Amos 1:9-10 and Isaiah 23.
Furthermore, we‘ve already seen in Isaiah 13 and Jeremiah 50–51 another parallel: God‘s prophecies of
Babylon‘s utter destruction and desolation, where He states that it would never be resettled or rebuilt—even
though the site of ancient Babylon has been resettled and parts of it rebuilt over the centuries. As noted in the
Bible Reading Program comments on those passages, the explanation is that God is speaking primarily there of
end-time Babylon, a powerful global empire, religious system and trading bloc centered in Rome in the years
just prior to Jesus Christ‘s return. In fact, God foretold of Babylon through Jeremiah: ―How Babylon has become
desolate among the nations! The sea has come up over Babylon; she is covered with the multitude of its
waves‖ (Jeremiah 51:41-42). Is not this very close to what God foretold of Tyre through Ezekiel?
In the Bible Reading Program‘s comments on Isaiah 13 and 23, it was explained that many people of
Babylonian and Phoenician descent eventually displaced the Romans and became spread across southern
Europe. Thus, the European empire of the last days can logically be referred to as either Babylon or as Tyre,
the chief Phoenician city. The end-time Babylonian capital, the city of Rome, is located close to the sea. And
figuratively, the waters from which Babylon rises and over which it rules represent ―peoples, multitudes, nations,
and tongues‖ (Revelation 17:15)—back into which this great power bloc will sink when it is at last overrun by
those it has oppressed.
With this in mind, consider again Tyre‘s statement against Jerusalem in Ezekiel 26:2: ―She is broken who was
the gateway of the peoples; now she is turned over to me; I shall be filled.‖ In other prophecies in the book of
Ezekiel, Jerusalem is often representative of all Israel in the end time. So this particular verse, besides the
ancient application, may also portray a future ―Tyre‖ or ―Babylon‖ rejoicing over the fall of modern-day ―Israel‖
(meaning the United States, Britain, the Jewish people, etc.), seeking to take over the Israelites‘ position as
gatekeeper of world commerce and banking and to seize their wealth. In any case, we know from other
prophecies that this will happen—and that it will bring God‘s judgment.
Finally, it is clear that the destructions of ancient Tyre under Nebuchadnezzar and Alexander did indeed fulfill
important elements of God‘s prophecy in Ezekiel 26. But these did not constitute complete and final fulfillment.
They were, in fact, mere precursors to the ultimate fall of the latter-day ―Tyre‖ at the time of Christ‘s second
coming, when the whole Babylonian-Tyrian system will be plundered, stripped bare and destroyed forever—
never to rise again.
The Sinking of the Great Merchant Ship of Tyre (Ezekiel 27)
―Ezekiel‘s prediction of the endless death of Tyre (26:1-21) is followed by messages about the doomed city [in
chapters 27 and 28]. First comes a funeral dirge, picturing the great commercial center as a merchant ship. The
prophet describes her construction (27:1-11) and then lists her trading partners (vv. 12-24)…. The prophet
completes his metaphor with a vivid description of the sinking of richly laden Tyre (vv. 25-36)‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, chapters 27–28 summary).
This great ―ship of state‖ is made of the finest materials—including planks of fir trees from ―Senir,‖ another
name for Mount Hermon or another peak in its range (see Deuteronomy 3:9; Song of Solomon 4:8; 1
Chronicles 5:23).
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For ―merchant of the peoples on many coastlands‖ in verse 3, the New Living Translation has ―trading center of
the world.‖ Like the previous chapter, this one is dual—applying to ancient Tyre as well as Tyre of the last days
(modern Babylon), a global economic market and religious empire centered in Europe. The mourning of the
participants in the system over the sinking of Tyre is quite similar to the mourning of participants in the
Babylonian system of the end time (compare especially verses 29-33; Revelation 18:17-19). The Nelson Study
Bible notes on Revelation 18:9-19, ―This section is framed like an ancient lament and is especially similar in
content to Ezekiel‘s lament over the destruction of Tyre (see Ezek. 27).‖ Moreover, as noted in our previous
reading, many in southern Europe are descended from the ancient Babylonians and Phoenician Tyrians,
strengthening the identification.
Many nations participated in the international marketplace of ancient Tyre, as their modern counterparts will
participate in the Tyrian or Babylonian system of the end time. There was and will be Ashurite or Assyrian
involvement (verses 6, 23). ―Men of Gammad‖ in the watchtowers (verse 11) may be a mistranslation.
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary offers: ―Rather, as the Tyrians were Syro-Phoenician, from a Syriac
root, meaning daring, ‗men of daring‘…. It is not likely the keeping of watch ‗in the towers‘ would have been
entrusted to foreigners. Others take it from a Hebrew root, ‗a dagger,‘ or short sword…‗short-swordsmen‘‖ (note
on verse 11).
There is mention of Javan or Yavan (verse 13), the biblical Hebrew word used elsewhere for Greece. Javan is
listed in the table of nations of Genesis 10 as the son of Noah‘s son Japheth, father of the yellow-skinned
Mongoloid peoples of the Far East but also of many white and olive-skinned people of the Mediterranean. Many
southern Europeans, such as the Greeks, Cypriots, Italians and Spaniards, have traditionally been traced, at
least in part, back to Javan‘s sons Elishah, Kittim and Tarshish—all mentioned in Ezekiel 27 (verses 6-7, 12). (It
may be that Japheth himself was Caucasian and his wife Oriental, allowing for offspring to take after either side
of the family.)
It appears that the sons of Tarshish originally settled in southern Asia Minor, giving their name to the city of
Tarsus. Some later migrated from here to Spain, giving their name to Tartessus, the city of Tarshish to which
Jonah fled (and which gave its name to the famed Phoenician and Israelite ―ships of Tarshish‖). This western
branch of Tarshish would today, then, seem to be a significant portion of the people of Spain, Portugal and
Latin America. Yet there may well be an eastern branch of this family. The traditions of ancient Japan claim its
people were led to the ―Land of the Rising Sun‖ by a three-legged crow—the ―sun crow‖ representing the sun
deity in the ancient Far East. Surprisingly, the rare imagery of three-legged birds as sun symbols has also been
found on coins of Asia Minor, where sat Tarsus. Might this region be the origin of some of the Japanese?
Interestingly, the Japanese traditionally trace themselves mainly through two peoples, known as the Yamato
and the Kumaso. The Kumaso, from whom the lower class is predominantly descended, are believed to be of
Malay or Indonesian origin. But the Yamato, ancestors of the ruling class, appear to have come from far in the
west. A.L. Sadler, a professor of Oriental Studies at the University of Sydney, wrote in his 1946 book A Short
History of Japan: ―Judging from the Caucasian and often Semitic physiognomy seen in the aristocratic type of
Japanese, the Yamato were mainly of Caucasic, perhaps Iranian, origin. These were…modified to some extent
by mingling with the Mongoloid rank and file…. The colour of the Japanese does not differ at all from that of the
South European races like Spain and Italy…. The Alpine or Central European race…is of much the same type
as the ordinary Japanese…. Some Japanese ethnologists favour the theory that the Yamato came from Central
Asia‖ (pp. xi-xii). Indeed, perhaps they came all the way from Asia Minor.
In the end time, the peoples of Tarshish—encompassing perhaps the Spanish–Latin American world in the west
and Japan in the east (each of which has had a great commercial tradition in modern times in its own right)—
will merely be merchants for the much greater system of Tyre or Babylon that will dominate the globe (see
verse 12).
Tubal, Meshech and Togarmah (verses 13-14) in ancient times dwelt near the Black Sea. Today, as we will
later see in our examination of Ezekiel 38–39, these peoples may be found in central, western and eastern
Russia respectively. The bartering of human lives mentioned in 27:13 parallels a similar statement about endtime slave trade in Revelation 18:13.
Even Israel and Judah are shown participating in the Tyrian marketplace before their downfall (Ezekiel 27:17).
This was true in the ancient world and will come to pass again at the end of this age.
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In verse 19, the Israelite tribe of Dan is associated with Javan or Greece, likely because the Danites for a time
settled in Greece and plied the seas with the ancient Phoenicians and Greeks (see ―Appendix 2: Were the
Greeks Israelites?‖ in our online publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future at
http://www.ucg.org/brp/materials/throne/appendices/ap2.html.) Dan today may be found in Ireland and
Denmark. Yet, as part of the European Union, they are once more associated with Greece—―traversing back
and forth‖ as they are located on opposite ends of the European continent.
Areas of the Arabian Peninsula, Syria, Jordan, Mesopotamia (southeast Turkey and Iraq) and Iran are also
shown as participating in this system (verses 15-18, 20-24).
Verse 26 shows the overloaded ship of Tyre broken by ―the east wind.‖ The Nelson Study Bible notes on this
verse: ―The east wind was often powerful and potentially destructive (see Gen. 41:6; Job 27:21; Ps. 48:7 [where
God says He breaks the merchant ships of Tarshish with an east wind]; Is. 27:8). Thus it symbolizes the
destruction the [ancient] Babylonian army [from the east] would bring on Tyre. In 26:7, Babylon would come
from the ‗north.‘ This was the direction from which the army would invade Phoenicia.‖ In the end time, a great
wave of destruction will come on the European empire from forces from the east (see Revelation 9:13-19). And
ultimate destruction will come when Jesus Christ returns ―as the lightning comes from the east and flashes to
the west‖ (Matthew 24:27).
As great as it is, the ship of Tyre will ultimately sink—meaning the demise of both ancient Tyre and the future
global power bloc it represents. In the description of its finery and vast wealth along with what is to befall it is a
lesson for everyone, especially when we consider that, in a broader sense, Babylon—and so Tyre as well—is
representative of mankind‘s entire corrupt civilization. The Bible Reader‘s Companion states in its note on
chapter 27: ―The extended metaphor in this poetic description of Tyre and her fall is one of the most powerful to
be found in ancient or modern literature. The funeral dirge sums up the world‘s preoccupation with material
wealth and prosperity and the pride success breeds. The sudden sinking of the ship not only portrays the
demise of Tyre, but the vulnerability of all material possessions to destruction. The last two verses particularly
display the anguish of those who pin their hopes on things—only to see them suddenly, irretrievably, gone.‖
Tyre‘s Human Ruler and the Power Behind the Throne (Ezekiel 28)
Having foretold, at God‘s direction, the destruction of Tyre in chapters 26 and proclaiming a lament or dirge
over it in chapter 27, Ezekiel in chapter 28 now relays God‘s word concerning the ―prince,‖ or ―ruler‖ (NIV), of
Tyre (verses 1-10). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary suggests that the reference on one level is to ―Ittobaal II
of those days [of the Babylonian conquest], though the speech is in many ways not against any one particular
king but Tyre‘s kings per se‖ (note on verses 1-5).
Expositor‘s goes on to comment in its note on the same passage: ―Tyre‘s king is described as a very wise man.
Through his wisdom and insight in commercial sea-trade, he was able to amass Tyre‘s great abundance of
wealth (vv. 4-5; cf. ch. 27). However, the accumulation of riches and its accompanying splendor and importance
created a haughty pride in this ruler (v. 5b; cf. 27:3). He was so impressed with himself that he actually began to
think that he was a god—perhaps even El, the chief deity of the Canaanite pantheon (v. 2). Ancient Near
Eastern thought often viewed the king as the embodiment of the god(s)…. He was sitting on the ‗throne of a
god in the heart of the seas‘ [NIV]. Most likely Tyre‘s well-known, magnificent temple of Melkart, Tyre‘s patron
deity, was in the prophet‘s mind. It was not uncommon for a city or a temple to be called the throne of a god,
even in the O[ld] T[estament] (cf. Ps 132:13-14; Jer 3:17 et al.). On ancient bas-reliefs of Tyre, the city and its
temple are seen projecting high out of the surrounding sea.‖
This kind of thinking will likely also characterize the ruler of end-time Tyre or Babylon, a powerful dictator
referred to in the book of Revelation as ―the Beast‖ (a name that also applies to his empire). Consider that Adolf
Hitler, a ruler in this tradition and forerunner of the final dictator, saw himself as a superhuman messianic figure
who would reign over a ―Thousand-Year Reich.‖
Returning to the passage, mention is again made in Ezekiel‘s book of the prophet Daniel (28:3; compare
14:14), showing that Daniel was already famous for his wisdom while he lived. This, of course, helps support
the authenticity of Daniel‘s book as a product of the sixth century B.C., a fact many now seek to deny. In the
King James and New King James Versions of Ezekiel 28:3, it is stated that the Tyrian ruler is wiser than Daniel.
This could be a sarcastic statement. But notice the NIV translation, which gives this as a question: ―Are you
wiser than Daniel? Is no secret hidden from you?‖

925

Clearly this ruler is not as wise as he thinks. He sees himself as a god when he is, in fact, just a man—and a
man who will be humbled for his supreme arrogance by the true God. Strangers will invade and devastate his
land, and he will die at the hands of aliens or foreigners (verses 7, 10). This applied to the ruler of ancient time.
But it is also the fate of the end-time Beast ruler. His European empire will be devastated by a ruthless wave of
invasion from the east (Revelation 9:13-19). And he himself will be slain in the ultimate ―alien‖ invasion—at the
coming of Jesus Christ and His saints (verses 19-21), who were strangers and foreigners in this world and will
certainly be seen as foreigners from the vantage point of this ―uncircumcised‖ ruler (see Ezekiel 28:10).
God then tells Ezekiel to take up a lamentation for the ―king‖ of Tyre (verses 11-19). Though a large number of
scholars argue that the poetic imagery of this passage merely emphasizes the downfall of the Tyrian ruler given
in the beginning of the chapter, ―many take the shift from ‗ruler‘ to ‗king‘ to indicate a shift of prophetic focus
from a literal [human] ruler to a being he typifies, Satan‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chapters 27–28
summary).
The latter interpretation becomes especially compelling when we consider the specific descriptions in the
lament. Notice these points from The Bible Reader‘s Companion:
―(1) The description ‗model of perfection‘ [NIV], and ‗blameless…from the day I created you‘ seems an
inappropriate description of any human ruler.
―(2) ‗Eden, the garden of God‘ is described as the gem-filled center of earthly rule, and is taken as the province
of Satan before Adam‘s creation. [It could also refer to the heavenly paradise of God, especially given the
mention of this being walking among the fiery gems ‗on the holy mountain of God,‘ signifying the place of God‘s
throne.]
―(3) ‗A guardian cherub‘ [(NIV) or ‗anointed cherub who covers‘ (NKJV)] again is hardly an appropriate
description of a pagan king. But it would fit Satan‘s pre-fall role as an important angelic being [being evidently
one of the two cherubim whose wings overshadowed the throne of God, as represented in the earthly copy of
God‘s throne, the mercy seat above the Ark of the Covenant].
―(4) ‗Till wickedness was found in you‘ does not fit the [fact that no human beings are sinless]…but seems to
indicate a specific act of sin which corrupted the being described.
―(5) ‗I expelled you…I threw you to earth‘ [NIV] seems to fit Christ‘s words about Satan‘s expulsion from
heaven, as recorded in Luke 10:18. While these same verses admit metaphorical and poetic interpretation
references to the human rulers of Tyre, those who see Satan in this passage believe they are more
appropriately rooted to him‖ (note on verses 11-19).
It is most fascinating to consider that the patron God of ancient Tyre was Melkart. This name means ―king of the
city‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 13a). His great temple in Tyre was seen as his throne, as earlier mentioned. So
the ―king‖ of Tyre that God addresses would naturally seem to be the false god Melkart. Consider that a false
god could represent an actual demonic power. The apostle Paul said of pagan temple sacrifices, ―The things
which the Gentiles sacrifice they sacrifice to demons and not to God‖ (1 Corinthians 10:20). And Scripture
makes it clear that demonic forces are the real rulers of this world (Ephesians 6:12; Daniel 10:10-21), with
Satan the devil as the chief ruler or king of this world, the ―god of this age‖ (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; 2
Corinthians 4:4).
Satan, then, is the real power behind the throne—of both ancient and future Tyre. Ezekiel 28, then, is parallel to
Isaiah 14, which addresses the human ruler of Babylon (both ancient and future) as well as the ultimate spirit
ruler of Babylon, Satan. (Readers may wish to review that passage and the Bible Reading Program‘s comments
on it in context of the current reading.) The lament over the king of Tyre probably does refer to the human ruler
in a metaphoric sense—but the primary reference is to Satan. Consider that Satan may actually possess the
Beast dictator at times (as seems to have occurred on a few occasions with Hitler). So there could actually be a
blending of personalities. Even short of actual possession, there will clearly be evil spiritual influence. The
supreme arrogance and blasphemy of the human ruler, of both ancient and end-time Tyre, ultimately comes
from Satan—―the prince of the power of the air, the spirit who now works in the sons of disobedience‖
(Ephesians 2:2). (To learn more about the powerful evil spirit who dominates the present age, send for or
download our free booklet Is There Really a Devil?)
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In the next section of Ezekiel 28, God pronounces judgment on Sidon (verses 20-24). Sidon was a sister city to
Tyre. In fact, Tyre began as a colony of Sidon. The name Sidon is mentioned in the table of nations in Genesis
10 as the firstborn son of Canaan (verse 15). Thus, it may be that Sidon is used in Ezekiel 28 to portray the
Phoenician people generally—with Tyre as the political, economic and religious power that has sprung up from
among them. Recall that many of the Phoenicians today, along with the modern Babylonians, are scattered
throughout southern Europe. Sidon was also the origin of Canaanite idolatry, which so infected the Israelites
over the centuries—and this could be another reason it is singled out for special mention.
The chapter ends with God‘s promise to return the Israelites to their land. Expositor‘s states in its note on
verses 25-26: ―The judgment of the nations around Israel was given to encourage the exiles that God would
faithfully exercise his righteousness against the nations as well as Judah. Ezekiel encouraged the Judeans
further with a reminder that the Lord would regather them from among all the nations where they had been
scattered by God's judgment. This restoration to Palestine would take place when God executed his judgments
on the nations, judgments that would not be completed fully till the end times. By regathering Israel God would
demonstrate to all nations that he was the holy God, unique and distinct. None of man‘s proposed deities had
ever been able to accomplish a restoration such as this, and they never would; for the Lord alone was God and
none other.‖
Egypt to Be Laid Waste and Scattered for 40 Years (Ezekiel 29)
In the 10th year of Ezekiel‘s captivity, January of 587 B.C., God gives him a prophecy of the downfall of Egypt.
The timing here is significant, as this is the period during which Pharaoh Hophra‘s forces came up to oppose
the Babylonians, causing the siege of Jerusalem to be temporarily lifted. In our next reading, we will go through
another prophecy of Ezekiel—given a few months later—that alludes to the outcome of this particular conflict
and describes the coming fall of Egypt to Babylon. The current reading concerns the latter aspect.
God refers to the Egyptian pharaoh as a great ―monster‖ (NKJV) or ―dragon‖ (KJV) in the midst of his ―rivers,‖
saying, ―My River is my own‖ (verse 3). The major ―River‖ of Egypt is of course the Nile—which represented the
entire country of Egypt, as the population was concentrated along its length. The ―rivers‖ (plural) likely denote
the many branches of the Nile in the northern delta region. The word ―monster‖ is translated from the Hebrew
tannim. ―The word‘s meanings and its cognates range from ‗jackal‘ to ‗serpent,‘ ‗dragon,‘ ‗sea-monster,‘
‗monster,‘ ‗crocodile.‘ In all O[ld] T[estament] contexts where the term is used, a fearful creature is imagined‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 3). The fearful dragonlike beast of the Nile and its
branches—a river-dwelling creature with powerful jaws and thick scales (see verse 4)—is surely the crocodile.
―The crocodile god, Sebek [or Sobek], was very important to the Egyptians in the Nile delta area. He was
considered Egypt‘s protector and at times was identified with the solar deity, Re [or Ra] (cf. Diodorus 1.35)‖
(Expositor‘s, note on verses 1-7). Recall from Isaiah 30:7 and 51:9 that God referred to Egypt as a monster
called ―Rahab,‖ meaning ―Fierce‖ or ―Violent‖—parallel to the Egyptian name Sobek, meaning ―Rager‖
(conjuring images of a fierce crocodile attack).
The pharaoh was identified with Egypt‘s divine protector. God says the pharaoh considers himself the creator of
the Nile (verse 3), meaning, essentially, of all Egypt. Besides being a blasphemous concept of the pharaohs in
general, as they promoted themselves as divine incarnations, ―this was [a particularly apt description of]
Hophra‘s (Apries‘) arrogant self-image. [The Greek historian] Herodotus implied that Pharaoh Apries was so
strong in his position that he felt no god could dislodge him. In his reign he sent an expedition against Cyprus,
besieged and took Gaza (cf. Jer 47:1) and the city of Sidon, was victorious against Tyre by sea, and considered
himself master over Palestine and Phoenicia. Such pride was consistent with the denunciation in this message
([Ezekiel 29] v. 3), for the Pharaoh felt that the Nile (Egypt) belonged to him and that he had created it for
himself. This arrogance had also shown itself in an attempt to interrupt Babylonia‘s siege of Jerusalem—an
attempt thwarted by God‖ (note on verses 1-7).
God says He will draw the pharaonic crocodile out with hooks along with all the ―fish‖ clinging to his scales,
meaning the Egyptians in general who clung to or followed the pharaoh (verse 4). The pharaoh and his people
would be pulled from their position of national strength and left ―in the desert‖ as carrion for the birds and beasts
(verse 5, NIV). The Egyptian ruler, at least in a figurative sense, ―would not even be afforded the royal burial so
important to the Pharaohs. The tombs in the Valley of the Kings at Thebes demonstrate how important proper
royal burial was to the Pharaohs‘ successful journey through the Egyptian afterlife. Lack of such burial would
have been [seen as] a horrible fate‖ (note on verses 1-7).
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The imagery then changes from that of a mighty, thrashing river beast to that of a weak river plant. God calls
Egypt a ―staff of reed to the house of Israel‖ (verse 6)—just as the Assyrians had described it more than a
century earlier (see Isaiah 36:6). This is an allusion to Egypt‘s weakness and unreliability as an ally for the
Israelites—as well as the worthlessness and even danger of looking to this nation for protection. When the
Israelites lean on Egypt for support, it shatters, leaving them seriously wounded (Ezekiel 29:7).
God says He will bring the sword of warfare on Egypt to lay it waste, showing that He, not the pharaoh, is the
one who determines whether the nation exists or not (compare verses 8-9). The devastation would extend
across the length of the land, from Migdol in the north (in the eastern delta region) to Syene in the south
(modern Aswan) and even down to the border of Nubia in what is today Sudan (verse 10). The prophet
Jeremiah later foretells the fall of Egypt to Nebuchadnezzar‘s forces (Jeremiah 43:8-13). And Ezekiel later gives
more details of this Babylonian invasion in Ezekiel 29:17–30:19. The prophet placed this other prophecy right
after the one we are currently reading because it follows thematically—even though it was given more than 16
years later (compare 29:1, 17).
According to our current reading, the land would remain desolate for 40 years, during which time the Egyptians
would be scattered—after which they would be returned to their homeland of Pathros, southern Egypt (verses
11-14). There is no secular confirmation of this period of scattering. Indeed, we would not expect an admission
of such a massive defeat in the Egyptian records. However, ―a Babylonian chronicle suggests that Egypt was
conquered [by the Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar] around 568 B.C. Forty years after this date, the
Persians [having overthrown the Babylonians] instituted a policy of resettlement for many of the peoples who
had been dispersed by Babylon‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 11). Pharaoh Hophra was executed at the
time of Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion, not long after a coup by Hophra‘s own general Amasis or Ahmose, who
replaced him as pharaoh. Ahmose (II) remained on the throne as a Babylonian vassal and continued into the
Persian period, dying a year before the Persian invasion of Egypt in 525 B.C.
Following its conquest by the Babylonians, Egypt would never again be a superpower empire. This was
especially true of the original ethnic Egyptians. More than 200 years later, after Alexander the Great, the land of
Egypt did emerge again as an independent power under the Ptolemaic dynasty for three centuries—but,
besides the fact that it was nowhere near the great power that Egypt had once been, this was actually a Greek
kingdom, not a truly Egyptian one. Afterward, Egypt became a Roman possession and then, centuries later, a
province of the Islamic empire. When Egypt became an independent nation in modern times, it was as an Arab,
not a true Egyptian, state. The original Egyptians today may be found among the Copts of Egypt and possibly
the Gypsies (according to some of their historical traditions)—both of whom are indeed very lowly peoples in
geopolitical terms.
In verses 6 and 16, God says that His purpose in punishment is to show the Egyptians that He is God. While
some may have come to this conclusion at the time of the Babylonian conquest, or at least to the rejection of
their own false gods, including the concept of the pharaoh as divine, the Egyptians as a whole did not forsake
their false religion or come to know the true God. It may be, then, that this prophecy of Egypt is dual, with
elements of it applying to the end time—just as in the prophecies of judgment on Judah‘s immediate neighbors
in Ezekiel 25, where the purpose of punishment is also repeatedly given as teaching the recipients of God‘s
judgment that He is really God, a fact they will not truly learn until the last days. Like the great majority of other
peoples and nations of the region, the inhabitants of Egypt have for centuries been overwhelmingly Muslim,
worshipers of Allah. In time they will learn who the true God is. Concerning Egypt of the end time, it is
interesting to note that the future king of the North (a revival of Babylon) will invade and subjugate the nation
(Daniel 11:40-42). Afterward, Egypt will be delivered under the reign of Jesus Christ (Isaiah 19:20-25)—when
the nation will finally come to truly know God and learn of His ways (verse 21).
Egypt Will Fall to Babylonian Conquest (Ezekiel 29–30)
In the spring of 571 B.C., two years after Ezekiel‘s vision of the temple, the prophet receives one more dated
prophecy. Jeremiah has already been taken to Egypt by the remnant of Judah, against his warnings from God.
He prophesied that Nebuchadnezzar would take Egypt (Jeremiah 43:10-13; 44:30). Ezekiel, too, has already
received a series of prophecies about the coming fall of Egypt to the Babylonians (see the other prophecies of
Ezekiel 29–32). God now gives Ezekiel two more prophetic messages concerning Egypt, which the prophet
includes with the section of his book dealing with that nation.
Ezekiel is told that God will give Egypt into Nebuchadnezzar‘s hand, as ―payment‖ for the work the ruler of
Babylon unwittingly performed on God‘s behalf, especially against Tyre (Ezekiel 29:18-20). ―As a fulfillment of
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God‘s judgment on Tyre, Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonian army laid siege to Tyre for thirteen years (cf.
Jos[ephus] Antiq[uities of the Jews] X, 228 {xi.1}). The scant historical data indicates that Egypt and Tyre
became allies under Pharaoh Hophra (Apries). The extended siege of Tyre was perhaps due to the aid Tyre
received from the Egyptians. In such an act Hophra was going contrary to God‘s purposes. Not only was the
siege prolonged by Egyptian support, but some also surmise that Egypt‘s maritime aid enabled Tyre to send
away her wealth for security during the siege‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Ezekiel 29:17-21).
As you may recall from our reading of Ezekiel 26 and the prophecies against Tyre, in spite of 13 years of siege,
Nebuchadnezzar failed to capture the island fortress and its store of wealth. God says here that He will give him
Egypt to make up for it.
The meaning of Ezekiel 29:21, in which God says He ―will cause the horn of the house of Israel to spring forth,‖
is uncertain. Given in the same context as the opening of Ezekiel‘s mouth, it is usually interpreted to mean that
the Jewish exiles would be strengthened or encouraged at the time of Egypt‘s fall to Babylon along with further
encouraging messages from the prophet that are unrecorded. Yet given the duality in these prophetic sections
concerning Egypt, verse 21 could perhaps refer to a strengthened end-time Israel finally receiving Ezekiel‘s
prophecies. Yet there is another possibility. While the horn can symbolize national strength or power, it can also
represent the power center of a nation—its ruler. Consider that it was during the period of Egypt‘s ancient
destruction that Jeremiah oversaw the transfer of the throne of David from Judah to the house of Israel in the
British Isles (see The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future at www.ucg.org/brp/materials/index.htm).
This seems a likely fulfillment of this verse.
Ezekiel then receives another prophecy from God in the first part of chapter 30—the last recorded message in
the book. Ezekiel 30:2-3 mentions the ―day of the LORD‖ in wording very similar to Joel 2:1-2. In this case, he
describes the day as it will be from Egypt‘s perspective, but the wording—fire and desolation—is quite similar
(compare Ezekiel 30:7-8; Joel 2:3). However, the imagery need not exclusively apply to the end time. As
Expositor‘s notes: ―yom laYHWH (‗a day of the LORD‘) is not a construct state and therefore is not properly
translated ‗the day of the LORD‘ [but], literally, ‗a day {belonging} to the LORD.‘ The word yom (‗day‘) is indefinite
twice in this verse. Those who see the ‗day of the Lord‘ here as an earnest of the eschatological [i.e., end-time]
Day of the Lord (cf. Joel), keeping it as a technical expression, generally link together the near and distant
future into a singular meaning with multiple fulfillments‖ (footnote on Ezekiel 30:3). This seems reasonable—
that the ancient time of divine intervention was intended by the passage as well as, in type, the end-time
intervention yet to come.
Verse 5 mentions other doomed lands in alliance with Egypt. Where the New King James Version has ―all the
mingled people,‖ the New International Version has ―all Arabia.‖ Expositor‘s explains: ―The translation ‗Arabia‘ is
based on a revocalization of ha`erebh (‗Arabia‘?) to `arabh (‗Arabia‘) with the Syrian. However, some prefer to
read ereb (‗mixed company‘) since the term is modified by kal (‗all‘)…. The exact meaning is still unclear‖
(footnote on verse 5). The identity of ―Chub‖ or Kub is also unclear. Some have proposed the Cobii (or
Cubians), a people of the Egyptian province of Mareotis in the western Nile Delta mentioned by the ancient
Greek geographer Ptolemy (see John Gill‘s Exposition of the Entire Bible, note on verse 5; Adam Clarke‘s
Commentary, note on verse 5).
Nebuchadnezzar evidently laid waste the entire country of Egypt. ―Migdol to Syene‖ (verse 6)—that is, Suez to
Aswan—denotes, as it did in 29:10, the whole land from north to south. We read about Noph, Pathros and
Tehaphnehes (Tahpanhes) in connection with Jeremiah‘s journey to Egypt in Jeremiah 43-44. Noph (Memphis),
Zoan (Tanis), Sin (Pelusium), Aven (On or Heliopolis), Pi Beseth (Bubastis) and Tehaphnehes (Daphne) were
in the northern Nile Delta region of Egypt. No (Thebes), Pathros (southern Egypt) and Syene (Aswan) were all
in the south.
However, this could also refer to destruction meted out over time—by Nebuchadnezzar yes, but also by later
invaders. Notice the prophecy of verse 13: ―There shall no longer be princes from the land of Egypt.‖ This has
been understood to mean that the rulers of Egypt would no longer be native Egyptian. Under Babylonian rule,
the pharaoh was subject to the Babylonian emperor. Yet, although a vassal, the pharaoh did rule as king and
was Egyptian. This changed after the invasion by the Persian emperor Cambyses II, son of Cyrus the Great.
―When the last Egyptian king was defeated by Cambyses II in 525 BC, the country entered a period of Persian
domination under the 27th Dynasty. Egypt reasserted its independence under the 28th and 29th dynasties, but
the 30th Dynasty was the last one of native rulers‖ (http://www.emayzine.com/lectures/egyptciv.html). At the
time of Alexander the Great, Egypt came under Greek rule, which was perpetuated through the dynasty of
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Alexander‘s general Ptolemy. This reign was broken when, following in the tradition of the earlier northern
empires, the Romans later invaded and took over Egypt as well.
Perhaps a similar measure of destruction will come in the last days when the ruler of end-time Babylon, the
future Roman emperor and ―king of the North,‖ invades and assumes control of Egypt, as described in Daniel
11:40-43.
Egypt Defeated as a Prelude to Complete Destruction (Ezekiel 30–31)
The prophecy against the Egyptian pharaoh in Ezekiel 30:20-26 comes in the early spring of 587 B.C., just a
few months after the prophecy of Egypt in our previous reading (30: 20; compare 29:1). God says He has
―broken the arm of Pharaoh‖ (30:21) and that He ―will break his arms, both the strong one and the one that was
broken‖ to ―make the sword fall out of his hand‖ (verse 22). The ―arm‖ is the symbol of strength. It holds a
―sword,‖ meaning that it wields military power. The breaking of the first arm, which had already taken place at
this point, refers to Pharaoh Hophra‘s attempt to relieve the siege of Jerusalem, which we read about in
Jeremiah 37:5. The attempt had obviously failed, with Egypt left sorely defeated.
The image of a broken arm was quite suitable. ―The flexed arm was a common Egyptian symbol for the
Pharaoh‘s strength. Often statues or images of the Pharaoh have this arm flexed, wielding a sword in battle. A
king with great biceps was especially a popular concept under the Saites Dynasty of Ezekiel‘s day. In addition
Hophra took a second formal title that meant ‗possessed of a muscular arm‘ or ‗strong-armed‘‖ (Expositor‘s
Bible Commentary, note on Ezekiel 30:20-26).
The initial defeat of the Egyptian forces by the Babylonians was a mere prelude to the complete destruction
Egypt would soon suffer. The nation would be devastated, with its people scattered (verses 23-26), as
previously proclaimed in 29:12-13. Also repeated is the intended goal of God‘s discipline—that the Egyptians
would know that He is the true God (30:26). As in other prophecies, this seems to signify that ultimate fulfillment
will not come until the end time.
Egypt to Be Felled Like the Great Tree Assyria (Ezekiel 30–31)
Two months later, God gives Ezekiel another prophecy of Egypt‘s fall (31:1; compare 30:20). A comparison is
made between Egypt and Assyria. Egypt was a powerful and arrogant empire like Assyria. But the Assyrian
Empire was even more powerful than Egypt. In fact, Egypt itself had been conquered by Assyria and
incorporated into the Assyrian Empire.
In the imagery of chapter 31, Assyria is pictured as a Lebanon cedar—as the cedars of Lebanon were the
tallest trees in the Middle East. Great rivers nourished the empire—the Tigris and Euphrates providing
Mesopotamia with its fertility of soil and with important commercial traffic routes. Smaller nations, represented
as birds and beasts, dwelt in and beneath its boughs. No other ―trees,‖ imperial nations, were like it. Still, this
great tree was felled—brought down to ―hell‖ or, in Hebrew, sheol, meaning ―the grave‖ (verses 15-17; compare
―death‖ and ―the Pit‖ in verse 14).
Despite the greatness and power of Assyria, God brought it down by means of the forces of Babylon. So why
did Egypt think that it could now prevail against Babylon? If the Assyrian Empire had fallen to the Babylonians,
so would the much weaker Egypt—especially since the Almighty God was behind it.
Egypt to Fall Like Other Defeated Nations (Ezekiel 32)
The next chapter of Ezekiel in time order is not the next one in numerical order. As mentioned before, Ezekiel‘s
arrangement is thematic. The lamentations for Pharaoh and Egypt in chapter 32 have been placed at the end of
a whole section of prophecies dealing with Egypt (29–32), part of which we have yet to read.
―The exiles in Babylon had recently learned of Jerusalem‘s fall when Ezekiel chanted this dirge [in the first half
of Ezekiel 32] in March of 585 B.C. Egypt had witnessed the fall of Judah and may have felt proud of her own
survival. Ezekiel, however, pictures that great southern land as already dead. God has condemned her, and
none of her many gods will be able to help‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Ezekiel 32:1-16).
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The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes: ―The lament over Egypt was principally a recapitulation of the
judgment messages [already given against Egypt], emphasizing Egypt‘s false pride and bewailing the fate of
judgment. Once again the double imagery portrayed the Pharaoh‘s energetic pride but ineffective strength.
Hophra was likened to a young lion and a thrashing crocodile that only muddied the streams of the Nile (v. 2; cf.
29:3). The crocodile (Pharaoh) would be captured with a net ([32] v. 3) and hurled on the open field as food for
the birds and animals (v. 4). The carnage would be so great that it would fill every ravine and mountain (vv. 56). It would be as if a great darkness covered the land (vv. 7-8), demonstrating that Egypt‘s great sun gods
were impotent to help. Cosmic collapse is a common image with earth-shaking events (cf. Joel 2:28; Acts 2).
The nations who sang this funeral dirge would be stunned and horrified that Egypt had fallen in their midst
([Ezekiel 32] vv. 9-10)‖ (note on verses 1-10). Verse 11 shows that the agent of destruction will be the king of
Babylon.
Of course, the heavenly signs could be an indication that this prophecy has some application to the future Day
of the Lord, especially as Daniel 11:40-43 shows that the end-time Babylonian ruler of the north will invade and
plunder Egypt. Nevertheless, as pointed out in the Bible Reading Program comments on Ezekiel 29:1-16,
massive calamity was going to come on Egypt around 568 B.C., 17 years after the lamentation of Ezekiel 32. At
that time Nebuchadnezzar invaded the country and laid waste to the entire Nile Valley, evidently deporting most
of the survivors for a period of 40 years.
In the latter half of Ezekiel 32, given two weeks after the lamentation of the first half, Ezekiel is told to bewail the
fact that Egypt will follow other fallen nations to the grave. ―This final prophecy, uttered in April of 585 B.C.,
sums up God‘s word concerning contemporary Egypt and concludes Ezekiel‘s messages concerning foreign
nations‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 17-32). These other nations have apparently all fallen to
Babylon—and so too will Egypt.
It should be noted that though this concludes the prophecies against Egypt in arrangement order, there are two
more prophecies regarding Egypt in chronological progression (29:17–30:19). In fact, those two prophecies are
the latest dated sections in Ezekiel‘s book.
A Watchman for the House of Israel (Ezekiel 33)
―So you, son of man: I have made you a watchman for the house of Israel; therefore you shall hear a word from
My mouth and warn them for Me‖ (Ezekiel 33:7). Some messages in Ezekiel are repeated for emphasis. God
had previously assigned Ezekiel to be a watchman—a lookout, sentry or sentinel—for the house of Israel
(3:17). Interestingly, that initial assignment came before Ezekiel‘s first warning message and this one now
comes after his final one in time order. What follows chronologically in the book of Ezekiel is a glorious picture
of the Promised Land under the reign of Jesus Christ (chapters 40–48). In the first case, God privately
commissioned Ezekiel as a watchman. Here the prophet is to explain his role to the people and their
responsibility once they have been warned. This is interesting considering that no more warnings were given in
the book after this point in time. The point seems to be: ―Okay, you‘ve been warned—now it‘s up to you to
follow through.‖ When he arranged his book, Ezekiel placed this passage before the announcement of
Jerusalem‘s fall (33:21-22) and his final warnings to Israel and its leaders (33:23–34:10).
Part of God‘s standard of fairness is that people should be warned even when those doing the warning don‘t
expect them to necessarily respond and repent. Part of the reason for the warning may be found in 33:33—
―And when this comes to pass—surely it will come—then they will know that a prophet has been among them.‖
They won‘t be able to say no one warned them. Though they may have suffered terribly for not responding to
the warnings, at least they can still repent after the punishments and ultimately receive God‘s forgiveness and
salvation.
God first explains the basis of the analogy—a watchman watching for an approaching hostile army, ―the sword‖
(verses 2-6). Then in verses 7-9 God applies the imagery to how His watchmen are to relay God‘s messages
that warn people to repent of their sins or else face dire consequences. If God‘s watchmen—His prophets or
His Church—fail to deliver His warning messages of what will befall the nations if they fail to repent, then the
watchmen are held largely accountable for the sin and suffering of the people. ―His blood I will require at your
hand‖ (verse 8).
The Scriptures make clear that the Church must, until Christ returns, continue to preach the gospel—the good
news of the coming Kingdom of God—accompanied by a watchman-type warning message and call to
repentance. Plus, the Church must act like a mother to carefully and thoroughly nurture and nourish its
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members so they can achieve maximum spiritual growth and effectiveness in helping to carry out God‘s work
on earth. Indeed, the elders of God‘s Church are to ―watch‖ over the spiritual welfare of its members—warning
them of outside threats and of sins within (see Acts 20:31; Hebrews 13:17; 1 Peter 5:1-4), rebuking and
correcting as necessary (see 2 Timothy 4:1-5).
Like Ezekiel, the Church of God even has a special responsibility to preach to Israel until Christ returns. As
Jesus told His disciples, ―You will not have gone through the cities of Israel before the Son of Man comes‖
(Matthew 10:23). Yet the vast majority of the people of the modern nations of Israel do not even know that they
are Israelites. Therefore, they don‘t realize that the prophecies of what is going to befall end-time Israel—such
as those in the book of Ezekiel—apply to them. It thus becomes the Church‘s responsibility, as God enables
and empowers it, to inform the Israelites of their identity and point out these prophecies. We have produced a
full-color booklet with that very goal in mind—titled The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy.
Of course, all nations should be warned of what‘s coming on the world. Consider that the prophecy Ezekiel
relayed immediately before this chapter concerned the judgment coming on Egypt. Still, since the greatest time
of trouble ever, which is yet to come, is referred to as the time of Jacob‘s trouble (Jeremiah 30:7), it should be
clear that the nations of Jacob—particularly the chief nations of Jacob—are the lands in greatest need of
warning. We should also understand this in terms of the fact that the Israelite nations, having a firmer biblical
background than the rest of the world, stand more culpable for disobedience than other nations. And, of course,
there is the general principle of ―the bigger they are, the harder they fall.‖ Those headed for the greater fall are
in need of the louder warning. Indeed, even apart from all that, the vast majority of prophetic warnings in
Scripture are given to Israel. So in teaching all Scripture and giving weight to those things the Bible does,
proclaiming warnings to Israel is a necessary part of the work of God‘s Church.
In Ezekiel 33:11, God makes it clear that He has no pleasure in death and punishment. His desire is to see
people turn—meaning repent—from their evil ways. It‘s as if God is saying: ―Don‘t you want to live?! Then do
the right thing!‖
God then addresses what‘s fair and what‘s not—a subject also touched on in a previous chapter (Ezekiel 18).
God is not trying to make everything ―fair‖ for human beings in every aspect of this mortal life. Life is often very
unfair—we don‘t choose where we‘re born, our early influences, what we‘re taught. And much of what we
experience in life is the result of choices made by others. But God is promising to be fair about how our ultimate
and eternal fate is determined. Each man‘s fate largely depends on how he concludes his life, either faithful to
God at the end or unfaithful. If a man lives righteously most of his life and rejects God at the end, all his
righteous acts go down the drain—they won‘t save him from losing eternal life. But it is never too late to repent
if one is capable of repenting. In other words, a man who has lived an evil life can still sincerely repent toward
the end of his life and meet God‘s conditions for living forever in His Kingdom. Of course, a person is foolish to
procrastinate about turning to God, partly because he never knows when his life will suddenly come to an end.
Moreover, if we knowingly resist doing what we know is right, we form bad habits that will be difficult to break
and damage and sear our consciences so that it becomes increasingly difficult to repent.
The Israelites complain that ―the way of the LORD is not fair‖ (33:17, 20). Yet ―in punishing Israel God was being
faithful to the covenant stipulations. This covenant had been approved by the Israelites. They had agreed to its
commands and accepted the consequences of breaking them, corporately and individually (see 5:8-17; 12:15,
16; 16:60, 61; 18:19-32; 20:5; Ex. 19:1-9; Deut. 27). God presents His rationale in these verses for deciding
who would be rewarded with life and who would suffer death: He would save those who repent and turn to Him,
but would condemn those who trust in themselves and do evil. After presenting His rationale, God declares that
His judgment is just and fair—certainly more just [by any standard] than the practices of the Israelites‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on Ezekiel 33:12-20). Ultimately, God is perfectly just and fair.
The most common human approach to fairness is like a balancing scale. All the bad acts are put on one side of
the scale and all the good acts on the other side. People think that if there is more weight on the good side, God
will usher them into eternal glory. This is why many people live a hypocritical double life. They want to do evil,
but they think that as long as they do more good than evil, they will escape God‘s punishment. Naturally people
imagine that their goodness outweighs their sins, which they view as minor. In fact, they think of themselves as
basically good even if most of their actions and attitudes are bad. They play deceptive games with other people,
and it seems they think they can also play games with God—that they can pacify God or buy Him off with their
offerings, charitable acts and show of religiosity. Man‘s approach to fairness leads to hypocrisy and
complacency, whereas God‘s approach to fairness teaches true heartfelt repentance and spiritual overcoming.
Only the latter approach will bring God‘s blessings and the opportunity for eternal life.
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―They Hear Your Words, but They Do Not Do Them‖ (Ezekiel 33–34)
Ezekiel 33:21 is a significant turning point in this book. Remember that in Ezekiel 24:26-27, God had foretold
the fall of Jerusalem and said to Ezekiel: ―On that day one who escapes will come to you to let you hear it with
your ears; on that day [of his arrival] your mouth will be opened to him who has escaped; you shall speak and
no longer be mute.‖ God, we recall, had forbidden Ezekiel from any spoken communication with the exiles
except for the particular things God commanded him to say. Yet now the messenger has at last arrived—in
January 585 B.C., seven months after Jerusalem‘s fall—and Ezekiel is finally able to communicate as normal.
Also, whereas everything up to this point was mainly a warning message to Israel and Judah and other nations,
the remainder of the book focuses mainly on the hope of Israel‘s future deliverance.
Many biblical scholars maintain that since Ezekiel was among the Jewish exiles in Babylon, the last chapters
are about the liberation of the Jews from ancient Babylon, allowing them to return to Palestine after their 70
years of captivity. But Ezekiel‘s calling was to prophesy concerning the whole house of Israel, not just Judah.
And his prophecies of the end time mostly refer to all of Israel—reunited. The restoration Ezekiel describes
involves great miracles and is much grander than the return of a fraction of the Jewish exiles to their homeland
after the fall of ancient Babylon. Far from being a mere technical difference in how to explain Ezekiel‘s writings,
this fact is crucial to understanding end time prophecy.
As hopeful and positive as this section of the book is, however, it does begin with a few rebukes and
pronouncements of divine judgment. God informs Ezekiel that the remaining survivors in the ruins of the land of
Israel have reasoned that, since they are still alive and have escaped deportation, they must be the righteous
ones—the faithful remnant. Since Abraham was just one faithful man and God decreed the land his, they think
that they, being many faithful and his rightful heirs, will surely be given the land back (33:23-24). Yet they fail to
properly assess their own mindset and conduct. They rely on themselves rather than God. Even worse, they
are idolaters, murderers and adulterers who persist in abominations (verses 25-26)—no way will they inherit the
land of Israel! Instead, they will die as so much of the nation already has.
They fell into the typical trap of looking at circumstances for ―signs‖ of divine favor, something people often do
today. If one wants to know if his ways please God, he needs to take a more mature approach. That is, he
needs to learn God‘s will through His Word and come to regard that Word as the highest authority in his life. It‘s
not who you are or what you have that ―proves‖ God‘s blessing. He plainly says, ―I will bless those who have
humble and contrite hearts, who tremble at my word‖ (Isaiah 66:2, NLT).
It may well be that the description and warning of Ezekiel 33:23-29 also apply to those who will be left among
the national homelands of modern Israel in the end time.
Ezekiel may have been an eloquent speaker because people talked about how much they enjoyed listening to
him (verses 30-32). But God said, ―They hear your words, but they do not do them; for with their mouth they
show much love, but their hearts pursue their own gain‖ (verse 31; compare Isaiah 58:2; Psalm 78:36-37;
James 1:21-24). Not much has changed in the last 2,500 years with most religious people. The Bible Reader‘s
Companion states: ―The exiles of Ezekiel‘s day were ‗churchgoers.‘ They made it a regular practice to come to
the prophet, sit down, and listen to his words. But to them the prophet‘s eloquent speech was only
entertainment! They did not come to hear, and then put into practice, the word of their God. What a reminder for
us today. Do we go to church to see friends, listen to the choir, and enjoy the preacher‘s jokes? Or do we go to
hear God‘s Word and take it to heart?‖ (note on Ezekiel 33:30-32).
God‘s prophets and preachers are to warn the people about the prophesied consequences of failing to obey
Him. When the prophecies come to pass, ―then they will know that a prophet has been among them‖ (verse 33).
Woe then to those who haven‘t been obeying God. Indeed, this is quite interesting since, at this point in
Ezekiel‘s book, the ancient destruction of Judah and Jerusalem had come to pass—the news of Jerusalem‘s fall
just now arriving. And yet the wording of verse 33 seems to indicate that there was more to come to prove
Ezekiel a true prophet. This may imply that, at least in part, the end-time fall of all Israel is in view here—and
that the people gathering to listen to Ezekiel‘s words may mean people in the modern nations of Israel
assembling in church services shortly before that time to hear Ezekiel‘s words preached in sermons. There are
many who go to church services today clamoring to hear sermons on prophecy—but who fail to take personally
any exhortations to repentance and spiritual growth.
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―Woe to the Shepherds of Israel…!‖ (Ezekiel 33–34)
Jerusalem had been conquered and burned—the climax of God‘s punishment on Judah. God now makes it
clear that a large measure of the blame for the sinfulness of Judah and Israel and their resulting captivities
(both ancient and future) lay at the feet of the rulers, ―the shepherds of Israel‖ (34:2). The metaphor of
―shepherds‖ in this context refers more to kings and civil rulers than priests or prophets, but in God‘s nation, civil
rulers were expected to be spiritual leaders as well—to teach His laws and to set a godly example of
submission to His laws (compare Deuteronomy 17:14-20). And, of course, the principles here would apply to
religious leaders of the nation as well.
(It should be noted that some have tried to use Ezekiel 34 as a castigation of the ministry of spiritual Israel, the
true Church of God, in the end time. However, the ―flock‖ of God in this chapter is, according to verse 30, ―the
house of Israel,‖ a phrase repeatedly used in Ezekiel and the rest of Scripture to refer to the physical nation of
Israel. Of course, the principles in this chapter could certainly refer to some leaders among the Church in the
last days. Jesus Christ warned in Matthew 24:48-51 of some of God‘s servants then abusing others, and we
see that same problem throughout the Church age, as all ministers are human and subject to slipping into the
self-centered corruption we read of here. Nevertheless, it is a misapplication of this prophecy to claim that it
directly foretells corrupt ministers serving the true Church, men who fail to care for God‘s spiritual flock.)
One of the best examples for rulers, Christian ministers and leaders of all kinds to emulate is that of a good
shepherd—a ―servant leader.‖ God repeatedly describes in the Bible what makes a good shepherd. God should
know—Jesus Christ is ―the good Shepherd‖ (John 10:11, 14), ―the great Shepherd‖ (Hebrews 13:20) and the
perfect Shepherd (Psalm 23). Jesus taught that a good shepherd is devoted and self-sacrificing, putting the
needs of the sheep above his own desires—he ―gives his life for the sheep‖ (John 10:11). By contrast, a
―hireling‖ will readily abandon the sheep because he ―does not care about the sheep‖ (verse 13). Leaders
should have the mindset of being assistant shepherds serving under Jesus Christ, submitting to, following and
applying His attitude and approach (see 1 Peter 5:1-4).
Jesus told His disciples, ―You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their great men hold
them in subjection, tyrannizing over them‖ (Matthew 20:25, Amplified Bible). But here in Ezekiel 34 God says
the rulers of Israel—―My shepherds‖ (verse 8)—have been as bad as gentile despots about advancing and
enriching themselves at the expense of the people. They acted more like wolves than shepherds, causing
suffering rather than relieving suffering. Therefore, God pronounces, ―Woe to the shepherds of Israel…!‖ (verse
2).
Good shepherds are concerned for every individual, diligently seeking to save even one lamb if it goes astray
(Matthew 18:10-14). By contrast, God said the supposed shepherds of Israel had not ―sought what was lost‖
(Ezekiel 34:4). God in His mercy would have saved and ―brought back what was driven away‖—either from Him
spiritually or from the land literally—if the leaders and people had repented and begun to truly serve God.
In verses 5 and 8, God says that ―there was no shepherd.‖ Yet in the second reference, note that God says that
―there was no shepherd, nor did My shepherds search…‖ This might sound like a contradiction. Were there
shepherds, or weren‘t there? What is meant is either that there were no shepherds in their scattered condition
or, perhaps more likely, there were no true shepherds over the Israelites. There were people in the positions of
shepherds (national leaders)—but not ones who thought and acted as shepherds. (This should help us to see
that political rulers were more in mind, for in Ezekiel‘s day was not Jeremiah a true religious leader? And in the
last days, will there not be true spiritual leaders, such as the two witnesses of Revelation 11?)
Because there were no right-minded rulers over the people—because there won‘t be any at the end of this
age—God says He will personally step in to lovingly serve as Israel‘s shepherd (verses 11-16). He will ―bring
back what was driven away‖ (verse 16). While this refers in small part to the liberation of the Jews from their
ancient Babylonian captivity, it refers more to the end-time restoration of ―scattered‖ Israelites from all over the
world, as the latter part of this chapter shows.
Official rulers are not the only ones guilty of evil. God judges each person individually—―I shall judge between
sheep and sheep‖ (verse 17). All too often the stronger oppress the weaker—the ―fat‖ sheep take advantage of
the ―lean sheep‖ (verse 20).
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How valuable that King David‘s boyhood experience was as a shepherd! God foretells that He will one day
establish David as the shepherd over Israel and ―prince‖ or ruler under Him (verses 23-24). Critics often don‘t
interpret this literally, saying this is simply a prophecy of the Messiah, who was to be of Davidic lineage. But
Ezekiel specifically says that the resurrected and glorified David will once again be king over all Israel (37:24;
Jeremiah 30:9; Hosea 3:5). To put it simply, Jesus will be King of all nations. David, serving under Him, will be
king of Israel. And the 12 apostles, under David, will each serve as leader over one of the tribes of Israel (see
Luke 22:29-30).
During the coming reign of Jesus Christ, God‘s ―covenant of peace‖ will even extend to the animal kingdom
(Ezekiel 34:25, 28). This is also a type of transforming all people to act more like lambs than wolves and other
wild beasts. God will cause rain to come in due season; and there will be many other physical and spiritual
―showers of blessing‖ (verse 26). Blissful and wonderful conditions will prevail when all the world is cared for by
the Good Shepherd. (To learn more, request or download our free booklet The Gospel of the Kingdom.)
God‘s Judgment on Edom (Ezekiel 35)
Chapter 35 may appear a digression from the subject of Israel‘s restoration, and yet the removal of Israel‘s
great enemy, the most persistent thorn in its side, is indeed central to Israel‘s restoration. Mount Seir is Edom
(verses 2, 15; 25:8; 36:5; Genesis 36:30; 2 Chronicles 20:10). The Edomites are the descendants of Esau,
Jacob‘s brother, so the strife began as sibling rivalry (Genesis 25:30). But Esau‘s resentment turned into neverending ―ancient hatred‖ (Ezekiel 35:5) and ―anger,‖ ―envy‖ and ―hatred‖ (verse 11).
―Edom had sought to block Israel‘s first entrance into the Promised Land (Num 20:14-21; 24:15-19)…There
were conflicts during the times of Saul (1 Sam 14:47), Solomon (1 Kings 11:14-22), Jehoshaphat (2 Chronicles
20:1-23), Jehoram (2 Kings 8:21), and Ahaz (2 Chronicles 28:17). The prophets regularly made reference to
Edom‘s antagonism toward Israel and the resulting judgment they would receive (Isa 11:11-16; Dan 11:41;
Amos 2:1). Malachi demonstrated that the hatred between these nations was still common in his day (Mal 1:25)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Ezekiel 35:1-9).
The clearest example of hostility today is seen in the branch of Edomites that comprises many of the
Palestinians, whose hatred regularly breaks out against the Israeli state. (The persistent failure of the West to
understand that deep-seated hatred that transcends hundreds of generations is one of the principal reasons
that peace plan after peace plan fails utterly—and will continue to fail.) It also appears that Edom will constitute
part of the end-time Babylonian power bloc—the great enemy of Israel in the last days—perhaps through
Turkish participation in the coming European empire as well as a large influx into Europe of Muslim immigrants
from the Middle East and North Africa (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Obadiah).
Esau lost the birthright and the blessing, and in jealous envy has repeatedly tried to capture territory from the
descendants of Israel. ―These two nations‖ in verse 10 refers to Israel and Judah (see 37:15-28). Once ancient
Israel and Judah both had gone into captivity, Edomites thought they could move in and take over the land. This
will again be Edom‘s attitude in the end time—which may well be the primary reference in Ezekiel 35.
Mentioned more than once in Scripture is how the Edomites have attacked, and will attack, Israel at her times of
vulnerability—when she is engaged in conflicts with other enemies (35:5; 36:2-5; 25:12; Obadiah 11, 13-14).
Unger‘s Bible Dictionary says in its entry on ―Edomites‖: ―When Nebuchadnezzar besieged Jerusalem the
Edomites joined him, and took an active part in the plunder of the city and slaughter of the Jews. Their cruelty at
that time seems to be specially referred to in the 137th Psalm. It was on account of these acts of cruelty
committed upon the Jews in the day of their calamity that the Edomites were so fearfully denounced by the later
prophets (Isa. 34:5-8; 63:1-4; Jer. 49:17; Lam. 4:21; Ezek. 25:13, 14; Amos 1:11, 12; Obad. 8, 10, sq.).
On the conquest of Judah, the Edomites, probably in reward for their services during the war, were permitted to
settle in southern Palestine, and the whole plateau between it and Egypt; but they were about the same time
driven out of Edom proper by the Nabataeans. For more than four centuries they continued to prosper. But
during the warlike rule of the Maccabees they were again completely subdued, and even forced to conform to
Jewish laws and rites and submit to the government of Jewish prefects. The Edomites were now incorporated
with the Jewish nation, and the whole province was often termed by Greek and Roman writers Idumaea.
Immediately before the siege of Jerusalem by Titus, twenty thousand Idumaeans were admitted to the Holy
City, which they filled with robbery and bloodshed.‖ Scriptures indicate the Edomites will once again—in the end
time—gleefully join in attacking the Israelites.
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Edom has chronically been guilty of another sin that God despises—pride and arrogance. And when the
Edomites exalt themselves against God‘s nations and God Himself, they are getting into deep trouble with their
blasphemies (Ezekiel 35:10-13).
The history of the Edomites toward the Israelites has largely been hatred, hardheartedness, cruelty, and
arrogance. Consequently, in several scriptures, prophecies of the end time foretell God‘s annihilation of all
Edomites (see Ezekiel 35:14-15; 25:13; Obadiah 18; Jeremiah 49:17-18). The good news is they will be raised
to life in the second resurrection, humbled, and ready to receive God‘s instructions—something we will read
more about in Ezekiel 37.
A New Heart and a New Spirit (Ezekiel 36)
Ezekiel 36 foretells the end-time repentance, conversion, and transformation of Israel. Of course, the offer from
God to ―give you a new heart and put a new spirit within you‖ (verse 26) ultimately applies to all people, since all
people will be invited to become a part of Israel in a spiritual sense (Romans 2:28-29; Galatians 3:26-29).
Although God uses nations to punish other nations, the nations inflicting the punishment are not truly mindful of
this and end up heaping guilt on themselves in each endeavor—their pride becomes worse, they boastfully take
credit to themselves, they take gleeful pleasure in causing suffering, they are too harsh, they think they can
steal their enemies‘ land and get away with it, and they don‘t repent of their own sins. Some of those sins are
stated in Ezekiel 36:2-5 regarding ―the rest of the nations and against all Edom.‖
In verses 6-9, God reassures the land of Israel that ―I am for you‖ and that ―the nations that are around you shall
bear their own shame.‖ In verse 8, God speaks joyfully to the mountains and land of Israel and says, ―they [the
returning captives] are about to come!‖ The return of Babylonian exiles to the Promised Land in the time soon
after Ezekiel was but a small forerunner of the great second Exodus of the end-time. God says, ―I will multiply
upon you man and beast‖ (verses 10-11, 38).
The ―you‖ in verses 13-14 is again the Holy Land, which has gotten the reputation of being a cursed land that
devours its inhabitants. Yet God is going to vastly change that reputation at the return of Jesus Christ.
The analogy of verse 17 is based on the laws of a woman‘s monthly ―uncleanness‖ detailed in Leviticus 15:1924. During her monthly period, a woman was considered ritually unclean for seven days, meaning primarily that
she was not allowed to go to the tabernacle to participate in any sacrifices or other worship. But, also, everyone
and everything she touched were then considered unclean for a time. So God is saying that the way of the
people of Israel had not only been evil, cutting themselves off from fellowship with Him, but also that the
Israelites had been a bad influence on everyone they had ―touched‖—―wherever they went, they profaned My
holy name‖ (Ezekiel 36:20). The Israelites caused God‘s name to be profaned among the nations in two ways:
1) in misrepresenting Him themselves through their evil conduct before other nations—taking His name in vain
by claiming to be His people and yet not living according to His will; and 2) provoking other nations to make
derogatory remarks about Israel‘s God and religion based on Israel‘s sinful conduct.
God chose and blessed Israel with the intent that it would model His way of life, thereby making a way for all
nations to come to know and worship Him—and to receive His blessings. Instead, the nations of modern Israel
wallow in the wealth God gave them, their people living in such gross immorality that other nations are repulsed
by the emptiness of their character. Plainly, the name of Israel sets upon the United States, Britain and other
nations of northwest European heritage. While these nations provide the economic engine and the military
might for the entire world, their spiritual heart is hollow. The rest of the world thinks of them as materialistic, not
the spiritual model for their people.
In verses 22 and 32, God gives the justification for the restoration of Israel—in a sense, God‘s grace. It will not
be because Israel has earned it by a record of righteousness. God will do it, He says, ―for My holy name‘s
sake.‖
In verse 25, God says He will ―sprinkle clean water‖ on His people. Numbers 19 describes the process of
purifying those who, for whatever reason, are ritualistically ―unclean.‖ Water from a running stream (verse 17)
was mixed with ashes from a burned red heifer (verses 2, 9) to make ―water of purification‖ (verse 9) that is
―sprinkled on him‖ who was unclean (verse 20). (Interestingly, the Hebrew term in verse 17 translated ―running
water‖ in the New King James Version literally means ―living water.‖) Hebrews 9:13-14 calls this process the
―purifying of the flesh‖ and goes on to say that real spiritual cleansing is only possible by the blood of Christ.
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This true purification is referred to in Hebrews 10:22 as having ―our hearts sprinkled from an evil conscience.‖
So in Ezekiel 36:25, God is saying He will take Israel through His spiritual cleansing process.
In the Bible, water is used to represent many things, including God‘s Spirit (John 7:37-38). However, before one
receives the Holy Spirit (Ezekiel 36:26-27), he must first begin to receive ―the washing of water by the word [the
gospel, the Word of God]‖ (Ephesians 5:26). So whereas the primary emphasis in Ezekiel 36:25 is on God‘s
forgiveness of sin and the whole process of spiritual cleansing, the sprinkling of clean water on His people may
also have the specific meaning of the dissemination of the gospel among them.
Ezekiel 36:25-28 is a prophecy of the New Covenant with its better promises. Peace on earth and God‘s
showers of blessings will only come about when there is a radical change in human nature. Man‘s ―heart of
stone‖—his hardened, stubborn nature—must first be replaced with a pliant ―heart of flesh‖ (verse 26). This
change of heart was earlier described in these terms in Ezekiel 11:19-20. It will happen when Satan and his
demons and their corrupt society are no longer present to harden man‘s heart. The powerful presence of Jesus
Christ will put the humble fear of God in people‘s hearts as well. After that, and once people learn the truth of
God‘s plan of salvation, most will eventually repent of their sins (36:31), trust in Jesus Christ to be their Savior
and receive water baptism, whereupon God will fulfill this wonderful promise: ―I will put My spirit within you‖
(verse 27).
Studying these scriptures demonstrates the spiritual message of the Old Testament, a concept often little
understood in nominal Christianity. Misled by teachers who themselves do not understand the truth, many think
that the words of the Old Testament belong on a dusty library shelf and have no bearing on their lives. Nothing
could be further from the truth. Not only does much of the New Testament draw upon the language, events and
spiritual direction of the Old Testament, but also the New Testament Church of God believed and practiced
God‘s law as revealed there. Indeed, the point of receiving God‘s Spirit is to help us develop and grow in His
character, which is expressed through His laws!
The rest of the chapter describes the condition of the earth during the millennial reign of Christ—peace,
agricultural abundance, the rebuilding of cities, and a population explosion. ―So they will say, ‗This land that was
desolate has become like the garden of Eden‘‖ (verse 35). It will be a return to paradise, as we also read earlier
in Isaiah 51:3: ―For the LORD will comfort Zion, He will comfort all her waste places; He will make her wilderness
like Eden, and her desert like the garden of the LORD; joy and gladness will be found in it, thanksgiving and the
voice of melody.‖
―O Dry Bones…You Shall Live‖ (Ezekiel 37)
As chapter 37 opens, it appears to continue right on from the prophecy of Israel‘s restoration in the previous
chapter. Consider the great hope that was there offered to the people of Israel, to be realized at the time of
Christ‘s return and reign, when they would ultimately return from captivity and receive a changed heart. Yet how
could that help the Jews who were hearing Ezekiel‘s message at the time he received it? They would be long
dead and gone by the time Israel‘s great restoration was accomplished. And what about all the Israelites who
had already died or the millions who would yet die before that restoration? Where was their hope? Things
looked rosy for their end-time descendants—but what about them personally?
God reveals in the wonderful prophecy of Ezekiel 37:1-14 that all hope is not lost. He intends to raise all the
Israelites who have ever lived from the dead! Some see this passage as merely figurative of national
resurrection—that is, restoration of the country of Israel—at the time of Christ‘s return. But it more naturally
reads as something that is actually going to happen—a literal resurrection of people to physical life. Indeed,
their being literally raised from the grave will serve as a proof of God and His omnipotent power (verse 14).
However, figurative language certainly is used here. For instance, to represent the apparent hopelessness of
death, the dry bones are portrayed as saying as much (verse 11). Some, influenced by the false doctrine of the
immortality of the soul, might view even that as somewhat literal—thinking it pictures disembodied souls once
connected with the bones doing the speaking. But that is not the case. The imagery is similar to Abel‘s blood
crying out to God in Genesis 4:10 or the slain martyrs crying out to God in Revelation 6:9-11. These are all
figurative images, as there is no consciousness in death (see Ecclesiastes 9:5, 10).
The bones of all Israel being in one valley may also be figurative, since the people of Israel actually died in
many different places over the millennia. However, it could be that the bones—or at least whatever is left of
them—will actually be miraculously gathered together by God in one place prior to the resurrection described.
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Of course, even if He were to do it this way, the Almighty God does not actually need bones or any other body
parts to recreate human bodies. What about the covering with sinews and flesh and being brought out of
graves? The description given may be literal, although the process could be somewhat figurative, the main
point being the ultimate result—an actual physical bodily resurrection. We don‘t really know exactly how God
will reconstitute those who are long dead—especially considering that for many any physical remains long since
decomposed or were otherwise destroyed. It may look like the vision Ezekiel described, or it could appear like a
Star Trek ―beam up‖ or something entirely different—we just don‘t know.
Now, what is the time frame of this resurrection? We find that spelled out in Revelation 20:4-6. That passage
explains that the saints of God—His spiritually transformed servants of all ages (that is, the faithful people of
Old Testament times and all faithful true Christians of New Testament times)—will be resurrected at the time of
Christ‘s return in what is referred to as the ―first resurrection,‖ to reign with Him over all nations for 1,000 years,
a period Bible students often refer to simply as the Millennium. Verse 5 contains this parenthetical note: ―But the
rest of the dead did not live again until the thousand years were finished.‖ The NRSV appropriately places this
sentence in parentheses.
Since the resurrected Israelites of Ezekiel 37 are not saints—indeed, they receive God‘s Spirit only after they
are raised from the dead (verses 13-14)—they will not be part of the first resurrection. Therefore they must be
part of ―the rest of the dead‖ in the second or general resurrection, which occurs after the Millennium.
This fact is further substantiated by the nature of the resurrections. The first resurrection is described in 1
Corinthians 15, where we are told that ―flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God‖ (verse 50).
According to that chapter, the saints of God, who formerly had ―natural bodies‖ of flesh, will be resurrected with
―spiritual bodies.‖ Some think this merely refers to spirit-preserved physical bodies, but that is not the case.
When Jesus Christ, the ―last Adam,‖ was resurrected to glory, He returned to the state of being ―a life-giving
spirit‖ (verse 45). And that is what resurrected Christians will be like (verse 49)—having bodies actually
composed of spirit. While these glorified spirit beings will be able to manifest themselves as flesh if they so
choose (just as Christ did after His resurrection to spirit), they will not actually be composed of flesh as is clearly
the case with those in the resurrection of Ezekiel 37.
Since the resurrection of Israelites in Ezekiel 37 must be part of the general resurrection at the end of the
Millennium, it follows that all others of that resurrection will experience basically the same thing. So this
prophecy is representative of how God will deal with all people, not just Israel. What this means is that all the
unconverted of mankind who have ever lived—which is almost everyone—will be raised at this same time to
physical life. Revelation 20:11-12 describes this time in which people will be judged according to their works.
Yet it should be explained that this will be a judgment over a period of time—not an immediate sentencing. Just
as God‘s Church is being judged now (1 Peter 4:17), so will the rest of mankind be judged according to how
they live their lives then—following their resurrection. Those who never knew God or His truth will at last be
given the opportunity to repent of their sinful past, understand and receive forgiveness through Christ‘s sacrifice
and be converted through receiving God‘s Spirit. And they will be evaluated according to how they live out the
rest of their physical lives. This is not a ―second chance‖ at salvation, as some would argue, for none of these
people will have ever had that opportunity when they lived previously.
Jesus Himself referred to this future judgment period as a time when people who lived many centuries apart
―will rise up in the judgment‖ together (Matthew 11:20-24; 12:41-42). During that judgment period, those who
choose to serve God and remain faithful to Him until the end of their lives will ultimately be changed into
immortal spirit beings, joining the saints who will have been glorified with eternal life 1,000 years before.
How wonderful and amazing this truth is! It answers so many questions. For instance, if it is only through Jesus
that human beings can be saved (Acts 4:12), what about the untold millions who lived and died without ever
hearing His name or anything He ever taught? Answer: the second resurrection! What about the billions of little
children who have died over the millennia of human history? Answer: the second resurrection! What about the
vast numbers God destroyed in the Flood of Noah‘s day? Answer: the second resurrection! What about the
millions dying of AIDS today in Africa? Answer: the second resurrection! What about the 6 million Jews who
died in the Nazi Holocaust of World War II? Answer: the second resurrection! What about the millions of men,
women and children who have lived and died under communist dictatorships where religion was forbidden?
Answer again: the second resurrection! And what about our relatives and friends who have died without
understanding and obeying the Bible? Yes, the answer yet again is the second resurrection! Without the reality
of this wonderful and paramount truth, the vast majority of mankind truly is lost and without hope. Thankfully,
God has a plan to offer His salvation to all humanity, not just a few.
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Israel and Judah to Be One United Nation (Ezekiel 37)
Another prophecy is given in verses 15-28 of Ezekiel 37. It returns to the beginning of the Millennium—
continuing the theme of Ezekiel 36 and the other chapters at the end of Ezekiel‘s book. (The flash-forward to
the end of the Millennium at the beginning of chapter 37 was to give hope to those who would be dead at the
time of the initial restoration.)
Here we see that the descendants of the southern kingdom of Judah and the descendants of the northern 10
tribes of Israel will ultimately be reunited as one nation, never to be divided again. (The northern tribes are
represented by the birthright people of Joseph—Ephraim and Manasseh—chief among whom is Ephraim.) This
reuniting will happen when the remnant of Israel and Judah are brought back to the Promised Land when Jesus
Christ returns to rule all nations. As we have seen in other passages, David will be resurrected (as part of the
first resurrection) to serve as king, under Christ, over the entire reunited nation (verses 24-25; 34:24; Jeremiah
30:9).
Of course, while this passage will be fulfilled at the time of Christ‘s return, its fulfillment won‘t end there. That is,
it is not just a millennial prophecy. There is obviously also a relation to the time, following the Millennium, of the
second resurrection—when all Israelites who have ever lived will be joined together as one nation and David
will reign over them all.
Indeed, while verse 27—regarding God‘s tabernacle or dwelling being with the people, they being His people
and He being their God—finds initial fulfillment at the time of Christ‘s return, greater fulfillment will still lie yet
ahead. For this verse is used in Revelation 21:3 to denote the time of the new heaven and new earth, when
even God the Father will come to dwell among His children forever.
Gog of Magog and His Allies (Ezekiel 38–39)
We come now to a remarkable prophecy, spanning chapters 38 and 39. It is God‘s message to Gog of Magog
and his allies, who dwell far to the north of the Promised Land and of Ezekiel‘s place of exile in Babylon but will
one day come down into the land of Israel with a vast invasion force. Notice that Gog‘s invasion will occur ―after
many days…in the latter years…in the latter days‖ (38:8, 16). So we are clearly dealing with an end-time
prophecy.
Before more specifically examining the time factor, let‘s look at the identities of the various peoples mentioned.
―Gog, of the land of Magog,‖ is called the ―prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal‖ (verses 2-3; 39:1). He is allied
with ―Persia, Ethiopia, and Libya‖ (verse 5)—or, as Ezekiel actually wrote, ―Peras, Cush and Put‖ (Living
Bible)—as well as ―Gomer and…the house of Togarmah‖ (verse 6).
Most of these names can be found in the Table of Nations of Genesis 10, which lists the families of humanity
descended from Noah. Notice: ―Now this is the genealogy of the sons of Noah: Shem, Ham, and Japheth. And
sons were born to them after the flood. The sons of Japheth were Gomer, Magog, Madai, Javan, Tubal,
Meshech, and Tiras. The sons of Gomer were Ashkenaz, Riphath, and Togarmah…. The sons of Ham were
Cush, Mizraim, Put, and Canaan….‖ (verses 1-2, 6 emphasis added).
Notice that Gog is not mentioned here. That may be because the name Magog actually means ―land of Gog‖—
so that perhaps the actual son of Japheth was named Gog and the nation he founded became known as
Magog. The name Gog could in a later context designate anyone who was from the land of Gog (i.e., from
Magog).
The first-century Jewish historian Josephus wrote: ―Magog founded those that from him were named
Magogites, but who by the Greeks were called Scythians‖ (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 1, chap. 6, sec. 2). The
name Scythians denoted a wide array of peoples who ranged across the Russian Steppes all the way into
China. (The Western Scythians were heavily Israelite and Germanic in nationality.)
One researcher writes of the Eastern-ranging Scythians: ―The Assyrians called them Mat Gugi (Ma-Gog) which
means ‗the country of Gog‘…. Let Milner, famous for his writings on the Japhetic races, add further to our
understanding: ‗Magog, as a geographical term used by Hebrews of old and Arabs today (Majaj), denoted that
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vast stretch of country to the north of the Black Sea, Caucasus, Caspian Sea, Hindu Kush, and Altai, known to
the Greek geographers as Skythia‘….
―The term Mongol, sometimes written as Mongoul, appears to be directly derived from Magog. In India, for
example, Mongol becomes Moghul and a large part of China was known as Mangi when Europeans first visited
it. The Arabs called the Scythian tribes of Tartary Yajuj and Majuj which is Gog and Magog and the Great Wall
of China as the ‗wall of al Magog‘….
―Where is Magog located today? They migrated via southern Russia to their current homeland, leaving behind
such place-names as: Mogliev city, Mogiolistan, Mugojar Mountains, Mogol-Tau Mountains. Among the people
of Mongolia, Inner Mongolia, central and much of northern and southern China…and even some Japanese are
also descended from Magog. Here are the hundreds of millions of China today. No wonder the name of
ancestor Japhet means ‗expansion,‘ implying a large or expanding race. Other peoples descended from Magog
[as well]‖ (Craig White, In Search of…The Origin of Nations, 2003, pp. 189-190, available at
www.originofnations.org).
Jones‘ Dictionary of Old Testament Proper Names states in its entry on Magog: ―[English biblical commentator
Bishop] Lowth on this place says: ‗The Mogul Tatars, a people of the Scythian race, are still called so by the
Arabian writers…. By Gog and Magog may most probably be meant the Turks, who were originally natives of
Tartary, called Turcheston [Turkestan] by the eastern writers, and whose language is derived from that of the
Tartars‘‖ (Alfred Jones, 1997).
Indeed, the Turkish peoples of Central Asia may be included—and are, at the very least, included in the
broader alliance, as many of the Eastern Turks appear to derive from Togarmah (see White, p. 198).
The Western Turks, as noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Obadiah, appear to derive from
Edom. As also explained there, one such group that appears to have migrated into Central Asia is the Edomite
tribe of Amalek (see also White, p. 65). Interestingly, Amalekite kings bore the name Agag (Numbers 24:7; 1
Samuel 15:8) and we later see the enemy in the book of Esther, Haman, referred to as an Agagite (3:1, 10; 8:3,
5; 9:24). Josephus refers to him as an Amalekite (Antiquities, Book 11, chap. 6, sec. 5). Agag is written in the
Septuagint as Agog, and there could conceivably be some relation to the name Gog—some, such as Milner
cited above, suggesting that Agog is a compound of A (number 1) and Gog (great or high), denoting the ruler
(see White, p. 65).
Indeed, it is possible that the names Gog and Magog may be figurative labels on some level in Ezekiel 38–39.
Gog basically means ―rooftop‖ and is also thought to mean mountain. As it seems to indicate a peak or highest
point, some have viewed it as designating a supreme ruler—a despot or dictator. In that case, Gog of Magog
becomes ―dictator of the dictatorship.‖ That would certainly fit the description given. Perhaps both the figurative
and national meanings are intended.
On the other peoples listed, a footnote to Ezekiel 38:2-3 in The Living Bible states: ―The names of Gog‘s
confederates (Meshech, Tubal, Gomer, Beth-togarmah) can be identified as Mushki, Tabal, Gimaraya,
Tegerama, peoples who lived in the mountainous area southeast of the Black Sea and southwest of the
Caspian.‖ This would place them in the region of eastern Turkey and Armenia, just south of the Caucasus
Mountains.
The New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary states in its entry on Tubal: ―Tubal and Meschech, the Tabali and Mushki of
the Assyrian monuments, were the representatives of eastern Asia Minor. Their territory originally extended far
to the S[outh]. In the time of [Assyrian emperors] Sargon and Sennacherib, the territory of the Tabali adjoined
Cilicia [in southeast Asia Minor], while the Mushki inhabited the highlands to the E[ast] of them, where they
were in contact with the Hittites. In later days, however, Meshech had retreated to the N[orth], and the classical
geographers place the Tibereni and the Mushki not far from the Black Sea.‖ Thus we see a clear northward
progression.
Meshech evidently ―migrated with Tubal up to the Black Sea and into the Russian plains. Dr. Gesenius [the
famous Hebrew lexicographer] wrote in the nineteenth century that Meshech became the Moschi…. They dwelt,
he said, in the Moschian Mountains. The Moschian Mountains were the connecting chain between the
Caucasus and Anti Taurus Mountains. The Scofield Reference Bible says that the ‗reference to Meschech and
Tubal (Moscow [the Russian capital] and Tobolsk [in West Siberia]) is a very clear mark of identification….
Milner explains: ‗…The whole district within five hundred miles of Moscow seems to be saturated with the name

940

of Meschech.‘ He then refers…to the following place names: Moscow; the Moskva River; the Novo-Mosc-owsk
on a tributary of the Dnieper; Mosch-Aisk near Borodino; Mosch-ok between Moscow and Nijini Novogorod;
Mosch-arki stood on a tributary of the Volga River; Misch-etski stood between Moskow and the Tula…Mesch-a,
a branch of the Dwina River; Mesch-Tschowsk near Tula [etc.]….‖ (White, pp. 178-179).
What about the name Rosh in Ezekiel 38–39? This name is not found in the Table of Nations in Genesis 10.
Some translators prefer to view the word as the Hebrew word for ―head‖ or ―chief‖ and link it with the word
prince in the verse as denoting ―chief ruler‖ rather than as a tribal name. However, other translators prefer Rosh
as a name. Interestingly, the Mitanni kingdom in eastern Asia Minor became known as the land of Rashu,
―Rash or Rosh meaning ‗blond.‘ Also, nearby dwelt the Urartians [ancient Armenians]…. Their last great ruler
was Rusa II who built great cities and huge defences. He established the religious center and fortress of Rusaiurau-tur or Rusa-patari which means ‗the small city of Rusa‘…. Herodotus wrote that the Matienaians from the
land of Rosh were with the peoples of Tubal and Meschech; while Pliny wrote of the Matiani as moving into
southern Russia over the Caucasus‖ (White, p. 267; see also p. 268).
It is commonly believed that the Varangian Rus, Vikings from Sweden, gave their name to Russia. However,
―while western scholars accept this as the origin of the Rus, Soviet scholars contend that the Rus were Slavs
from the southern steppes. Both are probably correct…. There is no evidence of a tribe from Scandinavia called
Ros or Rus. But a tribe of the Antes was known as the ‗Ros‘ and later modified to ‗Rus‘ which resided along the
river Ros, a tributary of the Dnieper in the southern Ukraine, just north of the Black Sea‖ (White, pp. 268-269).
So far, then, we have an alliance stretching from Russia and Turkestan in Western Asia to Mongolia and China
in the Far East. Are other eastern peoples listed in Ezekiel 38–39?
Notice the listing of Gomer. This name has caused a lot of confusion as the ancient people near Armenia
known as the Gimirrai or Cimmerians migrated around both sides of the Black Sea into Europe—becoming the
Celts. For this reason, many equate Gomer with Europe. But the Gimirrai or Cimmerians who migrated into
Europe were actually the people known to the Assyrians as Bit Khumri, the ―house of Omri‖—that is, the
northern tribes of Israel (once ruled by the dynasty of Omri), who were taken captive to northern Assyria.
The actual people of Gomer (that is, of Japheth‘s son Gomer), migrated not to Europe but in the exact opposite
direction—to southeast Asia. ―Gomer gave rise to the Siamese [Thai], Burmese, Indonesians, Filipinos,
Vietnamese, Laotians and Cambodians who all have the same sub-racial anthropological classifications…. The
Cambodians‘ real name is the Khmer which is very likely derived from Gomer. Similarly, one of the regions of
Burma is known as Khemarata. Also, Kamara was the original name of Sumatra…. We also find the area of
Kemarat in Thailand and the Gimaras island in the Philippines. Given the aforementioned, it is highly likely that
these place and ethnic names are ultimately traceable back to Gomer. While it is impossible to prove, it is most
likely and should be included in our list of strong probabilities‖ (White, p. 194).
Consider next the people of Gomer‘s son Togarmah, who appears, as noted earlier, to be the progenitor of
some of the peoples of eastern Turkestan. ―The name may be preserved in the E[ast] Cappadocian city of Tilgarimmu, listed in the Assyrian records‖ (―Togarmah,‖ New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary). This location was in what
is now central Turkey.
The Hittite name, given above in The Living Bible footnote, was Tegerama. The people of this region ―lived on
the border with Tabal. Other names for this people were Tegaram a Tilgarimma, Trochmi and Trogmades. The
Tegarma or Tegarama migrated from Cappadocia into Armenia…. From there they moved into Turcoman
territory (Turkistan) a possible derivation of Tegarama. In Turkistan, among the tablelands of Pamir, rose a
great mount, Tagharma…. These were the Mongoloid peoples of the eastern division of the Turkic peoples of
Central Asia‖ (White, p. 197).
An apocryphal Hebrew work known as the Book of Jasher, though contradictory of Scripture in a number of
regards, may nevertheless contain some accurate historical traditions. It states that ―the children of Tugarma
are ten families, and these are their names: Buzar, Parzunac, Balgar, Elicanum, Ragbib, Tarki [another possible
origin of the name Turk], Bid, Zebuc, Ongal and Tilmaz; all these spread and rested in the north and built
themselves cities‖ (10:10).
―Among the sign-posts indicating where Togarmah settled we find: Tagarchi in eastern Turkestan; Tigranoama
in eastern Turkey; Tagarma mountains in eastern Turkestan; the city of Tagarma in western China; Taganrog,
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Tigeretsk Mountain, Togur town, Turgai province and Turgins, a town in Siberia; many Uighur peoples may be a
derivative of Togarmah.
―Tradition speaks in terms of a certain son of Japheth known as Tork [Togarmah or Tarki?]. He in turn had a
son Taunak Chan. He was in turn succeeded by Jelza Khan, Dibbakui Khan, Kajuk Khan and Ilingeh (or
Alanza) Khan. Ilingeh Khan in turn had two sons: Tatar Khan—progenitor of the Tartars; and Mongul Khan—
progenitor of some of the Mongols or Moghuls‖ (White, pp. 197-198).
If these people did indeed migrate to eastern Turkestan and then up into Siberia and Mongolia, as appears
likely, that would certainly fit the biblical description of ―the house of Togarmah from the far north‖ (Ezekiel
38:6).
The only ones left to identify in Gog‘s confederation are ―Peras, Cush and Put‖ (Ezekiel 38:5, The Living Bible).
Peras is correctly translated in the NKJV and other versions as Persia. Persia is modern-day Iran. The
descendants of the ancient Persians may still be found in their homeland of Iran. They can also be found, as
noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 21, in parts of Eastern Europe and of India.
What then of Cush and Put? The NKJV and other translations usually render these as Ethiopia and Libya. Cush
and Put (or Phut) were, according to the Table of Nations in Genesis 10, sons of Ham, father of many of the
dark-skinned people of the world. Cush, it is generally acknowledged, became Ethiopia and other black peoples
of East Africa. And the people of Put were indeed the ancient Libyans, whose descendants may be found
throughout black Africa (see White, pp. 89-97).
Yet these two would seem to be the odd men out in this prophecy, being African while all the rest of the
confederation is Eurasian. Indeed, the alliance thus far appears to include all of Asia north and east of the
Euphrates River except for most of the people of the Indian subcontinent. However, when we better understand
the identity of Cush and Put, we can see that the people of South Asia are not left out at all (and that the African
branch of these peoples are probably not intended by the prophecy).
Concerning the identity of the people of India, 19th-century author George Faber wrote: ―Their military nobility is
acknowledged to be of the same family as the Sacas or Chasas, who maintain that their great common
ancestor was Cusha or Cush… But we read in a special manner of two lands of Cush, the Asiatic and the
African. These were by the Greeks called the two Ethiopias…but by the Hindoos [Hindus], as by the sacred
writers, they are denominated the land of Cush within and the land of Cush without‖ (The Origin of Pagan
Idolatry, 1816, qtd. by White, p. 99).
In Black Athena: The Afroasiatic Roots of Classical Civilization, author Martin Bernal writes: ―The tradition of
two Ethiopias is much older than [the 5th-century-B.C. Greek historian] Herodotus. In the Odyssey [of the Greek
writer Homer], the Ethiopians are described as dwelling ‗sundered in twain, the farthermost of men, some where
Hyperion [the sun] sets and some where he rises.‘ Thus, there were Black men, Aithiopes…from Western Libya
(Africa) to Eastern Mesopotamia‖ (qtd. by White, pp. 100-101).
Those on the east of Mesopotamia evidently migrated further east, giving their name to the Hindu Kush
Mountains of Afghanistan and Pakistan. ―A few other tell-tale signs of the movement eastwards of the sons of
Cush include a land called Kushian, in modern Pakistan. Just to the north of India also lay the land Kashgana.
And in the south of India ran a river called Kishna. All of these names are variously derivatives of ‗Cush‘‖
(White, p. 102). Thus, many of the dark-skinned people of the Indian subcontinent are evidently Cushite.
Regarding the people of Put or Phut, historian George Rawlinson wrote: ―This term is obscure…. In most
{scriptures} Phut is joined with tribes which are distinctively African; but in two of them (Ezek [27].10, and
[38].5), the accompanying nations seem to be Asiatic. The explanation of this may possibly be that, as there
were two Cushes, so there were two Phuts, one Asiatic, and the other African‖ (qtd. by White, p. 97).
The eastern branch of Put ―may have migrated from the east Mediterranean region as this is where
anthropologists trace the northern Indians to. All one can say is that large parts of India were known as
Rajputna (modern Rajasthan state). Rajputna was a group of princely states ruled over by a warrior-caste
called the Rajputs (meaning ‗chief of Put‘ or ‗chief over Put‘). In northern India, near Bhutan, we find the town
called Panta, later Patali-putra, the capital city of Maghada State. The Rajputs and others drove the Dravidian
Cushites into Central and Southern India. Those Phutites which settled in Central India mixed with the
Dravidians. In the east some mixed with the Mongoloids‖ (White, pp. 97-98).
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So rather than present-day Ethiopia and Libya in Africa, it appears much more likely that Ezekiel 38:5 is
speaking of the people of India, Pakistan, Bangladesh and Sri Lanka.
Consider then: the vast hordes of India, China, Indonesia, Russia, Turkestan and more combined—an
unimaginable force and staggeringly formidable foe to be sure…But no match at all for Almighty God.
When Will Gog‘s Forces Invade and Be Destroyed? (Ezekiel 38–39)
We have already seen that Ezekiel 38–39 is a prophecy of the latter days (38:8, 16). Yet where does it fit in the
march of end-time events?
Some, thinking the Israelites brought out of the nations and back to the Promised Land in Ezekiel 38:8 is
referring to the Jews who have returned to the land during the past century, conclude that this prophecy
concerns an invasion of the modern Jewish state of Israel prior to Christ‘s return. But this view simply does not
fit the picture here. The returned Israelites are described in this prophecy as dwelling in peace and safety—in a
―land of unwalled villages…without walls, and having neither bars nor gates‖ (verse 11). While modern cities
don‘t normally have defensive walls, the image here is mainly a figurative one—of living in complete peace, free
from invasion or harm. And that certainly does not describe the modern Israeli state. Israel today is constantly
under grave threat from hostile neighbors and from terrorists within. In fact, the Israelis are currently building an
actual wall or security fence to protect them against Palestinian suicide bombers.
Neither can the prophecy refer to, as some assume, the gathering of forces at Armageddon referred to in
Revelation 16 and their destruction in Revelation 19. There is some parallel symbolism, as the sacrificial feast
of fallen troops given to birds and beasts is found in both Ezekiel 39 and Revelation 19. However, similar
imagery is also used of the defeat of Egypt, as we will next read in Ezekiel 32:4-5. Moreover, the people of
Israel will by no means be dwelling safely as the gathering at Armageddon occurs, with the forces of the
European-centered Beast power, end-time Babylon, still occupying the Holy Land. And having just experienced
the Great Tribulation, with the cataclysmic Day of the Lord still ongoing, the Israelites will not yet be enriched
with ―livestock and goods‖ (compare Ezekiel 38:12).
Considering these factors, the only time that fits what is described is the period after the return of Jesus Christ.
When He comes, He will defeat Israel‘s enemies and gather those who are left of all Israel in the Promised
Land, where they will at last dwell in peace and safety under His rule.
As that stage of Christ‘s reign will last 1,000 years (the Millennium), during which time Satan the devil will be
imprisoned (Revelation 20:1-6), the question now becomes: At what point following the commencement of the
Millennium will the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39 come to pass?
Some think it comes at the end, when there definitely will be a march to battle by Gog and Magog. Revelation
20:7-9 states: ―Now when the thousand years have expired, Satan will be released from his prison and will go
out to deceive the nations which are in the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them together to
battle, whose number is as the sand of the sea. They went up on the breadth of the earth and surrounded the
camp of the saints and the beloved city. And fire came down from God out of heaven and devoured them.‖ It is
also claimed that because armaments such as shields, bucklers, bows, arrows, javelins and spears will be able
to be burned for seven years (Ezekiel 39:9-10), this must indicate not modern weaponry but wooden
implements—fashioned by people at the end of the Millennium who will be without military technology and
hardware.
But there are problems with this view. For one, Gog and Magog in Revelation 20 are said to be from the four
corners of the earth and therefore apparently represent people of all nationalities. In Ezekiel 38, it is clear the
forces are of specific ethnicities and associated with a particular northern region.
Notice also what God says to Gog in Ezekiel 38:17: ―Are you not the one I spoke of in former days by my
servants the prophets of Israel? At that time they prophesied for years that I would bring you against them‖
(NIV). How then could Ezekiel 38 be a postmillennial reference, as none of the prophets appear to have
mentioned this in any other prophecy (unless it was simply not recorded)—the only reference being in the New
Testament book of Revelation?
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(Granted, there do not seem to be any other references to an invasion early in the Millennium either. Yet the
destruction of Gog‘s forces at that point in time may simply be part of the fulfillment of God‘s general prophecies
of calamitous judgment accompanying the Messiah‘s coming. Indeed, if Gog is a leader of Edom, which seems
possible given that the western Turks may have blended to some degree with those of the East and that Gog
may be short for Agog or Agag, there may be more specific prophecies regarding him—that is, those that
foretell Edom‘s great downfall at the time of Christ‘s return.)
A more serious objection to Gog‘s invasion in Ezekiel being postmillennial is that it evidently occurs soon after
the return of Israel to the Promised Land—not after they have dwelt there for a thousand years. Notice Ezekiel
39:7: ―So I will make My holy name known in the midst of My people Israel, and I will not let them profane My
holy name anymore.‖ Clearly, if the Israelites had been living under Christ‘s rule for a thousand years at this
point, this statement would not seem to make any sense.
Notice also: ―So the house of Israel shall know that I am the LORD their God from that day forward‖ (verse 22).
Yet at the end of the Millennium, Israel will already have been living under God‘s covenant for a thousand
years, wherein ―no more shall every man teach his neighbor, and every man his brother, saying ‗Know the
LORD,‘ for they all shall know [Him], from the least of them to the greatest of them‖ (Jeremiah 31:34). It thus
seems to make more sense to view verse 22 as applying to a time early in the Millennium. (It‘s interesting that
up to this point, many Israelites are still confused about the identity and character of Jesus Christ and the
unlimited extent of His power. It appears that up to this time they have not yet fully and reverently submitted to
His rule.)
By the end of the Millennium, the gentiles too will know the Lord—indeed, they will know Him throughout most
of the Millennium, for of Christ‘s 1,000-year reign we are told that ―the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the
LORD as the waters cover the sea‖ (Isaiah 11:9). And yet Ezekiel 38–39 presents the defeat of Gog as resulting
in the gentiles coming to know God. It appears, then, that the defeat of Gog described in Ezekiel must come
during the early part of the Millennium.
Further, God says that in the wake of Gog‘s defeat ―the Gentiles shall know that the house of Israel went into
captivity for their iniquity‖ (39:23)—that is, this is the point at which the nations would come to understand it.
―Then,‖ He continues, ―they shall know that I am the LORD their God, who sent [the Israelites] into captivity
among the nations, but also brought them back to their land…And I will not hide My face from them anymore;
for I shall have poured out My Spirit on the house of Israel‖ (verses 28-29). Again, it seems obvious that this is
describing events that take place shortly after Christ‘s return.
Indeed, the arrangement of Ezekiel‘s final chapters may have some bearing here. God spoke of giving His Spirit
to His people after the return of Christ in Ezekiel 36. Ezekiel 37 continues on that theme. Though it briefly
flashes forward to the period after the Millennium to show that even all the Israelites who have died will
ultimately receive the same opportunity, the story flow then returns to the beginning of the Millennium, when the
nations of Israel and Judah are at last fused together as one nation. Continuing with that flow, it would appear
that the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39 will come next in time order—followed by that of chapters 40–48,
concerning the rebuilding of Jerusalem and its temple and the reorganization of the Promised Land, events that
will also transpire early in the Millennium.
Of course, many of Gog‘s forces will evidently be destroyed when Christ first returns. For Revelation 16:14-16
says that ―the kings…of the whole world‖ will gather at Armageddon for the ―battle of that great day of God
Almighty.‖ Yet, understanding the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38–39 to come early in the Millennium, it is evident that
only part of Gog‘s army will be present in the Holy Land to be destroyed at Christ‘s coming. It seems likely that
vast numbers will yet be stretched across Eurasia—apparently what remains of the 200-million-man force
described in Revelation 9. Sometime after Christ smites the forces gathered against Him (which, again, would
necessarily include only part of Gog‘s forces), perhaps even a few years later, the remainder of Gog‘s forces
then marches down for the onslaught described in Ezekiel. (This is consistent with the fact that when Jesus
returns, He will not bring the entire world into instant compliance with His way. Rather, Isaiah 2:2-4 and
Zechariah 14:16-19 demonstrate that there will be a period of bringing the nations into line through both
instruction and disciplinary measures.)
What then of the seemingly archaic military equipment? Certainly ancient weaponry has been used in other
end-time passages to represent modern war implements. Yet does the fact that these armaments are used as
fuel for fire for seven years mean none of them can be metal or modern? Many guns and rifles, and most
notably the AK-47 assault rifle so popular in third world nations, have wooden stocks. Consider also that there
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are many flammable elements to even jeeps, tanks and jet planes—not least of which is their fuel. The fuel and
reserve fuel for thousands upon thousands of military vehicles is staggering to contemplate. Small quantities of
material can be used as a fire starter—and there would be vast quantities available. Furthermore, consider all
the possessions of an enormous military force on the move—this one perhaps two thirds as large as the current
U.S. population. There would be an unimaginable amount of burnable material for the few million Israelites then
living in the Promised Land. Also, perhaps new technology, whether invented by man or given by God, could
allow even metal to be converted to usable energy.
Of course, it should also be mentioned that a vast Eurasian army would have not only well-trained troops with
sophisticated equipment but also huge numbers of poorly outfitted infantry and cavalry. Among hordes of
Chinese peasantry and third-world Muslim jihadis, it would not at all be surprising to find large numbers of
wooden spears, clubs, crossbows, wood-handled machetes and sabers—even hoes and pitchforks.
So if it is describing a later episode than Ezekiel 38–39, why does Revelation 20 mention Gog and Magog? As
already noted, these names seem to be used there in a representative sense for a Satan-led force coming from
all nations at the end of the Millennium. It may be that the great invasion of Gog and Magog that occurs near
the beginning of the Millennium is being viewed as a forerunner of the postmillennial invasion. The first was a
multinational force. The later will be as well—though encompassing even more nations. It may even be that
Gog and Magog will constitute the largest portion of this final rebellious force. Some, it should be noted, see
numerical significance to the use of Gog and Magog in Revelation, explaining that the words numerically add up
to 70, a number the Jews see as representative of all nations (as 70 nations are listed in the Table of Nations in
Genesis 10). Or given that Gog and Magog can perhaps mean ―dictator‖ and ―dictatorship‖ respectively,
perhaps that is the parallel. In any case, the invasion of Ezekiel 38–39 does not appear to be the invasion of
Revelation 20, though there is apparently some tie between them, if only a figurative one.
By the defeat of Gog‘s forces, God says He will set His glory among the nations—they will know His great
power and majesty. The Israelites will come to know Him as their personal Savior and Protector. And the
gentiles will see that as well—leading them, at last, to desire to become God‘s people too.
Ezekiel‘s Detailed Vision of the Future (Ezekiel 40)
Fourteen years have passed since Jerusalem and the temple were destroyed (verse 1). But beginning with
chapter 40, Ezekiel relates a vision of a future temple, city and nation, which must have given hope to those in
captivity. Indeed, with the Jerusalem temple in ashes, Ezekiel does not only say there will be a new one. He
gives extraordinary details of a coming temple complex and a new arrangement of the Holy Land that was quite
different than what they knew from the past. This no doubt gave those who heard it great confidence in the truth
of it—for how could Ezekiel have come up with all this on his own?
Some have argued for a historical fulfillment of this passage, either through the reconstructed temple by
Zerubbabel after the ancient Jewish return from Babylonian captivity or through Herod‘s later expansion on this
second temple. Others see the prophecy as an allegorical representation of God‘s spiritual temple, His Church.
And there are other ideas. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary has this to say on the matter:
―These chapters have been interpreted as referring to Solomon‘s temple, the temple of Zerubabbel (either real
or proposed), Herod‘s temple, or a future temple in the Millennium or in the eternal state. Some, having difficulty
understanding the passage when taken literally, interpret the section allegorically as teaching about the church
and its earthly blessings and glories, while others understand the passage to symbolize the reality of the
heavenly temple where Christ ministers today.
―The historical fulfillments do not fit the details of the passage. The temples of Solomon, Zerubbabel, or Herod
do not share the design and dimensions of the temple described in Ezekiel 40-42. The worship procedure set
forth in chapters 43-46, though Mosaic in nature, has not been followed in history in exactly the manner
described in these chapters. The river that flows forth from the temple in 47:1-12 has never flowed from any of
the three historical temples mentioned above. The only comparisons to this river are seen in Genesis 2:8-14
and Revelation 22:1-2 (cf. Isa 35:6-7; Joel 3:18; Zech 14:8). The geographical dimensions and tribal allotments
of the land are certainly not feasible today, nor have they ever been followed in times past. Geographical
changes will be necessary prior to the fulfillment of chapters 45, 47-48 [of Ezekiel]. Therefore one would not
look to historical (past or present) fulfillments of these chapters but to the future.
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―The figurative or ‗spiritualizing‘ interpretative approach does not seem to solve any of the problems of Ezekiel
40-48; it tends to create new ones. When the interpreter abandons a normal [literal interpretation] because the
passage does not seem to make sense taken that way and opts for an interpretative procedure by which he can
allegorize, symbolize, or ‗spiritualize,‘ the interpretations become subjective. Different aspects of a passage
mean whatever the interpreter desires. There are no governing interpretative principles [in that case] except the
interpreter‘s mind (though there is appeal to the…[New Testament‘s revelation of spiritual meaning behind
many facets of the Old Testament]). Even apocalyptic visions such as found in these chapters [at the end of
Ezekiel] require a normal [literal method of interpretation]. To interpret these chapters in any manner other than
a normal, literal approach would appear to contradict the interpretative guide in the vision who warns Ezekiel
that he is to write down all the minute details concerning the plan for the temple and its regulations so that these
details might be considered carefully and followed in every aspect (40:4; 43:10-11; 44:5; cf. Exod 25:9; 1
Chronicles 28:19). Therefore a figurative approach does not adequately treat the issues of Ezekiel 40-48.
―In order to determine the general time-frame of these chapters, they will be examined in light of the
development and flow of Ezekiel‘s argument in the entire book. He has shown the presence of God‘s glory in
the historical Jerusalem temple and its departure from that temple because of Israel‘s sin of breaking the
Mosaic covenant. The Fall of Jerusalem and the Captivity in Babylon were the consequence (chs. 4-24). After
declaring how the nations would also be judged (25:1-33:20), Ezekiel encouraged the Jewish captives through
six…messages of hope (33:21-39:29). In these he informed them that the Messiah would restore them to their
Promised Land in the future and become a true shepherd to them. They would be cleansed and all their
covenants would be fulfilled. Even in the end times, after the land prospers and Israel dwells securely in it,
some will try to take the Promised Land away from Israel and profane the Lord‘s name; but the Lord will not
permit it (chs. 38-39). It would seem logical, therefore, that Ezekiel would conclude the logical and chronological
development of his prophecy by describing the messianic kingdom and the return of God‘s glory to govern his
people (chs. 40-48) rather than suddenly reverting back to some historical period, whether immediately
following the Captivity or during Herod‘s temple, or to describe an idealistic temple.
―Ezekiel appears to have been contrasting the past and contemporary desecration of the temple and its
regulations with the future holiness and righteousness of the temple and its functions. Ezekiel also used this
format in chapters 33-39. The correct fixture procedure would bring shame and conviction on Ezekiel‘s
contemporaries (43:6-12; 44:5-16; 45:9-12). This would again point to a future fulfillment of these chapters.
―God‘s glory is a most important feature of Ezekiel‘s prophecy. The return of God‘s glory to the new temple in
43:1-12 is the climax of the book. The context implies that this could only occur after Israel has been restored to
her Promised Land and cleansed. The stress is on holiness. Holiness had not characterized Israel as a people
heretofore; and, according to Ezekiel 36, Israel would not be a holy people in accord with God‘s standard till
after they had been restored to the Promised Land and cleansed in the Messianic Age. When God‘s glory
returns, it will remain in Israel‘s midst forever (43:6-7). The development of this unifying factor in Ezekiel‘s
prophecy would argue strongly for a future fulfillment of chapters 40-48.
―Finally, the entire context and argument of the Scriptures concerning God‘s outworking of his redemptive plan
in history would seem to place these chapters and the aspects mentioned above in the time of the
consummation of all history. This is perhaps best seen in the river of life that flows from the temple to bring
healing to the land (47:1-12). This concept is first seen in Genesis 2:8-14 in the Garden of Eden, the perfect
environment of God‘s holiness. With sin, this garden and its river were removed. When God concludes his
redemptive program and brings full salvation to mankind with eternal life through the passion of Jesus Christ his
Son, it is most appropriate that the river of eternal life would again flow to demonstrate full healing on the earth.
This conclusion to the full circle of God‘s redemptive program is also shown in Revelation 22:1-6 in God‘s
description of the eternal state. Such is also conveyed by other O[ld] T[estament] prophets (cf. Isa 35:5-6; Joel
3:18; Zech 14:8).
―Therefore, the context and argument of the Book of Ezekiel as well as the development of God‘s redemptive
program argue strongly for a future fulfillment of the events of Ezekiel 40-48 in the end times‖ (introductory
notes on chapters 40–48).
Expositor‘s next takes up the issue of whether the vision is of the 1,000-year reign of Christ (the Millennium) or
the eternal state beyond it. As it explains, the obvious differences between the descriptions in Ezekiel and those
of the New Jerusalem in Revelation 21–22 make it clear that Ezekiel‘s vision is of Jerusalem and the Promised
Land during the Millennium.
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Many have great difficulty with the concept of a sacrificial system being reinstituted in the future. The book of
Hebrews explains regarding the Old Testament system that ―in those sacrifices there is [only] a reminder of sins
every year. For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and goats could take away sins‖ (10:4). Rather, Jesus
Christ has ―once…appeared to put away sins by the sacrifice of Himself‖ and ―we have been sacrificed through
the offering of the body of Jesus Christ once for all‖ (9:26; 10:10). Israel‘s ritual system, we are told, ―was
symbolic for the present time…imposed until the time of reformation‖ (9:9)—meaning the Church age. This is
why many try to interpret these chapters at the end of Ezekiel allegorically.
Expositor‘s notes: ―The writer of Hebrews goes on to say that where sins have been forgiven, there is no longer
any sacrifice for sin. Understood in the context of Hebrews described above, there is no longer the need for the
picture lessons and reminders now that the reality of Christ‘s efficacious blood sacrifice has been offered once
and for all. No other efficacious sacrifice could be offered because only Christ‘s sacrifice of himself is
efficacious. However, the writer of Hebrews does not declare that pictorial sacrifices and festivals absolutely
can no longer be observed as reminders and picture lessons of what Christ did after his singularly efficacious
sacrifice has been completed. Since the sacrifices and festivals in the O[ld] T[estament] system were only
pictures, they could never conflict with the sacrifice of the Messiah.
―They never were and never could be efficacious. Likewise, the sacrifices in the millennial system described by
Ezekiel are only picture lessons and reminders of the sin of man and of the only efficacious sacrifice for sin
once and for all made by Christ. The millennial sacrifices will be both reminders to believers in millennial
worship and picture lessons to unbelievers born in the Millennium. (These ‗unbelievers‘ could be born from the
Jews who enter the Millennium from the tribulation period.) On the basis of the O[ld] T[estament] role of the
sacrifices and the argument of the writer of Hebrews, it does not appear that the pictorial sacrifices of the
Mosaic system nor the memorial sacrifices of the millennial worship conflict with the finished and complete work
of Jesus‘ sacrifice for all sins once and for all on the cross. Consequently, the sacrifices in the millennial
sacrificial system of Ezekiel appear to be only memorials of Christ‘s finished work and pictorial reminders that
mankind by nature is sinful and in need of redemption from sin. Not only is this view substantiated by
comparison with the Mosaic covenant in which the sacrifices were picture lessons and types, but it is also
confirmed by the writer of Hebrews as observed above‖ (emphasis added).
Today, Christians can and should gain a great deal of insight into the reconciling and saving work of Jesus
Christ through studying the Old Testament tabernacle and temple and its sacrificial system. Yet that insight is
certainly limited by having to construct in mental pictures, based on complex and detailed passages, what it
was like. Just imagine the establishment of a living, functioning model at the world‘s capital. What a wonderful
teaching tool this will provide for the Israelites living in the Promised Land and, as there will likely still be mass
communications at that time, for all mankind.
The Millennial Temple Complex (Ezekiel 40)
Ezekiel‘s vision was received on the tenth day of the first month. ―If it is correct to designate the month as Nisan
[the first month on the religious calendar], then this apocalyptic vision would have been received on the tenth
day of Nisan, the very day the people may have begun to prepare for the Passover four days later. Whether
they actually observed the Passover or not in exile, surely they would be contemplating Israel's redemption out
of Egypt and the creation of their nation. This vision, then, would be an encouragement that the Lord would
complete his purposes for the nation in the messianic kingdom‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse
1-4).
We then get into the specifics of what Ezekiel saw. The details often make the reading of this section tedious
and incomprehensible. Also, there is a great deal of dispute about what all of the measurements are, and what
they refer to. Nevertheless, with the information provided here and historical details we have of the past
Jerusalem temples, we can get a good idea of what the magnificent temple to be built at the return of Jesus
Christ will probably look like.
Ezekiel is first taken to a ―very high mountain‖ (verse 2), perhaps signifying the nation of Israel in a figurative
sense, as it will be the chief nation of the Millennium. It could also represent the Kingdom of God, the ultimate
peak of which will be the heavenly ―mount of the congregation in the farthest sides of the north‖ (Isaiah 14:13)—
for despite the fact that Jesus Christ will rule from the earthly Jerusalem over all nations, heaven will, during the
Millennium, remain the seat of God the Father and thus the pinnacle of the Kingdom. In any case, the prophet is
able to see on the southern part of this mountain what appears to him to be something like a city. Indeed, when
we reconstruct the temple complex according to the measurements given, this is just what it looks like. Ezekiel
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was probably familiar with the city of Babylon with its thick walls and gates, and he probably found some
similarity. Yet as a future city, we could perhaps expect some things Ezekiel saw to be more like one of our
modern cities than what he himself was accustomed to.
The complex of buildings occupies a square, 500 cubits on each side, covering about 25 acres. Carefully
arranged within the complex are variously sized open courtyards surrounded by buildings, many of which are
several stories tall. A number of ―towers‖ can be seen (see Psalm 48:13). One structure in the middle of the
complex apparently reaches to the height of a modern 25-story building. And surrounding the square of
buildings there is a large open parkland that is enclosed by a wall, defining the outer perimeter of the grounds of
this ―city.‖
There is some confusion as to exactly where the millennial temple complex will be located. The question
centers on the meaning of Zion or Mount Zion in other passages. The Bible elsewhere makes it clear that Jesus
Christ will reign from Zion (Psalm 132:13-14; Isaiah 2:3; 8:18; 18:7; Micah 4:2, 7). Zion was the area of David‘s
Jerusalem. The Temple Mount, a higher hill just north of the City of David where Solomon‘s and the later temple
complexes sat, is Mount Moriah (2 Chronicles 3:1). When Solomon‘s temple was built, the Ark of the Covenant
was brought up to the Temple Mount from ―the city of David, which is Zion‖ (1 Kings 8:1).
This has led some to conclude that Zion is restricted to the area of David‘s city. If that is the case, then the
millennial temple will be located here, south of the present Temple Mount. This southern area, however, is a
rather narrow hilltop with higher hills surrounding it, so the topography of the area would have to be drastically
altered. This could well be as Zion is to be exalted and built up (see Isaiah 2:2; 40:9; Micah 4:1; Psalm 102:16).
Indeed, the whole area around Jerusalem is going to become a plain (Zechariah 14:10). Why might the temple
be moved? Perhaps to symbolize that God‘s throne is no longer high above Jerusalem in a heavenly place but
has rather come down to the earthly capital—where sits the throne of David that Jesus will assume.
But that‘s only if the temple really is to be moved. It could well be that Zion applies to all of Jerusalem. Indeed,
the name Jerusalem originally applied to the City of David. The Temple Mount was then incorporated into
Jerusalem. If Zion was simply synonymous with Jerusalem, then the Temple Mount would have been part of
Zion. The city later came to encompass a larger area to the west, which all became part of Jerusalem—and
perhaps of Zion. Today, the hill to the west of David‘s city is referred to as Zion. Yet it seems quite possible that
the biblical designation of Zion applies to the entire city of Jerusalem. Indeed, in Isaiah 2:3, the two seem to
mean exactly the same place. Ezekiel‘s temple complex could easily fit on the current Temple Mount—yet even
in that case, major topographical changes will still be made to the area.
After seeing an overview of the complex, Ezekiel is brought down to it, where he meets his tour guide standing
at a gate. This ―man‖ is holding a measuring rod and a line of flax (apparently a measuring tape of unspecified
length, used for especially long measurements). He tells Ezekiel to record what he sees for the benefit of the
house of Israel, and ultimately for our instruction (Ezekiel 40:3-4).
The length of the measuring rod is given as six cubits. There is some dispute about the size of a cubit. Many
consider a cubit to have been 18 inches. Others claim a standard cubit was about 21 inches, or some other
length. Since the cubit being used here is defined as one handbreadth longer than the standard cubit of the day
(verse 5), we could expect something longer than the standard by about 4 inches. (Four inches is the current
measure of a ―hand,‖ as used in measuring horses). Without going into all of the supporting evidence, there is
some indication that the Hebrew cubit was based on ―handbreadths‖ or palms, and that a palm was 3.6 inches.
This would make an 18-inch cubit equal to five palms, and a 21.6-inch cubit six palms (perhaps this was the
―cubit of a man‖ after the number of man—see Deuteronomy 3:11 KJV; Revelation 13:18). We are proceeding
on the assumption of a seven-palm, 25.2-inch cubit, as described in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th edition,
article ―Weights and Measures.‖ Some may insist this is too long, but the relative proportions of the buildings
remain the same regardless of which cubit size is used. And with the seven-palm cubit, rooms that appear to be
bed-chambers turn out to have the square footage of modern college dormitory rooms; rooms used for private
dining are just over 12 feet square; the tables used for holding the instruments for sacrifice come to a
reasonable work table height and the tables for the showbread (Exodus 25:23) would have been as a normal
countertop or buffet table in height. Using a much smaller cubit would yield some uncomfortably small rooms
and furnishings.
With the seven-palm, 25.2-inch cubit, the measuring rod used by Ezekiel‘s guide is 12.6 feet long. The tour
begins with the measuring of an outer wall, which is one rod high, and one rod thick (Ezekiel 40:5). It is often
assumed that this first wall Ezekiel encounters surrounds the ―outer court‖ of the temple (verse 17). There are
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problems with this, however, as this wall is described as being ―all around the outside of the temple,‖ and yet
there are a number of other structures that clearly occupy some of the space that this wall would have to
occupy if it were there. While it could perhaps be an outer building wall in places, discrepancies in building
height and other features make even this resolution awkward. And in verse 6, it says they went to the east gate
and went up the stairs (giving the impression of approaching it) after measuring this wall. This seems to imply
that the six-cubit wall was behind them, outside of the gate they were approaching. And indeed, as described in
chapter 42, there is a freestanding wall much further out to enclose an open parkland around the temple
complex. Perhaps it was in one of the gates of this outer park wall that the man with the measuring instruments
was standing to greet Ezekiel and show him through this ―city‖ of the future.
In any case, they enter the eastern gate of the building complex after climbing some steps. The actual number
of steps for the eastern gate is not given, but the northern and southern gates each have seven steps (40:22,
26). The eastern gate may have the same number, or there may be more, considering that the eastern side of
the temple complex may sit above a steeper slope than the other sides. There is a valley, the Kidron Valley,
running just below the east side of both the current Temple Mount and the City of David. So there could well be
a need for additional steps.

Next we are given the dimensions of the gates. Each gateway comprises a narrow, 50-cubit-long (105-foot)
passageway through a large building complex. In the middle of the gateway is a small open-air courtyard (25
cubits wide, verse 13, and at least as long) with three six-cubit (12.6-foot) square rooms on either side. These
rooms may at times be used as dining rooms for leaders (as alluded to in Ezekiel 44:3). And they may also be
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used by the priests as counseling rooms for judging private disputes (see Deuteronomy 16:18; 17:8-9; Ezekiel
44:24).

The thresholds at the outer entrance of the gateway corridor are fairly narrow (only 12.6 feet wide), symbolically
picturing the constricted nature of the gate into the Kingdom of God (Matthew 7:14). The entrance gates will be
attended by gatekeepers (as in former days, 1 Chronicles 9:22-24; 2 Chronicles 23:19; Ezekiel 44:11), who will
have the responsibility of restricting entrance into the main courtyards of the temple to those who fit the
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scriptural requirements of being clean, both spiritually and physically—circumcised in mind and body (see 44:9,
23).
Other details about these gates are given, but the exact application of each measurement is not always clear.
The accompanying diagram provides the basic outline and one interpretation of Ezekiel‘s description.
Controversy especially surrounds the height of these gates. Ezekiel 40:14 describes ―gateposts‖ that are 60
cubits (126 feet) high—or about 12 stories tall. While some reject the idea that this is a vertical dimension, there
is no reason to believe it is not. Most feel it applies at least to the ―vestibule‖ or ―porch‖ (KJV) located on the
inner side of the gate (verses 8-9), but whether it is a narrow tower over just the entrance, or whether it
stretches across the entire 50-cubit face of the gate is not clear. If it did, it would give the gate some design
similarity to the temple itself. Another view applies this measurement to the entire gate complex (to all its
vertical support members), in a design that Ezekiel would have recognized as being similar to most ancient city
gates.
Many of the ―walls‖ Ezekiel encounters are five or six cubits thick (10.5–12.6 feet), and quite capable of
containing small rooms. Since it was common in ancient times for rooms or passageways to be built into and on
the city walls (as was the house of Rahab in Jericho, Joshua 2:15), we must not assume that everything Ezekiel
refers to as a ―wall‖ was a completely solid structure throughout. While these walls could be primarily for
insulation, one could also speculate on what functional use might be made of this space, including perhaps
closets, restrooms, utility rooms, and, considering the height of some of these buildings, even elevators and
stairwells.
Passing through the eastern gate, Ezekiel and his guide enter the outer court, move on to the northern gate,
and then to the southern gate, which are said to all be of the same design. The outer court is 100 cubits wide
(210 feet), between the outer and inner gates (Ezekiel 40:19, 23, 27). And, in the area adjacent to the outer
gates are 30 chambers, perhaps five chambers on each side of the three gates, each of them located in the
center of their respective 500-cubit span. In front of these chambers is a pavement, or walkway, to provide
access to them (verses 17-18).
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Ezekiel states that these 30 chambers ―faced the pavement,‖ which he defined as the ―lower pavement.‖ This
may mean he was giving only the number of chambers on the ground floor. As we will see, certain other
chamber-bearing structures have at least three stories, and there is reason to believe these outer court
buildings are multilevel structures as well. For example, Ezekiel 42:6 describes a three-story building which did
not need pillars ―like the pillars of the courts‖ because it was built with a terraced design so that upper floors
could have front patios built on the rooftops of the lower floors. This implies that there were pillars in the courts
being used as the structural means of supporting multilevel patios or walkway pavements.
The Inner Gates and Court (Ezekiel 40)
From the outer south gate, Ezekiel is brought across the outer court to the inner south gate. These inner gates
are basically mirror images of the outer gates, so that the ―vestibules‖ or ―archways‖ of the outer gates (verses
31, 34, 37, apparently the main entryways of each gate) face the corresponding ―archways‖ of the inner gates.
One difference is that there are eight steps leading up to the inner gates, instead of seven (verse 31). After
going through, and measuring, the inner south gate, they move on to the east inner gate, and then the north
inner gate, all mirror images of the outer gates, and directly across from them.
At the north gate, Ezekiel sees several items directly related to the offering of sacrifices, including tables and
utensils, and the entrance to a room for washing the meat for the burnt offering (verses 38-43; Leviticus 1:9,
13). In Solomon‘s time the burnt offerings were washed using elaborate open-air lavers (water tanks) situated in
the inner courtyard around the temple. Ezekiel describes no such lavers in the millennial temple, nor any lavers
for the priests to wash themselves in (as used at the tabernacle, Exodus 30:18-21), nor any cast bronze ―sea‖
(the 21-foot diameter water tank, that Solomon had set up at the southeast corner of the temple for the priests‘
washing, see 2 Chronicles 4:2-6, 10). Since Ezekiel describes an indoor facility northeast of the temple for the
washing of the burnt offerings, we might expect to find additional space there (and especially in the parallel
location southeast of the temple) with washrooms for the priests. And we might also expect that all of these
rooms will be fully equipped with modern indoor plumbing.
After touring the north inner court gate, Ezekiel is shown rooms for the priests (now limited to the sons of
Zadok, see Ezekiel 40:46; 44:15-31), apparently on the east side of the north and south gates, facing each
other. They are described as ―chambers for the singers‖ (40:44-46), so they are likely to be used as rehearsal
rooms for priests who will undoubtedly once again be ―employed in that work [making music in praise to God
and doing other temple and altar work] day and night‖ in rotating shifts throughout the year (1 Chronicles 9:2533). These gates and rooms surround a 100-cubit square courtyard located in front of the temple sanctuary.
This inner courtyard is in the center of the entire temple complex, with the altar of burnt offering (Ezekiel 40:47)
as the focal point in the very middle of everything.
With the last two verses (48-49), Ezekiel completes his counterclockwise tour of the inner court by arriving at
the vestibule (porch) of the temple itself, on the west side of the courtyard. Two pillars are briefly mentioned in
verse 49, probably identical to the ancient temple pillars described in some detail in 1 Kings 7:15-22 and 2
Chronicles 3:15-17. Comparing the design of the pillars of the temple of Solomon with extra-biblical records
about similar pillars in the court of the second temple, we can surmise that they may have been used as
enormous torches—oil lamps on a grand scale. (The Herodian temple had four such courtyard lamps.)
The Temple Sanctuary (Ezekiel 41)
The temple sanctuary building itself is not described in detail in Ezekiel. But it is described enough to recognize
that the design is very much like that of both the tabernacle and the temple Solomon built. This makes sense
when we realize that the designs of these earlier structures were given by God to reflect the pattern of the
heavenly temple (see Exodus 25:8-9; 26:30; 1 Chronicles 28:11-12, 19; Hebrews 8:5). To get a full picture of
Ezekiel‘s temple, it is often necessary to refer to details given elsewhere about the first temple, and even the
tabernacle.
For example, the height of the vestibule or ―porch‖ (the entrance hall structure) of the future temple is not given
in Ezekiel. It is described in 2 Chronicles 3:4 as being 120 cubits (252 feet) in height, making it as tall as a
modern 25-story building. The lobby of this entrance hall is described by Ezekiel 40:49 as having inside
dimensions of 11 x 20 cubits (23 x 42 feet).
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Ezekiel now enters the Holy Place from the vestibule (verses 1-2). There are only two rooms in the temple
sanctuary, each 20 cubits (42 feet) in width. The first, called elsewhere the Holy Place, is 20 x 40 cubits (42 x
84 feet). The height is given in 1 Kings 6:2 as 30 cubits (63 feet). In the tabernacle and first temple, it contained
the table of showbread, the seven-branched lampstand or menorah and the altar of incense. Only the incense
altar is mentioned here (Ezekiel 41:22), but that could be because it is specifically mentioned as being larger.
Perhaps the other furnishings, if present, were the same as Ezekiel already knew them to be from the first
temple.
The inner room (verses 3-4), called the Most Holy Place or Holy of Holies, is a square 20 x 20 cubits. According
to 1 Kings 6:20 its height is also 20 cubits. In the tabernacle and first temple it contained the Ark of the
Covenant.
Ezekiel does not mention the ark. Jeremiah 3:16-17 says: ―Then it shall come to pass…that they will say no
more, ‗The ark of the covenant of the LORD.‘ It shall not come to mind, nor shall they remember it, nor shall they
visit it, nor shall it be made anymore. At that time Jerusalem shall be called The Throne of the LORD, and all the
nations shall be gathered to it, to the name of the LORD, to Jerusalem.‖ This could mean that there won‘t be an
ark there at all. However, that seems somewhat odd given that there is a heavenly ark that would likely still be
typified in the millennial temple (see Revelation 11:19).
The point of Jeremiah‘s statement may simply be that the actual bodily presence of God in the person of the
glorified Jesus Christ will so overshadow the ark that this representative object will not even be thought of.
People will go to Jerusalem not to visit the mere resting place of the ark, but rather to see where the Almighty
King sits enthroned in majesty. What is the ark itself compared to that awesome reality? (Interestingly, the
statement that the ark will not be ―made anymore‖ could even indicate that the original ark will be the one
brought back and used—though the word rendered ―made‖ can be variously translated, so the meaning is not
entirely clear.)
Further details on the design and decor of the temple can be found in 1 Kings 6 (verses 2-4, 14-32). It can also
be noted that most of the dimensions of the temple structure are twice that of the tabernacle (see Exodus
26:15-30). With this initial brief description of the temple sanctuary, Ezekiel moves beyond its 6-cubit-thick
(12.6-foot) walls (Ezekiel 41:5), to the 90 side chambers that surround it. Combined with 1 Kings 6:5-6 and
verse 10 we learn that each room is four cubits in width and five cubits tall, but five, six or seven cubits in length
depending on which of the three stories the rooms were on, with the larger rooms on the top floor. (These
chambers bolster the argument for a seven-palm cubit, which would make the smaller rooms 8.4 x 10.5 feet,
with 10.5-foot stories. With a five-palm or 18-inch cubit, these rooms would only be 6 x 7.5 feet, with a rather
short 7.5 feet between floors.)
The step-like construction of these chambers is described, with the explanation that the configuration allows
each floor to be supported on the temple side using one-cubit ledges, rather than requiring fasteners
penetrating into the temple wall itself (Ezekiel 41:6-7; compare 1 Kings 6:6). No mention is given here as to the
purpose for these chambers, but other verses (for example, 1 Chronicles 9:27) describe Levites lodging all
around the house of God. These rooms do seem about the size of bedrooms, with the third floor chambers
being large enough for double occupancy. (This would allow a total of 120 beds.)
We were earlier told that there were steps leading up to the temple (40:49). The number is not given. Ezekiel
41:8 describes a six-cubit elevation around the temple for the side chambers, but when all the various
measurements are laid out, it appears that this foundation does not extend underneath the temple itself. There
is also a five-cubit-wide terrace along the outside of the side chambers, undoubtedly with a restraining rail of
some sort for the safety of those using it (verse 11; see Deuteronomy 22:8). The 20-cubit-wide walkway (verse
10) appears to be the one on the ground level between the temple and the inner court buildings.
In verse 12, Ezekiel is shown one of these buildings—the very large structure on the western side of the inner
courtyard. It is 70 x 90 cubits inside (nearly 28,000 square feet). Not much is said about it here, but in 1
Chronicles 26:12-18 a storehouse is mentioned, adjacent to a highway, which could only have been on the
western side of the temple complex where there were no outer courts. Several other scriptures mention such a
storehouse (see 1 Kings 7:51; Nehemiah 10:38; 12:44; 13:12-13; Malachi 3:10) as a place for keeping tithes,
offerings and firstfruits, as well as temple articles of gold and silver. Since most all of the other buildings are
multiple stories, it is also quite likely that this building is similarly tall.
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We are then given several measurements that are all 100 cubits (Ezekiel 41:13). First, the temple itself from
east to west is 100 cubits. Second, from the west outer edge of the temple complex through the storehouse and
walkway to the west edge of the temple itself is also 100 (5+70+5+20 cubits). We were previously told of the
100-cubit courtyard in the center, and the two 50-cubit east gates with a 100-cubit outer court between them,
making the entire complex from west to east 500 cubits, as already mentioned. The north-south dimensions
were already defined as two 50-cubit gates and a 100-cubit outer courtyard on each side of the 100-cubit inner
courtyard at the center. We are now also told that the eastern face of the temple and two 20-cubit walkways are
the exact width of the 100-cubit inner court, making the temple itself 60 cubits wide (verse 14). The western
storehouse is also confirmed to be 100 cubits wide (90 plus the two five-cubit-wide walls, verse 15).
The remainder of the chapter contains details on the appearance of the temple. These include windows and
wall decorations of palm trees and ―cherubim,‖ creatures that in this case had two faces, as opposed to the four
faces Ezekiel had seen many years earlier (see Ezekiel 1). There is also a description of the incense altar
(41:22), which was a cubit higher and wider than that of the tabernacle (see Exodus 30:2). Finally, we are given
descriptions of the bi-fold doors to each of the two rooms of the temple. Further details are given in 1 Kings 6
about windows and wall decorations, although in some cases differences can be noted.
The Inner Court Buildings and Holy Area (Ezekiel 42)
Ezekiel now leaves the immediate temple area and proceeds through the inner north gate to the outer
courtyard, and over to a 100 x 50 cubit, three-story building on the west side of the gate (verses 1-3). This
building, and the corresponding one next to the inner south gate, are said to be dining chambers where the
priests eat the holy offerings (verse 13). They have an interesting terraced construction, where each floor is
narrower than the one below it (verses 5-6). The rooms on the ground floor are said to have a 10-cubit-wide
indoor corridor in front of them (verse 4). The upper floors are each set back, to allow for rooftop patios (outdoor
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corridors) in front of the second- and third-floor rooms. The first- and second-floor rooms are the same size, but
the third-floor rooms are smaller (verses 5-6).
At the end of this chapter, Ezekiel is taken through the outer east gate to measure the enclosed temple district.
Notice these measurements are using the measuring rod of six cubits. So rather than being the 500 cubits per
side of the temple complex, this is a 3,000-cubit-per-side ―holy area‖ (verse 20). The word ―cubits‖ in the NKJV
is italicized in verse 20. The KJV translators correctly used ―reeds,‖ as specifically stated in the previous verses.
This is describing a walled area 1.2 miles square, probably of carefully landscaped parkland, with the temple
complex in the middle of it. This gives a ―buffer zone‖ of almost exactly one half mile between the outside walls
of the temple complex and the walls around its grounds.
If this outer wall is also the one we saw in Ezekiel 40:5, then it is about 12 feet thick and 12 feet high. What
purpose might this serve? The parkland surrounding the temple ―city‖ could be more than just open space. It
could serve as an area for tents or booths during the pilgrimage feasts, especially the Feast of Tabernacles. If
so, this thick wall could house much needed bathroom facilities, or supply other indoor needs for the large
numbers of visitors.
Christ‘s Arrival at the Temple; Altar of Burnt Offering (Ezekiel 43)
Returning to the east gate, Ezekiel is now given a glimpse of the awesome and thrilling arrival of Jesus Christ
(identified by Ezekiel as the coming of the ―glory of the LORD‖) to this newly completed temple, a scene that
reminded him of the visions he had recorded earlier in his book (verses 1-5; see Ezekiel 1; 10). Ezekiel 10:1819 had specifically mentioned God leaving the temple, after which it was destroyed. Here we have God
returning again.
Verses 6-12 contain one of several sets of warning and instruction from God about what He expects the
Israelites‘ behavior to be in this future temple, in contrast to their abominable behavior in the one upon which
He had recently brought destruction.
The bronze altar of burnt offering in Solomon‘s temple was 20 x 20 x 10 cubits (2 Chronicles 4:1), much bigger
than the portable one for the tabernacle, which was 5 x 5 x 3 cubits (see Exodus 27:1-2). The altar Ezekiel sees
is similar, but it is either more elaborate or simply related in greater detail. Four vertical parts are described: a
one-cubit-deep gutter for catching the blood of the sacrifices, a two-cubit-high lower ledge, an upper ledge four
cubits above that, and a four-cubit-high structure around the hearth (for a total above ground height of 10
cubits), with horns extending above that at the four corners.
Each succeeding level seems to have a one-cubit setback associated with it, the upper-level hearth being 12 x
12 cubits, and increasing by two cubits each level to apparently 16 x 16 cubits at the ground level with a onecubit-wide gutter below that. Steps for accessing the hearth are located on the east side (verse 17). The altar is
massive. It is taller than a two-story building. The base of the hearth is more than 12 feet above the ground, and
more than 600 square feet. With the sides of the hearth being eight feet tall, it is likely that doors are built into
the sides of the altar for placing meat and tending to the fires and ashes, though none are specifically
mentioned.
The chapter concludes with a description of the purification offerings for the altar (verses 18-27). As in the days
of the tabernacle, the process will take seven days (see Exodus 29:35-37).
Ordinances of the Temple and Priesthood (Ezekiel 44)
Ezekiel is taken back to the outer east gate and discovers that now it has been shut. Following Christ‘s arrival,
no man will be allowed to use it (verses 1-2). However, one identified as the ―prince‖— ruler or leader—will be
permitted to enter the eastern gate complex through its porch for eating certain ceremonial meals (verse 3).
This person cannot be Jesus Christ, for we later discover that he must make a sin offering for himself (45:22).
Indeed, Ezekiel 46:16-17 says the prince has natural children. Some have argued that the prince is the
resurrected King David, as he will be prince over Israel in the Millennium (34:23-24; 37:24). Yet that doesn‘t fit
either because David also would not need to offer a sin offering for himself. Nor would any of the glorified saints
who will then no longer sin. So the prince here must be a human being who needs to repent of sin. From all that
is written of the prince in chapters 45–46, it is evident that he is a civil leader, the highest human ruler of the
day, probably of the house of David.
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As the porch on an outer gate is on the inner side of a gate complex, the prince is entering the east gate from
inside the temple area, from the outer courtyard. The outer door of the east gate remains shut, and even
Ezekiel is no longer taken through the east gate door. We will later learn the rules governing the inner east
gate, but for now, Ezekiel is caused to avoid the east gate, by being taken into the inner court again via the
north gate (44:4), where he receives more instruction about what is expected of the Israelites in this future
temple.
Circumcision will still be in effect, or reinstated, for all who enter the holy sanctuary—the requirement being both
physical and spiritual circumcision (verse 9). Sacrifices will also be reestablished, as noted earlier, which is
clear throughout these chapters. The Levites will again serve in the temple as non-priestly ministers. Even the
priestly descendants of Aaron, except for one branch, could only serve in this non-priestly capacity. The
restrictions imposed on the Levites‘ assigned work will serve as a reminder of their family‘s failure to properly
exercise their duties in the past (verses 10-14). However, God said the descendents of Zadok (probably the
priest who served during the reigns of David and Solomon, see 1 Kings 2:35) remained faithful during those
years of apostasy. And as a reward, they will become the priestly line (Ezekiel 44:15). (This will also fulfill
promises given previously to descendents of Aaron and his grandson Phinehas, from whom Zadok
descended—see Numbers 18; 25:11-13.)
We are then reminded of some of the regulations regarding the priests, most of which had already been given
through Moses. They are to wear special linen garments when on duty within the inner court or inner court
buildings (verses 17-19; see Exodus 28:39-43; Leviticus 16:4). Their hair is to be well trimmed (verse 20; see
Leviticus 21:5). They are not to drink alcoholic beverages before performing their priestly duties (verse 21; see
Leviticus 10:9). There are restrictions as to whom they can marry (verse 22; see Leviticus 21:7, 13-14). They
have a responsibility to teach God‘s laws (verse 23; see Leviticus 10:10). They are to act as judges (verse 24;
see Deuteronomy 17:8-13). They are not to defile themselves by exposure to those who have died (verse 25;
see Leviticus 21:1-4). The priests were not to receive an inheritance in the land (verse 28; see Numbers 18:20).
They were to eat the appointed offerings and tithes of the people (verses 29-30; see Numbers 18:8-19). But
they were not allowed to eat any animal that had not been explicitly killed for eating (verse 31; see Leviticus
22:8).
While we see many parallels between the past and the future, no description of a human high priest among the
Zadokite priests is given—presumably because Jesus Christ alone will fulfill that role in perpetuity. It is, of
course, possible that there will be a leading human figure among the priests.
The Holy District and Feasts (Ezekiel 45)
In chapter 42, we saw a ―holy area‖ surrounding the temple complex that was a little over one square mile.
Ezekiel is now told of a district surrounding this area that is 25,000 x 25,000 cubits (almost exactly 10 x 10
miles). The KJV uses ―reeds‖ here, but the unit of measure is not actually given in the Hebrew. The NKJV says
―cubits,‖ which appears to be the correct rendering because the district would be unreasonably large if these
measurements were using the full six-cubit measuring rod. There isn‘t that much land in the area, using the
larger measure.
This area is also described in chapter 48, where more details are given, and between the two passages we
discover that this ―capital district‖ is divided into three main sections. One part is a 10,000-cubit- (4-mile-) wide
strip that provides room for the priests‘ houses. The temple is contained in this portion (verses 1-4)—apparently
with a 50-cubit easement outside the parkland wall to prevent anyone from building right up to it (see 45:2).
Another section is also 10,000 cubits wide, and provides ―twenty chambers‖ (probably referring to towns with
their surrounding pasturelands, compare Numbers 35) for the Levites (Ezekiel 45:5). The final 5,000-cubit strip
is for the city and the ―whole house of Israel.‖
Stretching east and west from this 100 square mile district is land given to the ―prince.‖ In the same context God
says that the Israelite leaders of that time would oppress His people no longer (verses 7-8). The people‘s land
was not to be appropriated by the ―government‖ (see also 46:18), which will have its own land and be
responsible for providing certain representative offerings for the people out of the abundance owned by it
(45:17). Included in this are the festival offerings in the first and seventh months. We see in this section that
God‘s Sabbath and feasts will be observed during the Millennium.
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Temple Offerings (Ezekiel 46)
As we saw earlier, the outer east gate will be permanently shut following Christ‘s arrival. The inner east gate is
to be opened for certain religious observances, such as the Sabbaths and new moons. (During the workweek
the inner east gate is closed, perhaps symbolic of the fact that mankind was shut out from God for six millennia
as a result of sin.)
The prince is to bring the offerings he was instructed to provide for the people, and to go through the inner east
gate to the edge of the inner court while these offerings are prepared. The gate is then to remain open for the
remainder of the day, so that others may worship at the entrance of the gate (verses 1-3). If the prince brings an
offering on a day when the east gate is normally shut, it will be opened for him, but closed again when he is
finished with the offering (verse 12). And, as we saw earlier, if the prince was making a peace offering, he
would proceed across the pavement of the outer courtyard to the outer east gate for eating his part of the
sacrifice (44:3).
Ezekiel 46:9 describes an interesting traffic pattern for the annual feasts. When entering the temple courts for
the feasts, the people will be required to pass through the outer courtyard, and not just go in and back out again
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the way they came. Some have suggested this as improving the traffic flow, but others see it perhaps as more
symbolic of the people not returning to their former ways. The people will not likely just pass through, of course.
Part of the reason for entering the temple is to partake of the peace offerings, which is the reason for the
abundance of dining chambers, which probably also double as meeting rooms as such facilities often do for us
today. But neither will the people come in just to eat of the sacrifices. Rather, everyone will be required to go
past the front of the east inner gate before proceeding on his way.
This area (between the inner and outer east gates) is 100 cubits wide, as we have seen (40:19), and provides a
place where praise and thanksgiving can be offered to God on the weekly Sabbaths and on the New Moons
(46:3). But during the annual feasts, there will be too many people in attendance for all to gather together there
for worship. Instead people will visit this place of prayer and singing as they are going out or coming in. And as
they do so, they will also be crossing over the river of life that proceeds from God‘s temple (which we will read
about in chapter 47). Then, in order to get back to where they came from (if they didn‘t circle around on their
way to the temple), people will have to go around the outer perimeter of the temple complex as well (perhaps
along the east side where they may wade in the river of life and, as mentioned in chapter 47, partake of the
fruitful trees alongside it—elsewhere shown to parallel the tree of life—and gather of their leaves for their
healing).
Inheritance laws are mentioned in verses 16-18 of Ezekiel 46, where we discover that the law of jubilees will be
in effect, where land is returned to the family that originally owned it in the 50th year, the year of liberty (see
Leviticus 25).
For the remainder of Ezekiel 46, the prophet is shown various cooking places. The bulk of sacrifices, especially
at feasts, are peace offerings. Only the blood and fat of such sacrifices are offered to God. The remainder is
eaten by the offerer, with a token portion consumed by the priest as well. Also, most sin and trespass offerings
are eaten by the priests, and the grain offerings need to be baked. In chapter 42, we were shown the dining
chambers for the priests—three-story buildings west of the north and south inner gates. Apparently, the
―kitchens‖ for these chambers are to the west of the dining rooms, in the previously unaccounted-for area at the
northwest and southwest corners of the inner court building complex (verses 19-20).
It does not actually say whether the cooking places for the priests will be indoors or out. There are also cooking
areas (in this case, outdoor patios with built-in, presumably wood-burning, stoves) for the temple servants
(Levites, 44:11) to cook the peoples‘ portions of the sacrifices, located in the four corners of the outer court. We
are told they are each 30 x 40 cubits (more than 5,000 square feet). Since the people also need places to eat
this prepared food, this is most likely the purpose of the chambers that surround the outer court.
The River and the Promised Land (Ezekiel 47)
Ezekiel is now taken again to the door of the temple itself, and shown something that either he failed to notice
or describe the first time he toured the inner court, or that was not there prior to Christ‘s arrival. The river of the
water of life begins at the very throne of God in the Most Holy Place (43:7). This parallels the description of the
New Jerusalem (Revelation 22:1), which will still be in heaven during the Millennium, to descend to earth
afterward. In both cases, there is evidently a literal river—but the river symbolizes the living waters of God‘s
Holy Spirit.
In the millennial temple, the river emerges from beneath the eastern threshold, proceeding past the south side
of the altar (also defined as the ―right‖ side, as one faces east).
Ezekiel is then taken out the northern gates and around to the outer eastern gate, outside of the temple
complex, to again see the river as it emerges on the south (right) side of the eastern gate. They move along the
river to measure the depth of the water by wading across at 1,000-cubit intervals. By the time they reach 4,000
cubits (1.6 miles) from the eastern gate, the river is too deep to wade across.
Ezekiel mentions fruit-bearing and medicinal trees along the river (47:7, 12), again similar to the description of
the New Jerusalem, in which we see the tree of life bearing 12 different fruits and leaves with healing properties
(Revelation 22:2). According to Zechariah 14:8, the river will split, part of it flowing west to the Mediterranean
and the other part flowing east to the Dead Sea. Ezekiel goes on to describe the effect of this river on the Dead
Sea, which will spring forth with life and become a wonderful place to go fishing.
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Besides the literal application, there is a wonderfully symbolic picture in all this. Again, the river represents the
outflowing of the Holy Spirit, bringing life to the lifeless. In the fruitful, medicinal trees we may see God‘s Spirit
working in and through the lives of His righteous servants. For not only are the righteous to partake of the tree
of life, they are in a sense to be trees of life themselves. Nourished by the stream of Holy Spirit, they are to
produce godly fruit and be a life-giving blessing to others. A godly person who continually meditates on and
lives according to God‘s law is ―like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that brings forth its fruit in its season,
whose leaf also shall not wither; and whatever he does shall prosper‖ (Psalm 1:3).
Finally, Ezekiel is given the borders of the land. They actually correspond very closely to the borders defined by
Moses in Numbers 34:1-12.
Yet ―this list of borders does not coincide with Israelite settlement in any period, but rather reflects the Egyptian
province of Canaan, as defined in the Egyptian-Hittite treaty signed following the battle of Kedesh. These, then,
were the borders of the Land of Canaan which the Israelite tribes found upon their arrival‖ (Yohanan Aharoni
and Michael Avi-Yonah, The Macmillan Bible Atlas, 1968, p. 41). ―Ezekiel ‗modernized‘ them by working into his
description contemporary geographical names, including several of the Babylonian provinces of his day‖ (p.
106).
Apparently, God will give the Israelites all of the land He originally intended they should have. It differs from
both the ancient and modern borders primarily by including the area of Lebanon and southwestern Syria. Also
interesting to note in this passage is that the Promised Land will be for the Israelites ―and for the strangers who
dwell among you‖ (Ezekiel 47:22).
The Division of the Land (Ezekiel 48)
Although Ezekiel is given a list of the tribes who receive their inheritance, elsewhere he says they would receive
it by lot (47:22), probably referring to the distribution of the land within each tribe. God says Joseph is to receive
two portions (47:13), to keep the number of inheriting tribes at 12, even though Levi is not to receive a normal
inheritance. As shown on the accompanying map, seven of the tribes are given land north of the temple while
the remaining five tribes are south of it.
Between Judah on the north and Benjamin on the south is the 25,000-cubit- (10-mile-) wide strip of land we first
saw in chapter 45, apparently stretching all the way from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan River/Dead Sea
border. The east and west portions of this strip are for the prince. But in the middle is the capital district, which
is also 25,000 cubits long to form a square. All but a 5,000-cubit (2-mile) strip of this land is given to the priests
and Levites, for their homes and towns and for the temple complex. But this chapter goes into a little more
detail about the capital city itself, which will be located about three miles south of the temple complex, in this
remaining 2 x 10-mile piece of land. That would put it about a mile northeast of Bethlehem.
The capital city occupies a 2 x 2-mile square in the center of the strip. The sides of the city proper are given as
4,500 cubits, surrounded by a 250-cubit easement (verses 16-17). This leaves two 2 x 4-mile stretches of land
on either side of the city, described as the farmland for the workers of the city to grow their own food (verse 1819). Inhabitants come from every tribe (verse 19). Three gates are on each of the four sides of the city, each
one named for a different tribe (this time Joseph only receiving one gate). The New Jerusalem, beyond the
Millennium, will have gates of pearl, precious foundation stones bearing the names of the 12 apostles and
streets of gold (Revelation 12:12-21). Perhaps some of these features will be incorporated in the millennial
Jerusalem as well.
Throughout these chapters, Ezekiel never actually mentions the name ―Jerusalem.‖ Other passages seem to
indicate the area will still be called by its ancient name (e.g., Zechariah 14), but Ezekiel says it will receive
another name at this time: YHWH Shammah in Hebrew. This incredible name, meaning ―The LORD Is There,‖
implies that God is watching over this city to protect and bless it (compare Ezekiel 35:10 with Isaiah 33:20-21;
see also Jeremiah 3:17).
While this concludes Ezekiel‘s grand vision of the future and provides a wonderful conclusion to his book, God
gave him two last messages to record after this, as we will see in our next reading.
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DANIEL

Introduction to the Book of Daniel (Daniel 1)
Regarding the Babylonian victory at Carchemish and the southward flight of the Egyptian forces, ―the Old
Testament suggests that Nebuchadnezzar followed them as far south as Egypt [pushing them out of Syria and
Judah] and that he forced Jerusalem to pay tribute and yield prisoners, including Daniel the prophet. [The
kingdom of Judah was thereby taken from Egypt and incorporated into the Babylonian Empire]…. All this took
place in a matter of a few weeks, for by August 15, 605, Nabopolassar had [unexpectedly] died and
Nebuchadnezzar had to return at once to Babylon [to secure his succession]. As the author of Kings indicates,
Jehoiakim remained a loyal subject to the Babylonians for the next three years (605-602)‖(pp. 450-451)‖
(Merrill, p. 450).
The first-century Jewish historian Josephus preserved this account regarding Nebuchadnezzar from the
Chaldean priest and historian Berosus, who wrote around 290 B.C.: ―Meanwhile, as it happened, his father
Nabopolassar sickened and died in the city of Babylon, after a reign of twenty-one years. Being informed ere
long of his father‘s death, Nabuchodonosor settled the affairs of Egypt and the other countries. The prisoners—
Jews, Phoenicians, Syrians, and those of Egyptian nationality—were consigned to some of his friends, with
orders to conduct them to Babylonia, along with the heavy troops and the rest of the spoils; while he himself,
with a small escort, pushed across the desert to Babylon. There he found the administration in the hands of the
Chaldeans and the throne reserved for him by their chief nobleman. Being now master of his father‘s entire
realm, he gave orders to allot the captives, on their arrival, settlements in the most suitable districts of
Babylonia. He then magnificently decorated the temple of Bel and the other temples with the spoils of war‖
(quoted by Edwin Thiele, The Mysterious Numbers of the Hebrew Kings, 1983, pp. 185-186).
Here, then, is the time frame, providing the context for the opening chapter of the book of Daniel. Daniel was a
remarkable man. His life and ministry spans the entire duration of Judah‘s 70-year captivity in Babylon. We will
see him rise to high office in the administration of both the Babylonian and Persian Empires and yet maintain
his faith and obedience to God despite persecution and trial. The story of Daniel in the lion‘s den is one known
to children throughout the Judeo-Christian world.
But Daniel‘s story begins here. Since Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion ―took place in 605 BC, and Daniel was at that
point placed in the category of ‗young men‘ to be educated (Dan. 1:4), he would probably have been 15-20
years old. That would make his date of birth around 625-620 BC during the middle of the reign of the last godly
king of Judah, Josiah (640-609 BC; 2 Chron. 34–35)‖ (―Daniel,‖ Paul Gardner, ed., The Complete Who‘s Who in
the Bible, 1995, p. 122). Indeed, Josiah may have been a great influence on the young Daniel. In fact, Daniel
1:3 says that those who were carried to Babylon to be educated included some of the nobles, even royalty.
Josephus states that Daniel and his three famous friends were all members of the royal family (Antiquities of
the Jews, book 10, chap. 10, sec. 1). This is even more reason to suspect Josiah‘s influence—and perhaps the
influence of Josiah‘s friend, the prophet Jeremiah.
Although Daniel served for around 70 years in the royal palaces of four great gentile kings (compare Daniel
1:21), we are given little information about his civil duties. The book that bears his name is not a complete
chronicle of his life but is actually a short collection of different documents, most written by Daniel and one
surprisingly authored by Nebuchadnezzar. The only definite details we have about Daniel are the incredible and
inspiring stories relating to his spiritual life and messages.
The book of Daniel is well-known for the remarkable prophetic visions and narratives contained within it. Yet,
notes The New Bible Commentary, ―in the Hebrew Bible the book of Daniel is found in the third division, the
‗Writings,‘ rather than in the second, in which the prophetical books occur. The reason for this is not that Daniel
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was written later than these prophetical books. In some lists, it may be noted, Daniel was included in the
second division of the Canon‖ (introductory notes on Daniel).
The same source suggests that Daniel is classed among the Writings because Daniel himself did not hold the
office of a prophet—that is, a mediator between God and the nation, declaring God‘s words as God declared
them to him—even though he had the gift of prophecy, being spoken of in the New Testament as a ―prophet‖ in
that limited sense (see Matthew 24:15). This, however, does not seem quite right. Daniel does appear to have
been a prophet in the true sense of the word even though angels were sometimes used to bring messages to
him from God. Indeed, it would seem odd for Christ to refer to him as a prophet if he were not really a prophet.
Why the inclusion with the Writings then? The style and approach of the book seems to be more at issue. The
prophetic books alternate between warnings of chastisement for disobedience and promises of blessings for
obedience. While Daniel contains numerous prophecies, the approach is not one of promises and warnings. It
is laid out as a series of inspiring stories and rather detailed prophetic narratives. Then again, perhaps Daniel
should be classed among the Prophets as some suggest. Either way, we cover the book here in time order
mainly because of the historical perspective it provides on the other biblical books we are currently covering.
But not everyone, it should be mentioned, accepts the validity of the book of Daniel as being contemporary with
these other books. ―For various reasons,‖ says The New Open Bible‘s introduction to Daniel, ―many critics have
argued that Daniel is a fraudulent book that was written in the time of the Maccabees in the second century
B.C., not the sixth century B.C. as it claims. But their arguments are not compelling:
―(1) The prophetic argument holds that Daniel could not have made such accurate predictions; it must be a
‗prophecy after the events.‘ Daniel 11 alone contains over one hundred specific prophecies of historical events
that literally came true. The author, the critics say, must have lived at the time of [Syrian invader of Judea]
Antiochus Epiphanes (175-163 B.C.) and probably wrote this to strengthen the faith of the Jews. But this
argument was developed out of a theological bias that assumes true prophecy cannot take place. It also implies
that the work was intentionally deceptive.
―(2) The linguistic argument claims that the book uses a late Aramaic in [chapters] 2–7 and that the Persian and
Greek words also point to a late date. But recent discoveries show that Daniel‘s Aramaic is actually a form of
the early Imperial Aramaic. Daniel‘s use of some Persian words is no argument for a late date since he
continued living in the Persian period under Cyrus. The only Greek words are names of musical instruments in
chapter 3, and this comes as no surprise since there were Greek mercenaries in the Assyrian and Babylonian
armies. Far more Greek words would be expected if the book were written in the second century B.C.
―(3) The historical argument asserts that Daniel‘s historical blunders argue for a late date. But recent evidence
has demonstrated the historical accuracy of Daniel. Inscriptions found at Haran show that Belshazzar reigned in
Babylon while his father Nabonidus was fighting the invading Persians [—a matter we will look more at in our
reading of Daniel 5]. And Darius the Mede (5:31; 6:1) has been identified as Gubaru, a governor appointed by
Cyrus.‖
In the end we will no doubt conclude as Josephus does regarding Daniel‘s fulfilled prophecies: ―And indeed it so
came to pass, that our nation suffered these things under Antiochus Epiphanes, according to Daniel‘s vision,
and what he wrote many years before they came to pass. In the very same manner Daniel also wrote
concerning the Roman government, and that our country should be made desolate by them. All these things did
this man leave in writing, as God had showed them to him, insomuch that such as read his prophecies, and see
how they have been fulfilled, would wonder at the honor wherewith God honored Daniel‖ (Book 10, chap. 11,
sec. 7).
Training in Babylon (Daniel 1)
Daniel 1 opens with what appears to be a chronological inconsistency. Jeremiah gave the battle of Carchemish
as occurring in the ―fourth year of Jehoiakim‖ (Jeremiah 46:2). But in Daniel 1, Nebuchadnezzar‘s invasion of
Judah—which definitely came after the battle of Carchemish—is said to have occurred in the ―third year of the
reign of Jehoiakim‖ (verse 1).
As most commentators agree, the problem is due to a different way of counting years. Some account for the
difference this way: In Jeremiah‘s system, a king‘s first year was counted as the calendar year he assumed the
throne (even if there was only part of a year left) while, in Daniel‘s, the first year was counted from beginning of
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the next full calendar year. Others account for the difference this way: Jeremiah used a spring-to-spring
reckoning of calendar years while Daniel used a fall-to-fall reckoning. In any case, Jeremiah and Daniel both
referred to events that transpired in 605 B.C.—which was Jehoiakim‘s fourth year by Jeremiah‘s reckoning and
Jehoiakim‘s third year by Daniel‘s.
Verse 2 emphasizes the fact that Nebuchadnezzar did not really take Judah, but God ―gave‖ it into his hand.
And this was because of His judgment on His people. The items taken from the temple later appear on the night
of Babylon‘s fall (see Daniel 5). Eventually, they will be brought back to the Promised Land following Judah‘s
exile (see Ezra 1:7).
Daniel is also taken at this time. ―Soon after arriving in Babylon Daniel and some of his young comrades were
selected by Ashpenaz, a court official, to be trained in the arts and sciences of Babylonia. The apparent goal
was to prepare them to be members of the diplomatic corps who could someday represent Babylonia‘s
interests, perhaps in Palestine itself‖ (Merrill, p. 484). Ashpenaz was chief of the eunuchs (Daniel 1:3). ―In
ancient Middle Eastern monarchies, royal harems were typically superintended by men who had been
emasculated and were considered reliable to serve in that capacity. A eunuch was often regarded as a
privileged official. He enjoyed the personal friendship of the king, and his advice was frequently sought. Some
have speculated that Daniel and his friends were eunuchs or at least that they were set apart to advise the king
(v. 9), but there is no specific statement in the book to this effect‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 3).
In verse 9, we do see that Daniel and his friends were answerable to the chief eunuch. And in Isaiah 39, the
prophet Isaiah had told Hezekiah that some of his descendants would ―be eunuchs in the palace of the king of
Babylon‖ (verses 5-7). But as to whether this included Daniel and his three friends, we can‘t be sure.
―When Daniel began the three-year programme of training for those who would enter King Nebuchadnezzar‘s
service (Dan. 1:5), he (and his Jewish friends, v. 6) was given a Babylonian name, Belteshazzar (v. 7), which
means something like ‗Bel (a Babylonian god), protect his life.‘ Since the name is not merely the Babylonian
form of Daniel [―God Is My Judge‖], and it specifically incorporates the name of a Babylonian deity in place of
that of the Jewish God (i.e. the ‗El‘ suffix in Daniel), it seems that the renaming was part of a systematic,
comprehensive reorientation of the students to embrace fully all aspects of the dominant Babylonian society‖
(―Daniel,‖ Gardner, p.123).
The name of Hananiah (―The Eternal Is Gracious‖) was changed to Shadrach (perhaps meaning ―I Am Fearful
of the God‖ or ―Rejoicing in the Way‖). The name of Mishael (―Who Is What God Is?‖) was changed to Meshach
(possibly ―Shadow of the Prince‖ or ―Guest of the King‖). And the name of Azariah (―Helped of the Eternal‖) was
changed to Abed-Nego (―Servant of [the god] Nebo‖ or ―Servant of Splendor [the Sun]‖).
In Babylon they were all to be taught the language of the Chaldeans. Interestingly, a large part of the book of
Daniel is written in Aramaic, not Hebrew. Aramaic was the language of international communication in the
empires of Assyria, Babylon and Persia. It‘s probable that Daniel, likely having grown up in a royal household,
would have already spoken Aramaic as well as Hebrew. ―The full nature of the educational process that Daniel
went through after arriving in Babylon is not clear, though its rigour and broad outline can be surmised
reasonably well. Daniel and his friends were trained among the best and brightest of the empire (Dan. 1:4). By
God‘s enablement (Dan. 1:17) they proved not only to be far superior to all the other students (v. 19), but also
to ‗all the magicians and enchanters‘ (v. 20) in the kingdom. The subject matter is said to have been ‗the
language and literature of the Babylonians.‘ However, v. 17 expands the scope to ‗all kinds of literature and
learning‘‖ (p. 123). ―The wisdom of the Chaldeans consisted of sciences current at the time, including the
interpretation of omens, communicated through astrology, the examination of livers, kidneys, and other entrails,
and the examination of organs and flight patterns of birds‖ (Nelson, note on verse 17).
Thankfully, Daniel and his friends were well grounded in the truth of God before receiving such an education.
This should serve as a model for young people today embarking on a college career. Liberal academia today is
rife with godless propaganda. But if a strong commitment to God and a proper understanding of His truth are
already present—and remain present—an education in the world‘s universities need not be corrupting.
Of course, it is one thing to merely learn about pagan matters. It is another thing to participate in wrongdoing.
Daniel and his friends would not cross that line. For instance, they would not allow themselves to be defiled with
the ―king‘s delicacies‖ nor with the wine he drank. There were evidently multiple problems here. First of all, it is
likely that the food included animals that God declared to be unclean (see Leviticus 11; Deuteronomy 14). Even
the clean meat may not have been properly drained of blood and trimmed of fat (see Leviticus 3:17; 7:22-27).
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But what was wrong with the wine? It must have been wine that was dedicated in pagan ritual so that drinking it
would give the appearance of participating in idolatry on some level (compare Deuteronomy 32:37-38; 1
Corinthians 10:20-33). Probably much of the meat had been similarly dedicated as sacrifices, so that Daniel
and his friends could not consume even the clean meat with blood and fat removed. Therefore, a vegetarian
diet was the only reasonable option—as vegetables were apparently not offered in sacrifice. This was certainly
a much simpler matter than declaring to the Babylonians all the requirements meat had to meet before they
could eat it—which likely would have availed nothing anyway.
Notice how Daniel handled the situation. He respectfully approached his supervisor with a request (verse 8).
This is always the way to approach such matters—for example, asking an employer for time off of work to
observe God‘s festivals. If the request is denied, then a stronger stand will need to be taken—but we should
always show tact and respect. Daniel presented a way to make their particular situation work out, trusting God
to back it up, which God did. Perhaps the vegetables included beans and nuts, providing them with sufficient
protein in their diet. Or God could have simply enhanced their physical appearance and well-being while doing
the opposite with everyone else. After all, 10 days doesn‘t seem like much time to make a huge difference by
itself. We can‘t know for sure exactly what happened. What we do know is that the refusal of Daniel and his
friends to disobey God prepared them for future greatness as true witnesses for the one true God in a powerful
pagan culture.
The Dream of Empires (Daniel 1–2)
Daniel 1:18 brings us to the end of the Babylonian court training period for Daniel and his three friends,
Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah (a.k.a. Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-Nego). But there appears to be a
chronological discrepancy with chapter 2. Chapter 1 says that the boys were to be trained for three years after
their capture by Nebuchadnezzar (verse 5). Yet chapter 2 says that his dream occurred in the second year of
his reign, and verse 13 implies that the training was finished since Daniel is considered to be one of the ―wise
men.‖ How do we resolve this?
In its note on the second year of the king in Daniel 2:1, The New Bible Commentary states: ―This phrase is
thought by some to conflict with the three-year period of training mentioned in ch. 1. But the phrase ‗three years‘
(1:5) need refer only to portions of years.‖ What this would really mean is that the training was for a time period
spanning three calendar years and not three full years. The short time prior to Nebuchadnezzar‘s first year on
the throne would have been year one. The first year of Nebuchadnezzar would have been year two. And the
second year of Nebuchadnezzar‘s reign would have been year three. It was during this year—in 603 B.C.—that
the training period ended.
The Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary points out: ―The very difficulty [in chronology here] is a proof of
genuineness; all was clear to the writer and the original readers from their knowledge of the circumstances, and
so he adds no explanation. A forger would not introduce difficulties; the author did not then see any difficulty in
the case‖ (note on 2:1).
Remarkably, Daniel and his friends proved far wiser than not just the other students, but than all the wise men
of the realm (1:20). Besides the fact that God surely aided their intellectual development, we should consider
that these young godly men of Judah‘s court were surely well studied in Scripture, including the brilliance of the
civil law system God gave through Moses as well as the unparalleled wisdom of the book of Proverbs. In verse
21, we are told that Daniel continued in the service of the Babylonian court until Cyrus of Persia conquered the
empire in 539 B.C., 66 years later.
Sometime later in Nebuchadnezzar‘s second year, he has his famous dream, the subject of chapter 2.
Nebuchadnezzar was immensely troubled by this vivid dream. He knew it meant something and just had to
know what. Perhaps he saw it as a message from the gods. When he mentions the dream to his spiritual
advisers, they respond in Aramaic (verse 4). Starting with their response and continuing to the end of chapter 7,
the original language of the book of Daniel is Aramaic, the common language of the empire. Perhaps Daniel
intended a broad gentile readership for this section.
The advisers asked that the king tell them his dream. But to be sure that whoever interpreted the dream was
telling the truth, he required that they first tell him what he had dreamt. Any good storyteller could make up an
―interpretation,‖ but only one with supernatural knowledge could reveal the dream itself. Nebuchadnezzar let his
fear turn to hostility and, ever the absolute ruler of his kingdom, goes ―over the top‖ with his very real threats to
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kill all the ―wise‖ men. It seems he was extremely ill tempered with no care for human life. People were
replaceable, even innocent young men who were not even involved in his problem. Among those threatened
were Daniel and his three friends, but all this was ultimately from God for a purpose.
How do we react when others make bad decisions that affect us? Daniel‘s reaction carries an important lesson
for every Christian. We all face bad decisions on the part of others—at work, at home, from the government and
even in the church. And this was a bad decision. Daniel‘s very head was on the line. But he didn‘t just stand
around and complain about the government. Instead he took action, but it was tempered with tact and wisdom
(verses 14-16; compare James 1:5). The word translated ―wisdom‖ in verse 14 is related to the Hebrew word
meaning ―to taste.‖ In English we talk about a person having ―good taste,‖ meaning having a sense of
appropriateness. Daniel‘s ―good taste‖ was spiritual in nature. He had the wisdom (good taste) to know what
was appropriate when approaching the rulers of the land. But he took no personal pride in his wisdom. He knew
it came from God (verse 18).
However, to Daniel just realizing God‘s help was not enough. When God answered his need, his next reaction
was to go back to God and offer thanks and praise (verses 19-23). Author Sinclair Ferguson correctly remarks
on Daniel‘s example: ―We need men and women with that spirit today. We do not need more pomp or noise or
triumphalism. In the last analysis, we do not need money in order to establish a witness to God in the highest
reaches of our society. We need Christians of complete integrity who know that God‘s eye is on them. With that
we need people who pray. Perhaps more than anything else we need Daniel‘s spirit of prayer‖ (Mastering the
Old Testament, 1988, Vol. 19, p. 59).
With the answer in hand, Daniel goes to the king and reveals the dream and its meaning. The image the king
saw may have been frightening, but it had great significance, foretelling a succession of great empires. Even in
the first century, the identities of the four gentile kingdoms mentioned were understood, as we can see from the
writings of Josephus (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 10, chap. 10, sec. 4).
The head of gold, as Daniel explained, was the Neo-Babylonian Empire under Nebuchadnezzar. The silver
chest with two arms signified the Empire of the Medes and Persians, which took over from Babylon. The belly
and thighs of bronze represented the Greco-Macedonian Empire of Alexander the Great, which swallowed up
Persia. After Alexander‘s death, his Hellenistic empire continued in a divided form until its divisions were taken
over by the next great kingdom, the Roman Empire, represented by the legs of iron. (The two legs apparently
signified the east-west division that characterized the Late Roman Empire). Each succeeding metal is less
valuable—perhaps showing the wealth of each succeeding empire being more thinly spread, as each empire
was bigger than the previous. But, though less valuable, each succeeding metal is stronger, as each empire
was more powerful than the last.
However, extending from the legs are feet and toes of iron mixed with clay—a brittle and unstable mixture
because it would not bond well. These are destroyed by a stone from heaven, which reduces the entire image
to dust. This stone clearly represents the Messiah, Jesus Christ (see 1 Corinthians 10:4; Psalm 18:2; Matthew
16:18; Romans 9:33; Ephesians 2:20; 1 Peter 2:6-8), coming from heaven to smash the governments of this
world. The stone then grows into a great mountain that fills the whole earth. As a mountain is often symbolic of
a Kingdom in prophecy, this signifies the Messiah‘s Kingdom extending to fill the entire earth after destroying
the succession of great empires. And indeed, that is what we see in Daniel‘s explanation in Daniel 2:44. This
fact is important to understand, for it shows that the Kingdom of God is a literal Kingdom to be set up on earth—
the fifth kingdom in succession—and not some ethereal sentiment set up in men‘s hearts, as many try to paint
it.
While most biblical scholars agree that the stone from heaven refers to the Messiah coming to set up His
Kingdom, there are differing views about when it occurs. Some claim that ―these kings‖ mentioned in verse 44
refers to the four preceding kingdoms with the stone representing Jesus Christ‘s first coming during the days of
the first-century Roman Empire. Others view the toes as representing 10 nations extant at the end time in a
loose federation (the brittle mixture) as a final resurrection of the Roman Empire. This is the correct meaning.
The Roman Empire has continued intermittently throughout history since its official fall in A.D. 476. The darkest
and most ominous revival will exist on the world scene at the time of Christ‘s return.
To understand, we have to look at all the prophecies concerning the succession of empires and the Kingdom of
God, especially those in the book of Revelation. Part of the key is given in Daniel 2:35, which states regarding
the kingdoms that ―the wind swept them away without leaving a trace‖ (NIV), something that did not happen to
the Roman Empire while Jesus was on earth—nor has it ever really happened. In addition, the description in
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Revelation makes it very clear that the Kingdom of God is not here yet, but will commence at the return of
Jesus Christ. To learn more about this, send for or download our free booklets The Book of Revelation Unveiled
and You Can Understand Bible Prophecy.
Writing to a Roman audience, Josephus explained the succession of gentile empires. But it is interesting to see
what he said to the Romans regarding the stone from heaven. Notice: ―Daniel did also declare the meaning of
the stone to the king; but I do not think proper to relate it, since I have only undertaken to describe things past
or present, but not things that are future; yet if any one be so very desirous of knowing truth, as not to wave
such points of curiosity, and cannot curb his inclination for understanding the uncertainties of futurity, and
whether they will happen or not, let him be diligent in reading the book of Daniel, which he will find among the
sacred writings.‖ In the same space, he could certainly have explained what the stone was, but it is clear that he
did not want to provoke the Romans by telling them their empire would eventually be smashed by God. Daniel 2
ends with another glimpse of Daniel‘s magnificent character wherein he shows his loyalty to his friends and
petitions the king for special favor for them. As will happen numerous times during his long sojourn in Babylon,
Daniel‘s character and loyalty to God is rewarded with wealth and position.
Into the Fiery Furnace (Daniel 3)
Some historians believe that the language used in this chapter shows that the story occurred many years after
the incidents in chapter 2. While this part of the book was written in Aramaic (the international language in use
throughout the Neo-Babylonian Empire), the terms used for the various office bearers were Persian, not
Babylonian, indicating that Daniel wrote the story many years later, after Babylon‘s fall to Persia, using Persian
equivalents for the various officers to make them understandable to the Jewish readers of that time. We must
remember that the early part of the book of Daniel is not a contiguous narrative, but a collection of independent
accounts from the life of Daniel. Chapter 3 contains one of these separate accounts.
It seems that Nebuchadnezzar didn‘t really get the point from Daniel‘s interpretation of his dream that there is
only one true God. As this chapter opens, the king decides to build a huge idolatrous image or statue. There‘s
no indication that the image was of the king himself. It may have been a representation of his patron god Nebo,
or Nabu. The people‘s ―prostration before Nebo would amount to a pledge of allegiance to his viceroy, Nabukudurri-usur, i.e., Nebuchadnezzar‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 1).
The construction was quite large, measuring sixty cubits high and six cubits across. ―A cubit in Israel was
approximately 18 inches; in Babylon it was about 20 inches. Therefore Nebuchadnezzar‘s image was 90 to 100
feet tall. The 10:1 ratio of height to width, however, suggests that the image was standing on a high pedestal so
that the proportions of the figure itself would be closer to the normal ratio of about 4:1‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verse 1). That would mean it was perhaps a 40-foot-high statue on a 60-foot-high pedestal—still
mammoth and imposing. Alternatively, some have seen the dimensions as suggestive of an obelisk or some
other phallic image. Whatever the case, the construction was lavished with wealth, being made of gold, or at
least overlaid with gold (the latter seeming more likely, given its great size).
The nature of the image is not relevant to the main focus of the story. If it had been important the account would
have been more specific. Whatever the image, most Babylonians were expected to bow down and worship it,
including all the Jewish exiles. Just how many Jews refused to worship it is not known since the Bible only
records the story of Daniel‘s three friends. But it seems logical to assume that this was just what the locals were
waiting for—a chance to get rid of their Jewish overlords. After all, the Jews were the captives. They were
supposed to be beneath the Chaldeans, not in positions over them. Whatever the reason for singling out these
three, it was to become a major lesson once again for Nebuchadnezzar and, no doubt, the rest of the Jews in
Babylon.
Many have wondered why Daniel wasn‘t accused with his three friends. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary lists
six possible reasons:
―1. Since Daniel is not mentioned in this chapter, he may have been absent from Babylon at the time, perhaps
on government business in some other part of the kingdom.
―2. He may have been closeted with other members of the king‘s cabinet, working on legalistic or military plans.
―3. He may have been…too ill to attend the public ceremony; we know from 8:27 that sickness occasionally
interfered with his carrying on with government business (cf. also 7:28; 10:8).
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―4. It may simply have been assumed that as the king‘s vizier (prime minister, for his responsibilities amounted
to that status; cf. 2:48), he was not required to make public demonstration of his loyalty by worshipping the
image of his god. After all, there is no indication that Nebuchadnezzar himself bowed down to the image. It may
have been that he simply sat on his royal dais surveying the scene, with his closest friends and advisers at his
side.
―5. It is true that Daniel‘s office as ruler over the capital province of Babylon (2:48) was not specifically listed in
the seven categories of public officials (cf. 3:3, though, of course, the rulers of subordinate provinces were
required to be on hand); and none of the ―wise men‖ (hakkimayya), over whom Daniel had been made chief,
were included in the call for this public ceremony. As a type of accredited clergy serving under the state, they
may have been exempted from this act of allegiance; their religious commitment would be presumed to be
beyond question. In other words, Daniel did not belong to any of the special groups of jurists, advisors, financial
experts, or political leaders included in the terms of the call.
―6. Perhaps Daniel‘s reputation as a diviner was so formidable that even the jealous Chaldeans did not dare
attack him before the king‖ (note on verses 16-18).
Here we also have another proof of genuineness: ―[Commentator] Ford…makes the following observation: ‗Had
the story been the invention that many have suggested; had it originated in the days of the Maccabees to nerve
the faithful against Gentile oppression, it is unlikely that the chief hero would have been omitted. Reality
transcends fiction, and the very ―incompleteness‖ of this account testifies to its fidelity.‘ It is hard to see how the
force of this deduction can be successfully evaded. There is no psychological reason for an idealizing romancer
to leave Daniel out of this exciting episode. The only way to account for this omission is that in point of fact he
was not personally in attendance at this important function‖ (same note).
Returning to the story, consider the enormity of the spectacle. A towering golden statue looms over the
pageantry as a magnificent orchestra starts playing, giving the signal for the worship to commence. The music
is powerful enough to signal worship to everyone in Babylon. (Incidentally, leading the orchestra are the six
most common instruments of the day as well as ―all kinds of music.‖)
Daniel‘s three friends, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah—referred to by their Babylonian names Shadrach,
Meshach and Abed-Nego—are ready to die for their beliefs. There is no way they will bow down to the image.
Now Judah‘s enemies in Babylon get their chance. They report the disobedience to the king and he takes
immediate action, summoning them to appear before him and explain their disobedience to his edict.
They demonstrate what the apostles were to teach many years later: ―We ought to obey God rather than men‖
(Acts 5:29). They tell the king that their God is able to deliver them from harm, but even if He chooses not to,
they were willing to die rather than disobey God by worshiping the image. Job had made a similar statement
many years before: ―Though He slay me, yet will I trust Him‖ (Job 13:15). Like the apostle Paul‘s sufferings
many years later, their example of faith will be a marvelous lesson to all mankind (compare 2 Corinthians 4:2,
12; Hebrews 11:35-37).
―These courageous young men were willing to give their lives, if necessary, to show loyalty to God alone.
Appreciating their devotion, God spared their lives in a powerful and miraculous witness to King
Nebuchadnezzar (verses 19-30). The faith and faithfulness of these young men remains an enduring example
of respect for God. Their example should inspire all of us to honor our Creator with a similar sense of loyalty
and dedication‖ (Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?, p. 22).
―These three young men put their lives on the line when they chose not to bow before King Nebuchadnezzar‘s
golden image…. They did not know whether God would intervene to save their lives or not. They knew God
could, but they didn‘t know that He would. Regardless of the outcome, their living faith convicted them to put
God first—a principle Jesus emphasized during His earthly ministry (Matthew 6:33)…. Godly belief inevitably
leads to doing. This is why we read in James that faith without works is dead (James 2:14-26). Living faith
comes by doing what God says is good and right and being willing to accept whatever results may come from
our actions. The examples and testimonies of the men and women we read about in Hebrews 11 show us we
can believe God. He does not lie (Titus 1:2), and, as our loving, faithful Father, He delights in providing for us.
‗Every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, and comes down from the Father of lights, with whom
there is no variation or shadow of turning….‘ (James 1:17-18)‖ (You Can Have Living Faith, pp. 18-20).
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The Jews‘ open defiance of Nebuchadnezzar only makes his anger worse, and he gives what seem to be
absurd orders concerning their execution. Given that the furnace would have been designed for smelting, it
would have already been hot enough to consume the men, but he orders additional bellows under it to make it
seven times hotter than usual. To make sure that they will be engulfed in flame and won‘t escape, he leaves
them fully clothed even with their hats on and then binds them before having them thrown into the furnace. The
furnace is so hot that even the men who threw then in were killed.
―Apparently there was no door or screen to hide the inside of the furnace from view. Judging from bas-reliefs, it
would seem that Mesopotamian smelting furnaces tended to be like an old-fashioned glass milk-bottle in shape,
with a large opening for the insertion of the ore to be smelted and a smaller aperture at ground level for the
admission of wood and charcoal to furnish the heat. There must have been two or more smaller holes at this
same level to permit the insertion of pipes connected with large bellows, when it was desired to raise the
temperature beyond what the flue or chimney would produce. Undoubtedly the furnace itself was fashioned of
very thick adobe, resistant to intense heat. The large upper door was probably raised above the level of the fire
bed so that the metal smelted from the ore would spill on the ground in case the crucibles were upset. So the
text says (v. 23) that the three ‗fell down‘ (nepalu) into the fire. Apart from the swirling flames and smoke, then,
they were quite visible to an outside observer, though, like the king, he would have to stand at a distance‖
(Expositor‘s, note on verses 19-23).
Nebuchadnezzar (and no doubt all those with him) are astonished. Not only do they see the three walking
around inside the furnace, no longer tied up, but with them is a fourth person whom Nebuchadnezzar says is
like a son of gods. The New King James Version translates this as ―the Son of God,‖ but this is misleading
because it is the king who says this and he doesn‘t know anything about the real Son of God. The Babylonians
believed in multiple gods, and the language of the original Aramaic literally means ―like a son of gods.‖ The
Bible doesn‘t tell us what he really saw. It may have been an angel, it may have been the preincarnate Christ or
it may have been a divinely created apparition. Whatever Nebuchadnezzar saw, it must not have appeared as a
mere ordinary person for him to think it god-like. When the three men come out, this fourth does not—having
apparently disappeared.
Once again the king is stopped in his tracks. But although he knows that the Jews have a very powerful God,
he still doesn‘t recognize that the God of the Jews is the only God (verses 28-29). That lesson is still to come.
At this point, God is the God of the Jews, not the God of Nebuchadnezzar. But Nebuchadnezzar is highly
impressed and wants to honor their God, while at the same time emphasizing his own authority by issuing
another extreme decree (verse 29). And the three Jews are promoted, obviously to the chagrin of their enemies
(verse 30). Thus we see God‘s ironic and poetic justice.
The three men, literally thrown into a refiner‘s fire, could well have quoted the words of King David, which he
meant only figuratively: ―For you, O God, have tested us; You have refined us as silver is refined; You brought
us into the net; You laid affliction on our backs; You have caused men to ride over our heads; we went through
fire and through water; but you brought us out to rich fulfillment‖ (Psalms 66:10-12).
Nebuchadnezzar‘s Madness and Restoration (Daniel 4)
Chapter 4 of Daniel is a most remarkable section of the Bible in that much of it consists of Nebuchadnezzar‘s
own words. Some historians have questioned the authorship, claiming that there is nothing else in Babylonian
records to confirm such an incident. They also dispute the king having used such words, as they would have
been unacceptable to the Babylonian people who worshiped him as a god. Some who dispute the authorship
claim that Daniel probably wrote it. Yet while Daniel could have drafted the declaration just as speechwriters do
for today‘s leaders, the Bible specifically states that it was the word of Nebuchadnezzar.
The declaration comes at the end of an eight-year episode—the dream with its interpretation (verses 4-27), a
year of delay or probation (verses 28-29) and the seven-―time‖ (i.e., seven-year) affliction (verses 25, 30-37;
compare Daniel 7:25, where a ―time‖ equals a year, as we will later examine). ―The story is set in a time of
relative peace after Nebuchadnezzar‘s major conquests and massive building projects. It best fits after the fall
of Jerusalem, during the lengthy siege of Tyre when Babylon launched no other major military operation. Not
unexpectedly no record of a lengthy madness has been found in the royal archives, but it could have occurred
any time between 582 and 573 B.C.‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, 1991, note on verse
4). This would put Nebuchadnezzar‘s second dream about 23-24 years from the time of Daniel‘s captivity in 605
B.C.
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The prophet has been serving in a high capacity in the empire for more than two decades. At the beginning of
that period the king had the miraculous experience of his first dream and its interpretation. More recently, he
witnessed the amazing episode of Daniel‘s three friends in the fiery furnace. And yet Nebuchadnezzar, while
recognizing the Hebrew God as a powerful deity, does not recognize Him as the true and only God. He says
Daniel is called Belteshazzar ―according to the name of my god‖ (verse 8)—his god being Bel-Marduk. And
where the NKJV has ―Spirit of the Holy God,‖ it is better rendered ―spirit of the holy gods.‖ Nebuchadnezzar saw
that ―in contrast to the other soothsayers in his court, Daniel was truly inspired by God (or the gods): ‗The spirit
of the holy gods is in him.‘ (That this elahin, {‗gods‘} is meant as a true plural—rather than a plural of majesty—
is shown by the plural form of the adjective qaddisin accompanying it.)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on
verse 8). It should be noted that such language in the declaration does not necessarily mean that the king still
thought in these terms after the whole affair was concluded. It may be that he was simply describing the way he
understood things at the time of his dream—and that Bel had been his god. (Yet it could also be that He merely
came to see and acknowledge the God of Israel as the ―Most High‖ while still believing in and even worshiping
lesser gods.)
The dream starts with a huge tree that grows to reach the ends of the earth. The magicians and others either
can‘t or won‘t interpret the dream. Perhaps they can—the symbolism not being unique—but they are fearful of
being the bearers of bad news to the king. So the king calls on the prophet of God. Yet ―interpreting the dream
was no easy assignment for Daniel. He well knew what the dream meant but could hardly bring himself to
reveal it to Nebuchadnezzar. Daniel's loyalty to him—whom he had served so long and well and who had
always shown Daniel kindness, even when Judah was being deported from her land of promise—was genuine.
His sympathy for Nebuchadnezzar caused Daniel to shrink from announcing the king‘s coming degradation. It
was a while before he could bring himself to speak (the Aramaic literally says, ‗He was stupified for one hour‘—
but the word for ‗hour‘ {saah} does not necessarily mean anything more definite than ‗a time‘). At the king‘s
insistence, however, Daniel finally began to speak‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 19a).
Daniel explains that the tree is Nebuchadnezzar, who will be figuratively cut down to live like a wild animal for
seven ―times‖ or years unless he repents. While Nebuchadnezzar has provided food, shelter and comfort for his
empire, like many dictators his sins include oppression of his people (verse 27). The Bible doesn‘t make clear
why there was a delay, but it is another year before he loses his sanity (see verse 29). Perhaps this was to
allow the king time to repent prior to the punishment. Whether the king made any needed reforms in his attitude
or behavior is not revealed. But, in any case, his overall problem clearly remained—his supreme arrogance with
regard to his own power and prestige. As Nebuchadnezzar walked on the roof of his palace, he boasted, ―Is this
not the great Babylon I have built as the royal residence, by my mighty power and for the glory of my majesty?‖
(verse 30, NIV). Here was evidence from his own mouth that he had not been humbled by his dream‘s
revelation and warning. Possibly his pride had even grown.
The king had ―made Babylon the greatest city of the world, the ‗queen of Asia.‘ [The Greek historian] Herodotus,
who saw it one and a half centuries later, declared that there was no other city which could be compared with it.
Babylon was built on a plain, on either side of the Euphrates, and had two surrounding walls. The outer wall,
which went around the whole city, made a square‖ (Charles Seignobos, The World of Babylon, 1975, p. 69).
Historian Walter Kaiser Jr. writes: ―It was a huge square, 480 stadia (55 1/4 miles) in circumference [making it
nearly 2/3 the area of New York City], surrounded by a series of walls that made it virtually impregnable. Robert
Koldewey, who excavated Babylon for eighteen years, verified how security-conscious Nebuchadnezzar was.
The city walls were surrounded, according to Koldewey, with a brick wall 22 1/3 feet thick, with a space outside
that wall some 38 1/3 feet wide, then another brick wall 25 feet thick. In the event that this outer wall was
breached, the invader would be trapped between two walls. Inside the inner wall was another wall 12 feet thick.
Every 160 feet the walls were topped by watchtowers, 360 towers in all, reaching the height probably of some
90 feet, not 300 feet mentioned by Herodotus, and wide enough to accommodate two chariots riding side by
side….
―He also constructed the city gates of cedar wood covered with strips of bronze. Numerous gates…were
installed in the walls. The most famous of these, the Ishtar Gate [now on display in the Pergamon Museum in
Berlin], was fifteen feet wide and its arched passage way was thirty-five feet above the level of the street. This
gate led directly into the Processional Way, which was used primarily for the great annual New Year‘s Festival.
The pavement was 73 1/2 feet wide and was lined with a series of 120 lions in enameled relief at 64-foot
intervals.
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―Along this Processional Way was the famous ziggurat or staged tower known as E-temen-anki, ‗The House of
the Foundation of Heaven and Earth,‘ which rose 300 feet high and could be seen for miles around the city. It is
estimated that some 58,000,000 bricks were used in the construction of this ziggurat. Atop this seven-staged or
terraced tower was a temple of Marduk, the god of Babylon….
―On a mound called Kasr, Nebuchadnezzar built one of his most impressive palaces. Its walls were made of
yellow brick and the floors were of white and mottled sandstone. Near this palace were the famed hanging
gardens, considered one of the Seven Wonders of the World….
―Babylon was a marvel of city planning. It was laid out in rectangles with wide roads named after the gods of
Babylon. A bridge connected the eastern or new city with the western city across the river that flowed through
the city. It had stone piers on both shores some 600 feet across the river, with a wooden footpath thirty feet
wide that reached from shore to shore. The dwellings of the city often reached three or four stories high with the
familiar eastern central courtyard‖ (A History of Israel, 1988, pp. 415-416).
Yes, Nebuchadnezzar had accomplished great things—but it is God who decides who will rule nations. All the
amassed wealth and power of human beings eventually count for nothing (verse 35). The mighty king of
Babylon is at last brought to this humbling realization.
It is interesting to note that throughout the seven-year exile, Nebuchadnezzar‘s kingdom is protected and is
ready and waiting for his restored leadership when God heals him. Surely many officials in this large kingdom
had greedy ambition, so it seems evident that it was God‘s intervention that secured the kingdom for him.
Some historians have compared Nebuchadnezzar‘s insanity to the story of the later Babylonian emperor
Nabonidus, some even claiming the story in Daniel is misattributed, but there are significant differences. ―Some
scholars have proposed the thesis that the story of Nebuchadnezzar‘s madness in the book of Daniel is a
distorted reflection of Nabonidus‘s exile in Arabia. It is now clear from the new Haran inscriptions that
Nabonidus was in exile for ten years and not for seven as had been thought previously (Daniel 4:32 speaks of
‗seven times‘). Among other objections to this theory is the fact that this interpretation was based on Sidney
Smith‘s rendering of a line in the Persian Verse Account, which is no longer tenable. Nabonidus‘s behavior may
seem erratic but he was not mad. Unfortunately we have few details about the last thirty years of
Nebuchadnezzar‘s life. He died soon after October 562 and was succeeded by his son Evil-Merodach‖ (Edwin
Yamauchi, The New International Dictionary of Biblical Archaeology, 1983, p. 334).
One other point that should be made in regard to this section is the possibility of duality in the prophetic dream.
A king and his kingdom are often interchangeable in Bible prophecy. Indeed, that is clear from the previous
dream of Nebuchadnezzar. The tree of the present dream may represent not only Nebuchadnezzar but the
Babylonian Empire as well. Babylon fell in 539 B.C., but we know from the book of Revelation that it is to
experience an end-time revival as a powerful European empire dominated by a great false Christian system
referred to in Revelation 17 as ―Babylon the Great.‖ Indeed, as the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah
13 explained, the ancient Chaldeans and Babylonians eventually relocated to southern Europe. In essence, the
―roots‖ of the tree remained to sprout anew in the future. Considering this, it has been proposed that the ―seven
times‖ could be viewed as seven 360-day prophetic years. The prophetic ―day-for-a-year‖ principle (see
Numbers 14:34; Ezekiel 4:6) yields 2,520 years (i.e., 360 x 7)—perhaps stretching from the fall of ancient
Babylon to the beginnings of its revival in modern times. While we can‘t be certain, this does seem possible—
particularly as there may be a parallel to this figure of 2,520 in the mysterious inscription of Daniel 5, as we will
later examine.
The Handwriting on the Wall—and the Fall of Babylon (Daniel 5)
Nine years have passed since Daniel‘s vision of chapter 8. The prophet is now in his early 80s and major
events are transforming the region. Eleven years earlier, King Cyrus II of Persia, vassal to his maternal
grandfather King Astyages of Media, deposed Astyages and took over the rule of the now-combined Kingdom
of the Medes and Persians. Cyrus had initially formed an alliance with the King Nabonidus of the Chaldean
Neo-Babylonian Empire—which is part of what had provoked conflict with Astyages.
Yet ―while Nabonidus spent ten years in Tema [in Arabia], Cyrus was busily occupied in amassing an empire
[an empire now known as the Medo-Persian Empire or simply the Persian Empire]. Soon all that was left to
incorporate into his vast realm was Babylon, and so he set his sights upon that prize…. Babylonia, because of
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the absence of Nabonidus, began to deteriorate internally and externally under the incompetent Belshazzar‖
(Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 478, 480).
Belshazzar, as we‘ve already seen, was the son of Nabonidus, ruling as coregent for him in Babylon. Recall
from the Bible Reading Program comments on chapter 7 that Nabonidus was not of royal blood, not being
descended from Nebuchadnezzar. Yet notice that Nebuchadnezzar is referred to in chapter 5 as Belshazzar‘s
father (verses 2, 11, 13, 18) and Belshazzar as Nebuchadnezzar‘s son (verse 22). The terminology of ―father‖
and ―son‖ is a common way of denoting ―ancestor‖ and ―descendant‖ in biblical language—especially as
Nebuchadnezzar was an important ruler in establishing the dynasty of Babylonian kings. Yet Nabonidus was
not of this dynasty. So how could his son Belshazzar be?
It seems likely, as mentioned in the prior comments, that Nabonidus had married the daughter of
Nebuchadnezzar. ―In the account given by [the ancient Greek historian] Herodotus of the capture of Babylon by
the Persians under Cyrus [written about 80 years after the event], Labynitus II, son of Labynitus I and Nitocris
[daughter of Nebuchadnezzar], is named as the last King of Babylon. Labynitus is commonly held to be a
corruption of Nabonidus‖ (―Baltasar,‖ The Catholic Encyclopedia, www.newadvent.org/cathen/02226c.htm).
Thus Nabonidus seems to have married Nebuchadnezzar‘s daughter Nitocris, and their son was Nabonidus II,
otherwise known as Belshazzar or Balthazar. The ―queen‖ who comes to tell Belshazzar of Daniel (verses 1012) was either Belshazzar‘s mother Nitocris or—if Nitocris was away with Nabonidus—Belshazzar‘s
grandmother, the wife of Nebuchadnezzar (the latter being the conclusion of the Jewish historian Josephus).
Returning to events, ―Many Babylonian provinces such as Elam fell away to Persia, and in 539 [B.C.] Cyrus
sent an army under his general Gubaru to invest Babylon itself‖ (Merrill, p. 480). Indeed, the time had at last
come for Babylon to fall. Recall that God had foretold through the prophet Isaiah that Cyrus would act as His
servant to overthrow the proud city (see Isaiah 44–45).
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary provides further details of what was happening: ―The Nabonidus-Cyrus
Chronicle, according to a corrected reading…states: ‗In the month of Tashritu [Tishri], when Cyrus attacked the
[Babylonian] army of Akkad in Opis on the Tigris, the inhabitants of Akkad revolted, but he (Nabonidus)
massacred the confused inhabitants [for switching allegiance]. The 15th day [October 10], Sippar was seized
without battle. Nabonidus fled‘‖ (note on verses 1-4). Nabonidus had returned just in time to witness the
downfall of his glorious empire.
―Apparently Nabonidus had commanded the troops in the field, while Belshazzar headed the defense of
Babylon itself. Meeting with reverses, Nabonidus retreated south toward his salient at Tema (or Teima), leaving
the Persians free access to the capital. Concerning this same campaign, Herodotus reported (1.190-91): ‗A
battle was fought at a short distance from the city [of Babylon] in which the Babylonians were defeated by the
Persian king, whereupon they withdrew within their defences. Here they shut themselves up and made light of
his siege, having laid in a store of provisions for many years in preparation against this attack‖ (Expositor‘s,
same note). Yet by October 12, just two days after the fall of Sippar, Babylon would fall to Persian hands.
Humanly speaking, this didn‘t seem possible. Babylon was the great city of its day—like imperial Rome at its
height centuries later. It was the most important trade center and the greatest cultural and tourism center, with
its renowned hanging gardens and other remarkable works. The enormous city, with its towering and
impregnably thick walls, endless fortifications, great troop strength and vast population besides, seemed
unconquerable. Indeed, Babylon had a few years‘ store of food within its walls along with an endless supply of
water from the mighty Euphrates River, which flowed right through the city. Thus, the people within would, it
was supposed, remain well-provisioned and hardy for a long time while an outside army would face great
difficulty.
Sieges that took years were not uncommon in the ancient world but they were certainly unattractive prospects.
As the Medo-Persian army advanced, there was no real concern within the city. Given Babylon‘s unparalleled
defenses and staggering prosperity, the idea that the city could fall seemed absurd. But the handwriting was
soon on the wall (Daniel 5 being the very origin of this popular expression). The impossible was going to
happen. Babylon, the greatest national power the world had ever seen, was about to fall. Let this be a lesson to
all great nations—including the leading nation on earth today, the United States of America. For when God says
it‘s over, it‘s over.
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No doubt informed of the approaching forces, and despite the retreat of his father, King Belshazzar did not fret.
He did not convene a war council. He didn‘t do anything to prepare for what might be coming. Instead,
brimming with confidence in his inviolable security, he proclaimed a feast and descended with thousands of his
lords and his harem into a night of drunken debauchery. Bringing the sacred vessels of the Jerusalem temple
into this affair was a blasphemous act of sacrilege. Indeed, we later learn that Belshazzar actually knew of the
seven-year madness that had befallen his grandfather Nebuchadnezzar to punish him for his unbridled
arrogance and bring him to understand the overriding authority of God (verse 22). And yet Belshazzar now
defiled the sacred treasures of that God, even using them to toast the pagan gods of Babylon.
God, of course, would not be mocked. As the night wore on, the Persians were implementing a daring invasion
plan. Recall from Isaiah 44:27–45:1 that God had hinted at the remarkable way in which Cyrus‘ men would
enter the city—through draining the Euphrates by diverting it and having the inner gates along the river channel
unlocked. The feast served only to distract from what was actually going on. ―Herodotus…mentions that Cyrus,
after laying siege to the town, entered it by the bed of the Euphrates, having drained off its waters, and that the
capture took place whilst the Babylonians were feasting (Herod., I, 188-191). Xenophon [a Greek historian
writing in the 4th century B.C.] also mentions the siege, the draining of the Euphrates, and the feast. He does
not state the name of the king, but fastens on him the epithet ‗impious‘‖ (―Baltasar,‖ Catholic Encyclopedia).
The palace revelry was at last interrupted by the shocking sight of the disembodied hand, suspended in midair,
writing something into the plaster of a wall in plain sight of the king. Verse 5 mentions only fingers, but the word
translated ―fingers‖ in verse 24 should be ―palm‖ (see NKJV margin). So an entire hand was seen—and it
caused quite a stir. With Belshazzar being drunk and terrified, it‘s no wonder he was wobbly and his knees were
knocking together (verse 6). The king summoned the priests and various occult practitioners to try to discern
the message, offering to the one who could give a proper explanation the position of ―third ruler in the kingdom.‖
This phrase gave interpreters trouble for centuries until it was realized that Belshazzar himself was the second
ruler, reigning in Babylon as coregent for his father Nabonidus.
At last the elderly Daniel is brought in. Apparently Belshazzar did not know him—or perhaps he only knew of
him but not to any great degree. While Daniel went about the ―king‘s business‖ in the third year of Belshazzar
(8:1, 27), this must merely have meant that he did work for the state, perhaps as a low-level civil servant—in
any case working in a much lower position than the one he held under Nebuchadnezzar.
Daniel first gives Belshazzar a short but sobering and piercing sermon, ending powerfully in verse 23 with ―the
God who holds your breath in His hand and owns all your ways, you have not glorified.‖ Daniel then translates
and interprets the four words on the wall. In its note on Daniel 5:27-28, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary
offers the following explanation:
―The first two were identical: mene, meaning ‗numbered,‘ ‗counted out,‘ ‗measured‘ (passive participle of mena,
‗to number‘). This signified that the years of Belshazzar‘s reign had been counted out to their very last one, and
it was about to terminate (v. 26). Observe that even if the court diviners had been able to make out the three
consonants m- n- ' correctly, they still would not have known what vowel points to give them. For example, it
could have been read as mena or [alternatively] mina—a heavy weight equivalent to sixty Babylonian shekels
[or 50, as we will see]. The second word (v. 27) was ‗Tekel‘ (teqel, cognate with the Hebrew ‗shekel‘ [seqel] and
coming from teqal, ‗to weigh‘). Following after a m- n- ' (which might mean ‗mina‘…), ‗Tekel‘ would look like
‗shekel‘ (a weight of silver or gold slightly over eleven grams). But Daniel explained it as the passive participle
teqil (‗weighed‘) and applied it to Belshazzar himself. God found him deficient in the scales and therefore
rejected him.
―The third word is peres, which is derived from a root peras, meaning ‗to divide.‘ Daniel read it as a passive
participle (peris, ‗divided‘) and interpreted it to mean that Belshazzar‘s kingdom, the Babylonian Empire, had
been divided or separated from him and given over to the Medes and Persians besieging the city. This word too
might have been taken as meaning a monetary weight, like the two words preceding it; for the Akkadian parsu
meant ‗half mina,‘ and this may have been borrowed into Aramaic with that meaning.
―But more likely [it is supposed], as…[other commentators] have argued, it means ‗half shekel,‘ since the root
simply indicates division into two parts; and the usage in each individual language would determine what weight
was being halved. In the descending scale of ‗mina,‘ ‗shekel,‘ the next weight to be expected would be
something lighter than a shekel, namely ‗a half shekel.‘ If, then, all that the diviners could make out of the
strange inscription on the wall was ‗Mina, mina, shekel, and half-shekels [or half mina]‘ (reading uparsin), then
they might well have concluded that this series of money weights (this was, of course, still prior to the
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introduction of coined money into the Middle East) made no sense and conveyed no intelligible message.
Daniel, however, being inspired of God, was able to make very clear sense of these letters by giving them the
passive participle vowel pattern in each case….The same radicals [root consonants] that spell out peres (‗half
shekel‘) furnish the root for the word ‗has been divided,‘ perisat. But furthermore p- r- s also points to the word
for ‗Persian,‘ Paras‖—as the Persians would receive the kingdom.‖
This appears a fairly reasonable explanation except that it leaves out the possibility that the particular money
weights were also explicitly intended by the words God wrote—i.e., that the words had a double meaning.
Recall that Daniel said Babylon had been weighed, like monetary weights in the balance, and was found
lacking. Surely it is no mere coincidence that the words, taken together, appeared to read as particular money
weights. Considering these weights, it is interesting to note that they can add up to a surprising total. A mina is
given above as 60 shekels. Yet the same commentary, in its footnote on Daniel 5:25, clarifies the definition as
―a unit of fifty or sixty shekels—the latter was the standard in Babylon‖ (emphasis added). Fifty was the
standard Hebrew—and thus biblical—reckoning. Note also that the favoring of the interpretation of the last unit
of weight as a half-shekel is based on the assumption that these coins must have simply been related in
descending order, not considering that they might have some special meaning. Why then, we might ask, is
mina repeated?
In any case, if uparsin denotes the Akkadian parsu, ―half mina,‖ as the commentary admits it would seem to,
then notice the tally: mina (50 shekels) + mina (50 shekels) + shekel (1) + uparsin (half mina or 25 shekels) =
126 shekels. An interesting number results if we reckon this in the smallest money weight measurement units—
gerahs. A shekel was 20 gerahs (Exodus 30:13). So 126 shekels would be 126 x 20 or 2,520 gerahs.
Remarkably, this would seem to parallel the proposed explanation of the ―seven times‖ of Daniel 4 as possibly
meaning a 2,520-year judgment on Babylon from its ancient fall to modern times. While not certain—as Daniel
did not spell this out in his explanation—it could very well be that God intended this additional meaning. It may
even be that Daniel himself did not completely understand the meaning, as he is later told that the full meaning
of his book was not for him to know, but that it was sealed until the time of the end (see Daniel 12:4).
Somewhat surprisingly, King Belshazzar follows through with the investiture of authority he promised. He must
have believed the inspired interpretation Daniel gave or he wouldn‘t have made him prime minister. Indeed, he
might have had him executed for insolence instead. Perhaps Belshazzar thought that his honoring of Daniel
would avert the divine judgment. But it was too late for that. The king had gone too far. And the time for
Babylonian rule was at an end.
Herodotus recorded: ―Hereupon the Persians who had been left for the purpose at Babylon by the riverside,
entered the stream, which had now sunk so as to reach about midway up a man‘s thigh, and thus got into the
town. Had the Babylonians been apprised of what Cyrus was about, or had they noticed their danger, they
would never have allowed the Persians to enter the city, but would have destroyed them utterly; for they would
have made fast all the street-gates which gave upon the river, and mounting upon the walls along both sides of
the stream, would so have caught the enemy as it were in a trap. But, as it was, the Persians came upon them
by surprise and took the city. Owing to the vast size of the place, the inhabitants of the central parts (as the
residents at Babylon declare), long after the outer portions of the town were taken, knew nothing of what had
chanced, but as they were engaged in a festival, continued dancing and revelling until they learnt the capture
but too certainly‖ (1.191).
The city was taken, ―without resistance, by Gubaru, governor of Gutium [to the north of Babylon] and
commander of the Persian army [under Cyrus]‖ (Merrill, p. 478). Before the sunrise, Belshazzar was dead.
―According to [Xenophon], the king made a brave stand, defending himself with his sword, but was
overpowered and slain by Gobryas [Gubaru] and Gadatas, the two generals of Cyrus‖ (―Baltasar,‖ Catholic
Encyclopedia). ―This took place on October 12; two weeks later, on October 29, 539, Cyrus himself entered the
city in peace. He forbade destruction, appointed Gubaru governor, and left the religious and civil administration
of Babylon unchanged‖ (Merrill, p. 478).
Who Was Darius the Mede? (Daniel 5)
The last verse of chapter 5, verse 31, which the Hebrew Masoretic Text places at the beginning of chapter 6,
states that the Babylonian kingdom was received by ―Darius the Mede.‖ There is no mention in the chapter of
Cyrus at all, though Daniel does later refer to him in 6:28 and 10:1. The identification of Darius the Mede is not
entirely clear, though he is a significant figure in Daniel‘s book, particularly chapter 6, as we will soon see in our
reading. There are other Persian rulers known as Darius—the actual Persian form of the name being
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Darayavahush—but they don‘t appear until later in history. A number of people through the years have tried to
use this identification problem as a basis for declaring the Bible fraudulent, so it is important that we look at the
matter.
Some suggest that Darius the Mede is another name for Cyrus. But there are problems with this identification.
Cyrus is identified primarily as a Persian, even in the book of Daniel (see 6:28). However, Cyrus was indeed
part Mede and united the thrones of Persia and Media in himself. Moreover, Isaiah had prophesied the
overthrow of Babylon by the Medes, so that would have been a reason for Daniel to stress the Median side of
the conqueror. Yet there are other difficulties, such as the wording of Daniel 6:28: ―So this Daniel prospered in
the reign of Darius and in the reign of Cyrus the Persian.‖ This would seem to make them two different persons.
Still, it must be acknowledged that the word translated ―and‖ could be rendered ―even‖—which would then make
the names synonymous.
Perhaps the biggest obstacle to seeing the two as the same person, though, is Daniel 9:1, where we are given
the specific identification: ―Darius the son of Ahasuerus, of the lineage of the Medes, who was made king over
the realm of the Chaldeans.‖ Ahasuerus is also the name of a later Persian emperor to whom Esther was
married. The Greek form of this name is Xerxes. Cyrus‘ father was not Ahasuerus or Xerxes but Cambyses I.
Indeed, in the Achaemenid dynastic line of Persia from which Cyrus sprung there is no Ahasuerus prior to him.
Neither is there an Ahasuerus in the Median dynasty leading to Cyrus‘ maternal grandfather Astyages—though
it has been argued that the name of Astyages‘ father, Cyaxeres, could possibly transliterate as such. While it is
possible that Ahasuerus was an alternative name for Cyrus‘ father or one of his forefathers, this is nowhere
stated. Given this fact, it seems more likely that Ahasuerus was the name of a local Median ruler, or that he was
an offshoot of the main royal line of Median kings, and that Darius was his son.
Notice that this Darius was made king over ―the realm of the Chaldeans.‖ While this could refer to the entire
Chaldean Empire, it could also refer specifically to the area of Babylonia and the rest of southern Mesopotamia.
If the latter is meant, perhaps the most likely conclusion is that, as many contend, Darius the Mede should be
equated with Cyrus‘ general Gubaru (Gobryas in Greek), who was appointed governor over Babylonia.
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary points out that ―the name ‗Darius‘ may have been a title of honor, somewhat
as ‗Caesar‘ or ‗Augustus‘ became in the Roman Empire. It is apparently related to ‗dara‘ (‗king‘ in Avestan
Persian); thus the Old Persian Darayavahush may have meant ‗The Royal One‘‖ (note on 5:30-31). While this
would allow identification with Cyrus, it would also allow identification with lesser rulers.
The International Standard Bible Dictionary has this to say in its entry on Darius the Mede: ―Outside of the Book
of Daniel there is no mention of Darius the Mede by name, though there are good reasons for identifying him
with Gubaru… who is said in the Nabunaid-Cyrus Chronicle to have been appointed by Cyrus as his governor
of Babylon after its capture from the Chaldeans. Some reasons for this identification are as follows:
―(a) Gubaru is possibly a translation of Darius. The same radical letters in Arabic mean ‗king,‘ ‗compeller,‘
‗restrainer.‘ In Hebrew, derivations of the root mean ‗lord,‘ ‗mistress,‘ ‗queen‘; in Aramaic, ‗mighty,‘ ‗almighty.‘
―(b) Gutium was the designation of the country north of Babylon and was in all possibility in the time of Cyrus a
part of the province of Media.
―(c) But even if Gutium were not a part of Media at that time, it was the custom of Persian kings to appoint
Medes as well as Persians to satrapies and to the command of armies. Hence, Darius-Gubaru may have been
a Mede, even if Gutium were not a part of Media proper.
―(d) Since Daniel never calls Darius the Mede king of Media, or king of Persia, it is immaterial what his title or
position may have been before he was made king over the realm of the Chaldeans. Since the realm of the
Chaldeans never included either Media or Persia, there is absolutely no evidence in the Book of Daniel that its
author ever meant to imply that Darius the Mede ever ruled over either Media or Persia.
―(e) That Gubaru is called governor (pihatu), and Darius the Mede, king, is no objection to this identification; for
in ancient as well as modern oriental empires the governors of provinces and cities were often called kings.
Moreover, in the Aramaic language, no more appropriate word than ‗king‘ can be found to designate the ruler of
a sub-kingdom, or province of the empire.
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―(f) That Darius is said to have had 120 satraps under him [in Daniel 6] does not conflict with this; for the
Persian word ‗satrap‘ is indefinite as to the extent of his rule, just like the English word ‗governor.‘ Besides,
Gubaru is said to have appointed pihatus under himself. If the kingdom of the Chaldeans which he received
was as large as that of [the earlier Assyrian emperor] Sargon he may easily have appointed 120 of these subrulers; for Sargon names 117 subject cities and countries over which he appointed his prefects and governors.
―(g) The peoples, nations and tongues of chapter 6 are no objection to this identification; for Babylonia itself at
this time was inhabited by Babylonians, Chaldeans, Arabians, Arameans and Jews, and the kingdom of the
Chaldeans embraced also Assyrians, Elamites, Phoenicians and others within its limits.
―(h) This identification is supported further by the fact that there is no other person known to history that can
well be meant‖ (http://bibletools.org/index.cfm/fuseaction/Def.show/RTD/ISBE/Topic/Darius).
While we cannot be certain, this seems a rather reasonable conclusion.
Regarding Gubaru, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The Nabonidus Chronicle and other cuneiform
texts of that era indicate that he continued on as governor of Babylonia for at least fourteen years, even though
Cyrus may have taken over the royal title at a solemn public coronation service two years later. Presumably
urgent military necessity drew Cyrus away from his newly subdued territories to face an enemy menacing some
other frontier. Until he could get back and assume the Babylonian crown with appropriate pomp and ceremony,
it was expedient for him to leave control of Babylonia in the hands of a trusted lieutenant like Gubaru. A.T.
Olmstead (The History of the Persian Empire {…1948}, p. 71) puts it thus: ‗In his dealings with his Babylonian
subjects, Cyrus was ―king of Babylon, king of lands.‖...But it was Gobryas the satrap who represented the royal
authority after the king‘s departure‘‖ (note on Daniel 5:30-31).
Another possibility for the identity of Darius the Mede that some have argued for is that he was Cyrus‘ maternal
grandfather, the Median king Astyages son of Cyaxeres—the idea being that Cyrus allowed him to live out his
days as a figurehead in Babylon for the sake of holding the empire together. Others argue for a son of Astyages
named Cyaxeres mentioned by Xenophon. This would seem to contradicts Herodotus‘ report that Astyages had
no male child, though he could have perhaps have had an intended male heir whom Cyrus saw fit to prop up.
For more on these possibilities, see The New John Gill‘s Exposition of the Entire Bible, Dr. William Smith‘s
Dictionary of the Bible and Hasting‘s Bible Dictionary (all quoted at http://philologos.org/bpr/files/d003.htm). See
also Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary (note on Daniel 5:31).
Thus, even if Darius the Mede is not immediately identifiable from history, that is no reason to reject the
scriptural account of him as errant and to therefore reckon the book of Daniel as fraudulent and uninspired—
particularly as there are several possibilities as to his historical identity. As time has gone on, many biblical
figures that scholars once reckoned as fictional characters have proven to be real people. We can be confident
that Darius the Mede was likewise a real, historical figure, whether or not we can pinpoint his exact identity
some 2,400 years later.
Daniel in the Lions‘ Den (Daniel 6)
Once again, we encounter Darius the Mede—here in a rather important context. As noted in the Bible Reading
Program comments on Daniel 5:31, various theories have been advanced as to his identity. Most commonly
accepted today is that he was either identical with Cyrus or that he was Cyrus‘ governor over Babylon, Gubaru.
That Darius passes a decree that no god or man other than him could be petitioned for 30 days and that he
wields such other power besides perhaps makes it difficult to our sensitivities to see how this could have been a
lesser ruler than Cyrus himself. Yet it is certainly possible that a sub-king such as Gubaru, as the representative
of the sovereign, was invested with the full authority of Cyrus in the higher king‘s absence. (And the exaltation
of the ruler above the gods of the land was probably deemed more to symbolize the dominion of the Persian
state than to exalt Darius personally.)
Interestingly, archaeology has revealed that there was great focus on Gubaru‘s authority only a few years later.
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―As [commentator] Whitcomb (p. 35) points out, the statement in
6:28—‗and the reign of Cyrus the Persian‘—may very well imply that both of them [Darius and Cyrus] ruled
concurrently, with the one subordinate to the other (i.e., Darius subordinate to Cyrus). It would seem that after
he had taken care of more pressing concerns elsewhere, Cyrus himself later returned to Babylon (perhaps a
year or two afterward) and formally ascended the throne in an official coronation ceremony. It was in the third
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year of Cyrus‘s reign (presumably as king of Babylon) that Daniel received the revelations in chapters 10-12.
Yet it is also evident from the cuneiform records…that Gubaru continued to serve as governor of Babylon even
after Cyrus‘s decease. The tablets dating from 535 to 525 contained warnings that committing specified
offenses would entail ‗the guilt of a sin against Gubaru, the Governor of Babylon and of the District beyond the
river {i.e., the regions west of the Euphrates}‘ (Whitcomb, p. 23)‖ (note on Daniel 5:30-31).
Reading chapter 6, we learn that ―one of Darius‘s first responsibilities was to appoint administrators over the
entire territory won from the Babylonians (v. 1). The 120 ‗satraps‘ chosen by him must have been of lesser rank
than the 20 satraps Herodotus mentioned (3.89-94) in listing major districts composed of several smaller
regions (e.g., the fifth satrapy included Phoenicia, Palestine, Syria, and Cyprus). Here in Daniel the
ahasdarpenayya (‗satraps‘) must have been in charge of all the smaller subdivisions. But over these 120 there
were three commissioners (sarekin, v. 2), of whom Daniel was chairman (v. 3). In view of Daniel‘s successful
prediction in Belshazzar‘s banquet hall, it was only natural for Darius to select him for so responsible a position,
though he was neither a Mede nor a Persian.
His long experience and wide acquaintance with Babylonian government made Daniel an exceptionally
qualified candidate. But after he had assumed office and turned in a record of exceptional performance, it
became obvious that he had superhuman knowledge and skill; and he became a likely choice for prime
minister…. [But] just as his three friends had become the target of envy many years before (ch. 3), so Daniel
encountered hostility in the new Persian government. Undoubtedly the great majority of his enemies were raceconscious Medes or Persians, and they did not take kindly to the elevation of one of the Jewish captives‖ (note
on verses 1-4). Of course, there is also a natural tendency within administrative structures for people to become
jealous when better-qualified individuals among them are promoted above them.
Daniel‘s enemies could not dig up any dirt on him. Knowing his reputation for faithfulness to his God, they
decided this was the only area they could get him into legal trouble—by making up a law contrary to his
religious practice. ―The government overseers (v. 6) came to the king ‗as a group‘…. As an official delegation,
they presented their proposal, falsely implying that Daniel had concurred in their legislation. ‗The royal
administrators [of whom Daniel was chief], prefects, satraps, advisers and governors have all agreed‘ (v. 7)—
i.e., in drawing up the decree. Darius should have noticed that Daniel was not there to speak for himself. Yet
Darius had no reason to suspect that the other two royal administrators would misrepresent Daniel‘s position in
this matter, and certainly the reported unanimity of all the lower echelons of government must have stilled any
doubts Darius had about the decree. The suggested mode of compelling every subject in the former Babylonian
domain to acknowledge the authority of Persia seemed a statesmanlike measure that would contribute to the
unification of the Middle and Near East. The time limit of one month seemed reasonable. After it the people
could resume their accustomed worship. So, without personally consulting Daniel himself, Darius went ahead
and affixed his signature or seal to the decree (v. 9)‖ (note on verses 6-9).
The new law could not be rescinded (verse 8). ―Once a royal decree had been issued, it could not be revoked—
even by the king himself. It remained in force until its time of expiration. The practice of creating an
unchangeable law may follow from the idea that changing a decree was an admission that it had been faulty‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 8).
Despite the severe penalty mandated for disobedience, Daniel would not be deterred from his regular prayers
to God. It is interesting to consider that he could have resorted to praying to God in secret. And no doubt he
often did anyway, just as all believers. Indeed, it seems that Daniel perhaps prayed in open sight three times a
day toward Jerusalem to serve as a continual witness of God to the pagan empire and as an example to the
Jews in captivity to be bold in their devotion to God and their faith in His promise of future return to the Holy
Land.
The morning and evening sacrifice in the Jerusalem temple had been a continual public witness of the true
religion in Judah—and as noted in the Bible Reading Program‘s comments on Daniel 9, there seems to have
been a relation to those offerings and Daniel‘s example of regular prayer. Perhaps Daniel, as the senior Jewish
official in the empire, saw it as his duty to continue a form of that witness. Whatever the reason behind his
practice, he no doubt felt that to cease from his practice in the face of a contrary religious decree would have
been quite a witness of itself—a witness of compromise, godless fear and apparent denial of God. In no way
would he, prophet of the Most High God who had humbled Nebuchadnezzar and had later given Babylon into
the hands of Persia, cower at this plot against him and attack on his faith. He trusted God to defend His own
holy name.
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When the conspirators reported Daniel‘s disobedience, the king was very displeased with himself (verse 14).
―For the first time the real reason for the decree dawned on him. He probably realized that he had been
manipulated by Daniel‘s enemies, and he regretted his failure to consult Daniel before putting the decree in
writing. Undoubtedly Darius respected Daniel for his consistent piety to his God. Throughout the day he tried his
best to save Daniel‘s life. He may have thought of ways of protecting him from the lions, perhaps by
overfeeding them or by covering Daniel with armor. Such schemes would have been interpreted as subterfuges
undermining the king‘s own law. A miracle was Daniel‘s only hope. Darius undoubtedly respected Daniel‘s
God—the God who had enabled him to interpret the letters on Belshazzar‘s wall and who had made Daniel the
most able administrator in the court. Could it be that this God might save him? In all probability Darius had also
heard of the deliverance of Daniel‘s three comrades from Nebuchadnezzar‘s furnace. By sunset, therefore, the
king had resigned himself to comply with the conspirators‘ desire; and when they again reminded him of his
irrevocable decree (v. 15), he was ready to go ahead with the penalty. Yet to show his personal concern for his
cherished minister, Darius went with Daniel to the very mouth of the pit where the lions were kept‖ (Expositor‘s,
notes on verses 13-17).
And so Daniel was cast into the den of lions and sealed within. People today often imagine a young, vigorous
Daniel in the pit with the ferocious beasts. But the prophet was an old man, in his early 80s. All his life God had
proved faithful. This night would be no exception.
The king spent the night fasting (verse 18). Whether he just couldn‘t eat, or refused to as a form of penance, or
was actually trying to seek Daniel‘s God is not clear. But the next morning, he rushed to the lion‘s den and
called out to Daniel, ―servant of the living God‖ (verse 20). And Daniel answered back, ―O king, live forever!‖
―Though this is a standard way of greeting a king (see 2:4; 3:9; 5:10; 6:6), it is ironic here because Daniel, who
has just been made alive by the God whom even Darius confesses as ‗the living God‘ (v. 20), blesses the king
with the wish that he should live forever. That is literally possible for the king, of course, only if he comes to
know Daniel‘s God who is the source of life, as the lion‘s den episode shows so clearly‖ (Nelson Study Bible,
note on verse 21).
The king then issues a new order. ―Without any judicial hearing or trial, King Darius, absolute monarch that he
was, ordered Daniel‘s accusers to be haled before him and then cast with their families into the pit they had
conspired to have Daniel thrown into. Presumably Darius considered them guilty of devising the decree that
could have deprived the king of his most able counselor. Furthermore, they had lied to the king when they had
averred that ‗all agreed‘ (v. 7) to recommend this decree, when Daniel (the foremost of the administrators) had
not even been consulted in the matter‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 24). Yet what of the families? ―What Darius
did seems arbitrary and unjust. But ancient pagan despots had no regard for the provision in the Mosaic law
(Deut 24:16): ‗Fathers shall not be put to death for their children, nor children put to death for their fathers; each
is to die for his own sin‘…. Perhaps Darius acted as he did to minimize the danger of revenge against the
executioner by the family of those who were put to death‖ (same note).
Darius then issues a new decree that Daniel‘s God, the living God, be honored. Perhaps this was after the
original 30-day decree had expired. As for Daniel, his position as prime minister was now secure, and he
apparently continued in it until his retirement a few years later.
Four Beasts From the Sea (Daniel 7)
The first six chapters of Daniel‘s book concern events and episodes in his and his companions‘ lives. The last
six relate a series of visions the prophet experienced—all of which came late in his life. For the sake of
chronological flow, we are skipping over the events of chapters 5 and 6 and reading chapter 7, which contains
the first of these visions.
The date is ―the first year of Belshazzar king of Babylon‖ (verse 1). Evil Merodach, who assumed the
Babylonian throne upon his father Nebuchadnezzar‘s death in 562 B.C. and then released the Jewish king
Jeconiah from prison, reigned only a very short time. ―In 560 he was assassinated by Neriglissar, his sister‘s
husband…. His tenure was [also] brief however (560-556). [Then] his young son Labaši-Marduk, who
succeeded him…reigned only one month [before] he was beaten to death‖ (Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests:
A History of Old Testament Israel, 1987, p. 476).
―This revolt placed its leader Nabonidus…on the throne. He does not seem to have been related to the royal
house by blood but [as we will later see] apparently married a daughter of Nebuchadnezzar…[possibly using
this fact] to legitimize his seizure of the throne. He may have been a member of the wealthy merchant class,
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therefore being cordially supported by the commercial leaders‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Daniel
5:1-4).
In any case, as the neighboring Median Empire grew in strength, Nabonidus was beset with political
confrontation at home over religious disputes with the Babylonian religious hierarchy. He may also have
suffered from health problems and seems to have become more interested in scholarly pursuits than in
administration. Whatever the reason, ―the situation became so uncomfortable for Nabonidus that in his sixth
year (550) he went into a ten-year self-imposed exile at Tema, the great oasis of the Syro-Arabian desert east
of the Red Sea. Nabonidus did not abdicate by any means, however, but left the everyday affairs of government
in the hands of his son Bel-šar-usur (= Belshazzar)‖ (Merrill, p. 477).
The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―The date of Belshazzar‘s first year cannot be stated precisely. However, since
Nabonidus appears to have spent at least ten years in Arabia and since Belshazzar reigned for Nabonidus in
Babylon during that time, a date of 550 B.C. for Belshazzar‘s first year cannot be far off. This date coincides
with the inauguration of the Medo-Persian Empire under Cyrus [when the Persians took over from the Medes],
an occasion that may have prompted Daniel‘s vision‖ (note on verse 1)—that is, this signal event may have
been the reason God gave Daniel the vision at this particular time.
Daniel had been taken captive 55 years before, so he was now in his early 70s. When the prophet received the
interpretation of his current vision from one of God‘s angels, he must have recalled the explanation he gave to
Nebuchadnezzar of his vision in Daniel 2 more than half a century earlier. Remember from that passage that
the king had dreamt of a giant human image with a head of gold, chest and arms of silver, belly and thighs of
bronze and legs of iron. A great stone fell from heaven, struck the image on its feet and toes, causing the entire
image to disintegrate, and then grew to fill the whole earth.
The four parts of the image represented a succession of four great imperial kingdoms: 1) the Neo-Babylonian
Chaldean Empire of Nebuchadnezzar and his successors; 2) the Medo-Persian Empire of Cyrus the Great and
his successors; 3) the Hellenistic Greco-Macedonian Empire of Alexander the Great and his successors; and 4)
the Roman Empire. The stone from heaven is the Messiah, Jesus Christ, who takes over and sets up a worldruling fifth kingdom, the Kingdom of God. The 10 toes of the legs of the image, extensions of the Roman
Empire, are described as rulers who exist at the time of Christ‘s coming in power and glory—showing that the
Roman Empire continues on in some form until the end time (as the Roman imperial system has been revived
numerous times, the final revival to appear on the scene shortly before Christ‘s return).
Just the same, the four beasts of Daniel‘s vision represent four kings (7:17) or the kingdoms they represent
(see verse 23). And like that of Daniel 2, this vision culminates with the time when ―the saints of the Most High
shall receive the kingdom, and possess the kingdom, even forever and ever‖ (7:18). Clearly the same
succession of kingdoms is meant, and a more detailed look makes this even more obvious.
The beasts of Daniel 7 arise from the churning sea. Isaiah 57:20 states, ―The wicked are like the troubled sea,
when it cannot rest, whose waters cast up mire and dirt.‖ Basically that would signify humanity in general. An
even more direct parallel can be found in Revelation 13, where a ―beast‖ comprising elements of those in Daniel
7 is described in vision as arising from the sea. And in another prophecy of the beast in Revelation 17, the
waters of the sea represent ―peoples, multitudes, nations, and tongues‖ (verse 15). So it would appear that
each of these beasts arises from a conglomerate of various nations and peoples. Again, a succession of great
gentile empires is intended.
Regarding the first beast Daniel sees, corresponding to the head of gold in Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream, The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The first of these beasts is a winged lion, whose eagle-like pinions are
soon plucked, so that instead of flying it stands on the ground. A human heart…is given to it. In the light of
Nebuchadnezzar‘s career, it is clear that the plucking of the lion‘s wings symbolizes reduction of his pride and
power at the time of his insanity (ch. 4). The lion symbol was characteristic of Babylon, especially in
Nebuchadnezzar‘s time, when the Ishtar Gate entrance was adorned on either side with a long procession of
yellow lions on blue-glazed brick, fashioned in high relief…. The final detail—‗the heart of a man was given to
it‘—may refer to the restoration of Nebuchadnezzar‘s sanity after his seven-year dementia. In any event, the
correspondence between the winged lion and the Babylonian Empire is acknowledged by biblical critics of
every persuasion‖ (note on 7:4).
The second beast, corresponding to the chest and arms of silver in Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream, is a hulking bear.
Note that it is raised up on one side—so that one side is higher than the other. ―The bear is…described in a way
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that very clearly suggests that it is to involve the alliance of two powers, one of which will dominate the other….
The symbolic action was altogether appropriate for the federated Medo-Persian Empire, in which the Persian
element dominated the Median‖ (note on verse 5). Recall from the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah
44–45 that the Persian ruler Cyrus overthrew his Median grandfather Astyages, who supposedly had tried to
have him killed as an infant. Moreover, as we will see in the next chapter, Daniel 8, the imagery of one side of a
beast being higher than the other is specifically used of Medo-Persia. ―Daniel saw [the bear] devouring three
ribs from some other animal it had killed. Indeed, it was divinely encouraged to feast on the ribs. This
corresponds perfectly to the three major conquests the Medes and Persians made under the leadership of King
Cyrus and his son Cambyses: [namely] the Lydian kingdom in Asia Minor (which fell to Cyrus in 546), the
[Babylonian] Chaldean Empire (which he annexed in 539), and the kingdom of Egypt (which Cambyses
acquired in 525)‖ (note on verse 5).
The third beast, corresponding to the bronze belly and thighs of Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream, is a four-winged,
four-headed leopard—powerful and swift. ―This beast portrays the division of Alexander‘s swiftly won empire
into four separate parts within a few years after his death in 323 B.C. The initial arrangement involved the area
of Greece and Macedon (under Antipater and then Cassander), Thrace and Asia Minor (under Lysimachus), all
of Asia except Asia Minor and Palestine (under Seleucus), and Egypt-Palestine (under Ptolemy). Even after the
breakdown of Lysimachus‘s kingdom, a separate realm was maintained by Eumenes of Pergamum and others,
so that the quadripartite character of the Greek Empire was maintained, despite the most determined efforts of
the more aggressive Seleucids and Ptolemids to annex each other into a single realm. Very clearly, then, the
four heads and four wings represent the Macedonian conquest and its subsequent divisions‖ (note on verse 6).
We‘ll see further substantiation of this in Daniel 8, where the kingdom of Greece is specifically identified as
dividing into four parts (see 8:21-22).
The fourth beast is a fierce creature unlike any known animal. Paralleling the iron legs of Nebuchadnezzar‘s
vision, this beast has iron teeth. Daniel 2 had stated: ―And the fourth kingdom shall be as strong as iron,
inasmuch as iron breaks in pieces and shatters all things; and like iron that crushes, that kingdom will break in
pieces and crush all the others‖ (verse 40). Compare that with Daniel 7: ―The fourth beast…was different from
all the others, exceedingly dreadful, with its teeth of iron and its nails of bronze, which devoured, broke in
pieces, and trampled the residue [of the previous empires] with its feet…. The fourth beast shall be a fourth
kingdom on earth, which shall be different from all other kingdoms, and shall devour the whole earth [i.e., all the
land, the known world], trample it and break it in pieces‖ (verses 19, 23). Obviously, the same power is being
described. Over time, Rome took over each of the four political divisions of Alexander‘s kingdom (though not
the full territory of the former empire).
The fifth and final kingdom is that of the Messiah, referred to in this chapter as ―One like the Son of Man,
coming with the clouds of heaven‖ (verse 13). ―Son of man‖ means a human being. God used this as a title for
Ezekiel, the prophet-watchman being representative of his people. Jesus used the title as applying to Himself.
Jesus is the ultimate representative man, who died in sacrifice for everyone and to whose life everyone‘s must
be conformed through His living again within them. Yet, strictly speaking, He is here said to be ―like‖ the son of
man. While in the flesh 2,000 years ago, Jesus was human. But when He returns in glory, He will not come as a
mere man, but as the Almighty God who had lived a life in the flesh as a human being. Interestingly, this
chapter gives us one of the few Old Testament revelations of God the Father. ―Ancient of Days‖ could refer to
either the Father or Jesus Christ, but the fact that Jesus is clearly described here as the ―One like the Son of
Man‖ who comes to the Ancient of Days, the Ancient of Days must refer to the Father in this context.
The 10 Horns and the Little Horn (Daniel 7)
The Roman Empire fell in ancient times. Yet the empire was to continue until the end-time glorious coming of
Christ, whose everlasting Kingdom would take over from it. How could this be? As already noted, the Roman
Empire has experienced a number of revivals. This is where the ―ten horns‖ of the fourth beast come in—
symbolic of 10 kings or kingdoms. Notice the expression ―three of the first horns‖ in verse 8. If some horns are
―first,‖ then others come later. This would seem to imply that the 10 horns of this vision are consecutive—unlike
the 10 simultaneous kings represented by the 10 toes of Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream. The phrase in verse 8 could
even be rendered ―the first three horns.‖ This seems to indicate that there would be 10 revivals of the Roman
Empire, the first three of which are uprooted or subdued by an additional ―little horn‖ and the last of which would
itself comprise 10 distinct powers.
Consider what has actually transpired in history. Late in the fourth century, the east-west division of the Roman
Empire became permanent, with one emperor reigning from Rome over the Western Roman Empire and
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another emperor reigning from Constantinople (modern Istanbul, Turkey) over the Eastern Roman Empire. The
Western Roman Empire fell during the next century but the Eastern Roman (or Byzantine) Empire continued
until 1453. It is the Western Empire, centered at Rome, that has experienced a number of revivals. As the
Western Empire collapsed in the fifth century, three groups of barbarian invaders sought to succeed the Roman
emperors. Indeed, these groups—the Vandals, Heruli and Ostrogoths successively—each sought and received
official recognition from the Eastern Roman emperor as a legitimate continuation of Roman rule in the West.
Yet there was a problem with these invaders from the perspective of the Western religious leader, the bishop of
Rome or pope. These barbarians were not orthodox Catholic Trinitarians, having adopted a form of Christianity
known as Arianism. At the pope‘s urging, the Vandals were eventually overthrown by the Eastern Roman
emperor. The Heruli were also overthrown at papal urging—the Eastern emperor sending the Ostrogoths as his
agents to carry this out. Then the Ostrogoths themselves were later overthrown by Eastern Roman forces—yet
again at papal behest.
Following this, the Eastern Roman emperor, Justinian, reclaimed a lot of the western imperial territory and
placed it under the management of the Roman Catholic provincial bishops. This is often referred to as the
―Imperial Restoration.‖ Yet it was not to last, the Eastern Empire eventually abandoning what it had recovered.
A later revival of the Western Empire came under the Frankish king Charlemagne, who was crowned by the
pope in the ninth century. Following the disintegration of his empire, another Holy Roman Empire was
established the next century at the request of the pope by the German king Otto the Great. It continued for
nearly 300 years until, rent by rival factions, 19 years went by without an emperor. This was followed by the
election of the Hapsburg family to the imperial throne—a revival that reached its apex under Emperor Charles V
in the 16th century. Eventually, this empire also diminished, the title ―Holy Roman Emperor‖ becoming an
increasingly empty distinction. In 1806, Francis II of Austria rejected the title in the face of the growing power of
Napoleon Bonaparte, who had himself received the imperial crown from the pope two years earlier.
After the fall of Napoleon, another revival of Rome was still to follow. Benito Mussolini sought to restore the
Roman Empire. In 1929, he signed the Lateran Treaty with the papacy, establishing papal sovereignty over
Vatican City, Roman Catholicism as the Italian state religion and papal recognition of Mussolini‘s government.
In partnership with Mussolini was Adolf Hitler, who sought restoration of the imperial Roman tradition in
Germany. The Vatican signed a concordat with Hitler in 1933, protecting the rights of the Church in Nazi
Germany and giving Hitler‘s regime an outward semblance of legitimacy.
That gives us nine revivals in all. The first three—1) the Vandals; 2) the Heruli and 3) the Ostrogoths—were, as
appears to have been prophesied, uprooted at the behest of a ―little horn,‖ a smaller power emerging from
Rome, which would, according to the same premise, certainly seem to be the Roman Church and its leader.
Appearing to strengthen the identification is the fact that the last six revivals were all, by contrast, sanctioned by
the papacy: 4) Justinian‘s Imperial Restoration; 5) Charlemagne‘s Carolingian Empire; 6) Otto the Great‘s
Roman Empire of the German Nation; 7) the Holy Roman Empire under the Hapsburg Dynasty; 8) Napoleon‘s
French Empire; and 9) the Hitler-Mussolini Axis. This listing shows that just one imperial revival yet remains to
come on the scene—the final one, which will exist at the time of Christ‘s return.
The little horn is guilty of great blasphemy and wickedness. Observe what Adam Clarke‘s Commentary states in
its note on verse 25, with phrases in the verse set in italics: ―He shall speak great words against the most High
[could be rendered] ‗He shall speak as if he were God‘…. To none can this apply so well or so fully as to the
popes of Rome. They have assumed infallibility, which belongs only to God. They profess to forgive sins, which
belongs only to God. They profess to open and shut heaven, which belongs only to God. They profess to be
higher than the kings of all the earth, which belongs only to God. And they go beyond God in pretending to
loose whole nations from their oath of allegiance to their kings, when such kings do not please them! And shall
wear out the saints. By wars, crusades, massacres, inquisitions, and persecutions of all kinds. What in this way
have they not done against all those who have protested against their innovations, and refused to submit to
their idolatrous worship? Witness the exterminating crusades published against the Waldenses and
Albigenses…. And think to change times and laws. Appointing fasts and feasts; canonizing persons whom he
chooses to call saints; granting pardons and indulgences for sins; instituting new modes of worship utterly
unknown to the Christian Church; new articles of faith; new rules of practice; and reversing, with pleasure, the
laws both of God and man.‖
Verse 25 concludes with this statement: ―Then the saints shall be given into his hand for a time and times and
half a time.‖ This expression occurs again in the book of Revelation 12 as the time during which a portion of
God‘s Church is protected just prior to Christ‘s return. Some argue that the expression does not refer to a
specific period of time, but such particular language would be a rather odd way to express something indefinite.
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Much more likely is that a ―time‖ denotes a year. ―Times,‖ in the plural, would need to mean the smallest
plural—two—for this to be at all comprehensible. This yields a total of three and a half years—a figure
consistent with the 1,260-day work of the end-time two witnesses in Revelation 11:3 and the 42 months of
Revelation 11:2 and 13:5. What the statement in Daniel is telling us is that all the awful blasphemy and evil of
the false Christian system during the Middle Ages was only a forerunner of what is going to happen in the last
three and a half years before Christ‘s return.
The dominion of the little horn is consumed and destroyed when the Kingdom of God is set up (verses 26-27).
Indeed, the beast and presumably this horn emerging from it are both destroyed in burning flame at that time
(verse 11), just as Revelation 19:20 explains that the final Beast and False Prophet will be cast into the lake of
fire.
Finally, ―the saints of the Most High shall receive the kingdom‖ (Daniel 7:18, 22, 27). This wording emphasizes
the great honor God will shower on His saints. Though the Kingdom of God will always belong to God and
Jesus Christ, this sums up the generous love of God in sharing the blessings of the Kingdom with the saints.
Yet dark days would precede that time. Daniel was deeply troubled about what was coming. His ―face paled
(…literally…‗my facial hue was changing on me‘) because of his inward concern about the severe trials and
afflictions awaiting his people‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verse 28). Nevertheless, he continued to mull it over.
The Ram and the He-Goat (Daniel 8)
After writing in Aramaic since 2:4, Daniel now returns to writing in Hebrew. While he will write two more
historical accounts in Aramaic, chapters 5 and 6, those will be included in the early part of his book. Everything
that follows 8:1 in arrangement order is in Hebrew, presumably because the intended audience was Jewish.
It is now about 548 B.C. Two years have passed since Daniel‘s previous vision of the four beasts (see 7:1; 8:1).
While Daniel is in a deep sleep with his face to the ground (verse 18), he is transported in vision to the River
Ulai, an artificial canal near the Elamite capital of Shushan or Susa (verse 2). This city, which was about 230
miles east of Babylon, would become one of the imperial capitals of the Medo-Persian Empire. Thus it was a
fitting place to see the ram representing that empire.
The ram‘s two horns represented the Median and Persian elements of the kingdom. Indeed, as with the symbol
of the tilted bear in chapter 7, we see that one horn of the ram was higher than the other, in both cases
representing the dominance of Persia over Media (see 8:20). ―Ancient records declare that the king of Persia,
when at the head of his army, bore in the place of a crown the head of a ram. The same figure is frequently
found on Persian seals‖ (qtd. in Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, footnote on verse 3).
The male goat coming from the west to cast down and trample the Persian ram, so swiftly that it is as if he flies
above the ground, is the kingdom of Greece—its large horn being its first king (verse 21), that is, the first Greek
king to succeed the Persian Empire after overcoming it. This could only refer to Alexander the Great of
Macedonia, who carved out his vast Hellenistic Empire in short order. Launching his attack against Persia in
334 B.C., he had essentially subdued it by 332.
According to the first-century Jewish historian Josephus, this prophecy in Daniel factored into Alexander‘s
positive treatment of the Jews—along with other miraculous intervention.
The account states that when Alexander laid siege to Tyre, he sent a letter to the Jewish high priest Jaddua
asking that he switch allegiance from the Persian emperor Darius to him and provide him with military support.
―But the high priest answered the messengers, that he had given his oath to Darius not to bear arms against
him; and he said that he would not transgress this while Darius was in the land of the living. Upon hearing this
answer, Alexander was very angry; and though he determined not to leave Tyre, which was just ready to be
taken, yet, as soon as he had taken it, he threatened that he would make an expedition against the Jewish high
priest, and through him teach all men to whom they must keep their oaths‖ (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 11,
chap. 8, sec. 3).
Alexander later moved down to take the city of Gaza. ―When the seven months of the siege of Tyre were over,
and the two months of the siege of Gaza…. Alexander…made haste to go up to Jerusalem; and Jaddua the
high priest, when he heard that, was in an agony, and under terror, as not knowing how he should meet the
Macedonians, since the king was displeased at his foregoing disobedience. He therefore ordained that the
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people should make supplications, and should join with him in offering sacrifices to God, whom he sought to
protect that nation, and to deliver them from the perils that were coming upon them; whereupon God warned
him in a dream…that he should take courage, and adorn the city, and open the gates; that the rest should
appear in white garments, but that he and the priests should meet the king in the [garments] proper to their
order, without the dread of any ill consequences, which the providence of God would prevent. Upon which,
when he rose from his sleep, he greatly rejoiced; and declared to all the warning he had received from God.
According to which dream he acted entirely, and so waited for the coming of the king‖ (sec. 4).
What is reported as happening upon Alexander‘s arrival is stunning. ―And when the Phoenicians and the
Chaldeans that followed him, thought they should have liberty to plunder the city, and torment the high priest to
death, which the king‘s displeasure fairly promised them, the very reverse of it happened; for Alexander, when
he saw the multitude at a distance, in white garments, while the priests stood clothed with fine linen, and the
high priest in purple and scarlet clothing, with his mitre on his head, having the golden plate whereon the name
of God was engraved, he approached by himself, and adored that name, and first saluted the high priest….
whereupon the kings of Syria and the rest were surprised at what Alexander had done, and supposed him
disordered in his mind.
―However, [his general] Parmenio alone went up to him, and asked him how it came to pass that, when all
others adored him, he should adore the high priest of the Jews? To whom he replied, ‗I did not adore him, but
that God who hath honoured him with his high priesthood; for I saw this very person in a dream, in this very
[garment], when I was at Dios in Macedonia, who, when I was considering with myself how I might obtain the
dominion of Asia, exhorted me to make no delay, but boldly to pass over the sea thither, for that he would
conduct my army, and would give me the dominion over the Persians; whence it is, that having seen no other in
that [garment], and now seeing this person in it, and remembering that vision, and the exhortation which I had in
my dream, I believe that I bring this army under the divine conduct, and shall therewith conquer Darius, and
destroy the power of the Persians, and that all things will succeed according to what is in my own mind.
―And when he had said this to Parmenio, and had given the high priest his right hand, the priests ran along by
him, and he came into the city; and when he went up into the temple, he offered sacrifice to God, according to
the high priest‘s direction, and magnificently treated both the high priest and the priests. And when the book of
Daniel was showed him, wherein Daniel declared that one of the Greeks should destroy the empire of the
Persians, he supposed that himself was the person intended; and as he was then glad, he dismissed the
multitude for the present, but the next day he called them to him, and bade them ask what favours they pleased
of him; whereupon the high priest desired that they might enjoy the laws of their forefathers, and might pay no
tribute on the seventh year. He granted all they desired; and when they entreated him that he would permit the
Jews in Babylon and Media to enjoy their own laws also, he willingly promised to do hereafter what they
desired‖ (sec. 5).
These events transpired about 216 years after Daniel received his vision!
Four Notable Horns and Another Little Horn (Daniel 8)
Continuing in Daniel 8, Alexander was prophesied to be broken when he became strong (verse 8)—and in fact
the Hellenistic emperor died at the height of his career, before he was 33 years old.
Four notable horns would replace the broken great horn. This corresponds to the four-winged, four-headed
leopard representing the Greek Empire in chapter 7. As was noted in the Bible Reading Program comments,
Alexander‘s kingdom became divided among his generals into four parts, which then continued as distinct
kingdoms.
In its note on verse 9, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―The little horn here is not the same as the little horn of
ch[apter] 7. The former horn comes out of the fourth beast, Rome, whereas this one comes out of Greece. The
little horn here refers to Antiochus Epiphanes, the eighth king of the Syrian dynasty [descended from
Alexander‘s general Seleucus] who reigned from 175 to 164 B.C. Thus, this prophecy skips from 301 B.C., the
time of the division of Alexander‘s empire, to 175 B.C., when Antiochus became king.‖ The identification with
Antiochus Epiphanes, an evil ruler who persecuted the Jews and sought to corrupt them into idolatry, certainly
makes sense. Indeed, a detailed prophecy of the succession of Greek Syrian rulers, especially Antiochus
Epiphanes, is given in Daniel 11.

982

However, there is evidently much more to this prophecy. At least some measure of duality is intended since
Gabriel (an angel mentioned for this first time in this chapter) explains that ―the vision refers to the time of the
end‖ (verse 17; see also verses 19, 23, 26). First of all, it should be recognized that since the Roman Empire
took over from the Greek Syrian kingdom, Rome and powers emerging from it could, in a sense, be said to
derive from Alexander‘s empire—just as Greece and Persia emerged, to some degree, from Babylon. Indeed,
the final resurrection of the Roman Empire in Revelation 17–18 is also clearly a resurrection of the Babylonian
Empire. The beast of Revelation 13 is a conglomeration of the four beasts of Daniel‘s image, as the Roman
Empire had swallowed up the earlier kingdoms. Therefore, the little horn of Daniel 7 and 8 could be
synonymous on some level—or at least parallel (although, while the horn of Daniel 8 could signify Antiochus as
well as the Roman civil or religious leader through the ages and at the end time, the little horn of Daniel 7,
springing from Rome, could not represent Antiochus except as a precursor to the actual fulfillment).
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary offers the ―plausible explanation…that the little horn arising from the third
kingdom serves as a prototype of the little horn of the fourth kingdom. The crisis destined to confront God‘s
people in the time of the earlier little horn, Antiochus Epiphanes, will bear a strong similarity to the crisis that will
befall them in the eschatological or final phase of the fourth kingdom in the last days…. In each case a
determined effort will be made by a ruthless dictator to suppress completely the biblical faith and the worship of
the one true God‖ (note on verses 9-10).
―Continuing on with the predicted career of Antiochus (v. 10), we encounter the remarkable statement that he
will grow up to ‗the host of heaven‘ and will throw ‗some of the starry host down to the earth,‘ where he will
‗trample on them.‘ The ‗host‘…is a term most often used of the armies of angels in the service of God
(esp[ecially] in the frequent title… Yahweh of hosts‘), or else of the stars in heaven (cf. Jer 33:22). But it is also
used of the people of God, who are to become as the stars in number (Gen 12:3; 15:5) and in Exodus 12:41 are
spoken of as ‗the hosts of Yahweh‘…who went out of the land of Egypt…. Now since the Greek tyrant can
hardly affect either the angels of heaven or the literal stars in the sky, it is quite evident that the phrase ‗the host
of the heavens‘ must refer to those Jewish believers that will join the Maccabees in defending their faith and
liberty. It is then implied here that Antiochus will cut down and destroy many of the Jews during the time of
tribulation he will bring on them, when he will have ‗trampled on them‘‖ (same note). Of course, God‘s people at
the end time—both physical and spiritual Israel, the Church—is probably also intended. And there is likely an
additional meaning.
In verse 11, this little horn exalts itself as high as the ―Prince of the host‖—the ―Prince of princes‖ (verse 25)—
God. Besides the megalomania of Antiochus, this verse also appears parallel to the prophecy of the ―man of
sin‖ in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, the end-time religious leader ―who opposes and exalts himself above all that is
called God or that is worshiped, so that he sits as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God.‖
And in all this, the exaltation as well as the assault on heaven‘s hosts, we are probably also seeing, in type, a
description of the spiritual power behind these human figures—Satan the Devil, who assaulted heaven in an
attempt to replace the Almighty and even corrupted and brought to ruin others of God‘s angels (see Revelation
12:4).
Like Satan, the little horn casts truth—God‘s word and law (John 17:17; Psalm 119:142; 160)—to the ground.
He causes the daily evening and morning sacrifices to cease and brings about the ―transgression of desolation‖
to God‘s sanctuary (verses 11-13). To what does this refer? On the spiritual level, Satan strives to end the
prayers of God‘s people and bring them to ultimate ruin—and he succeeds in this with some. Yet, on the
physical level, the ―transgression of desolation‖ is obviously parallel with the ―abomination of desolation‖ set up
by Antiochus Epiphanes as foretold in Daniel 11:31—an idolatrous desecration of the temple in conjunction with
the ending of the literal sacrifices. We will see more about this in our reading of Daniel 11. Despite the past
fulfillment of this prophecy, Jesus Christ made it clear that Daniel‘s prophecy of the abomination of desolation
was also to be fulfilled in an end-time context as the signal event preceding the Great Tribulation (see Matthew
24:15ff.).
Verse 14 of Daniel 8 states that the sanctuary would be cleansed after 2,300 ―evening-mornings,‖ as the word
―days‖ is literally rendered (NKJV margin, compare verse 26). Expositor‘s notes: ―This apparently precise period
of time has been understood by interpreters in two different ways, either as 2,300 twenty-four-hour days
(understanding ereb boqer, ‗evening morning,‘ as indicating an entire day from sunset to sunset, like the similar
expression in Gen[esis] 1), or else as 1,150 days composed of 1,150 evenings and 1,150 mornings [for a total
of 2,300]. In other words, the interval would either be 6 years and 111 days, or else half of that time: 3 years
and 55 days. Both views have persuasive advocates, but the preponderance of evidence seems to favor the
latter interpretation. The context speaks of the suspension of the tamid (‗sacrifice‘), a reference to the olat tamid
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(‗continual burnt offering‘) that was offered regularly each morning and evening (or, as the Hebrews would
reckon it, each evening, when the new day began, and each morning). Surely there could have been no other
reason for the compound expression ereb boqer than the reference to the two sacrifices that marked each
day in temple worship‖ (noted on verses 13-14).
There were three years from the temple desecration by Antiochus in 168 B.C. until its cleansing and
rededication by the Maccabees in 165 (see 1 Maccabees 1:54; 4:52-53)—an event now celebrated by the
Jewish holiday of Hanukkah. Yet since the prophecy is primarily for the end-time, it also seems that there must
be a last-days application, either of 1,150 days or perhaps 2,300. Indeed, some have postulated a 2,300-year
fulfillment, stretching from ancient times to the future, based on the prophetic day-for-a-year principle, although
it is not clear how this could fit (and this appears unlikely with the particular expression evening-morning, which
if denoting a day would seem specific to a 24-hour day).
In verse 25, Gabriel told Daniel that the little horn would be broken ―without human hand‖ (see margin).
According to the apocryphal book of 2 Maccabees, Antiochus died of painful diseases. And in the end time, the
Beast and False Prophet will be destroyed by the divine Jesus Christ.
Daniel was utterly shocked by the vision, finding it far more traumatizing than his previous one as he considered
the terrible plight his people would experience in the future. Whereas Gabriel had awakened him from sleep to
explain the vision‘s imagery (verse 18), the prophet now fainted and was sick for days (verse 27). He was able
afterward to resume his state duties but remained stunned for some time.
Daniel Prays for His People (Daniel 9)
It is the first year of the reign of Darius the Mede over Babylonia (539-538 B.C.). The rule of the Chaldean
Empire was now over. Yet what did this mean for the captives of Judah in Babylon? Daniel at this point
considers what Scripture has to say. It is not clear if he turned to Jeremiah‘s prophecy at this time or if he was
simply recalling what he already knew from it. The prophecy explained that God ―would accomplish seventy
years in the desolations of Jerusalem‖ (verse 2). As explained in the Bible Reading Program‘s comments on
Jeremiah 25, Jeremiah‘s prophecy of 70 years had two aspects to it. It denoted the 70 years of Babylonian
imperial rule—from 609 to 539 B.C. Yet it also meant that Judah and Jerusalem would suffer 70 years of
desolation following the invasion of Babylonian forces. This most obviously fits the time from the great
destruction of 586 until the rebuilding of the temple in 516. (In fact, Zechariah 7:5 later made it clear that the 70
years began after the commencement of the fast of the fifth month, which was instituted following the temple‘s
destruction in 586.)
Yet it should be remembered that there were three waves of Babylonian invasion and captivity in Judah—and
Daniel did not have the hindsight of the temple‘s reconstruction in 516. Perhaps he was trying to determine the
starting and ending points of the 70 years—or even considering the possibility of multiple fulfillments. Daniel
himself had been carried away captive in 605 B.C., when Babylon first invaded Jerusalem and robbed its
temple. That was 67 years ago. Counting 70 years from that point, the end would be just a few years away. No
doubt Daniel also had in mind Isaiah‘s prophecy, given some 150 years prior, wherein God had said, ―Cyrus,
He is My shepherd, and he shall perform all My pleasure, saying to Jerusalem, ‗You shall be built,‘ and to the
temple, ‗Your foundation shall be laid‘‖ (Isaiah 44:28).
Perhaps Daniel felt that even if the ultimate fulfillment of the 70 years was more than two decades away, there
could yet be an opportunity for early waves of return, as conditions seemed to merit that possibility.
Yet as Daniel gives further consideration to Scripture, particularly the terms of the covenant as written down by
Moses, he understands that there will be no redemption or return at all without national repentance. And sad to
say, as he surveys the spiritual condition of his people, he realizes all too well that they have not as yet, despite
all that they have experienced, humbled themselves in repentant prayer and seeking God‘s truth (Daniel 9:13).
So Daniel resolves to intercede for the nation, imploring God through prayer and fasting that He act without
delay for the sake of His holy name to restore His sanctuary, His city and His people. Notice that Daniel, despite
his own sterling record of following God, does not take the high-and-mighty approach of saying throughout,
―Look at what they have done.‖ Rather he includes himself as one of the guilty. And indeed no human being is
without sin (Romans 3:23). Yet Daniel, through regular repentance, was already considered righteous before
God. He certainly didn‘t stand guilty in the way the rest of the nation did. So Daniel was, in a sense, taking the
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sins of the people on himself—and in this way he serves as a type and forerunner of the ultimate intercessor
and sin-bearer, Jesus Christ.
Remarkably, before Daniel even finishes his prayer, the angel Gabriel appears, having been sent by God as
soon as Daniel started speaking. Gabriel is the angel who had appeared to Daniel nearly a decade earlier to
explain the vision of the ram and he-goat in chapter 8. Since it is specified that he arrives at the time of the
evening sacrifice, it appears that Daniel had chosen this particular time to pray. ―Because the temple was in
ruins, regular daily sacrifices were impossible. Nevertheless, Daniel observed the ritual of worship by praying at
the hour of the evening sacrifice. Daniel‘s prayer was his evening offering‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 9:2021). While not a direct command from God as to when we should now pray, it is nonetheless a good example to
us of regular, daily prayer. Indeed we will later read that Daniel‘s custom was to pray three times a day (6:10),
just as Israel‘s King David did (Psalm 55:17). And in more critical circumstances, to draw even closer to God,
Daniel sought Him through fasting and even more prayer—as we must also do.
The 70-Weeks Prophecy (Daniel 9)
Daniel received a rather surprising answer to his prayer. He had asked about the 70 specified years of
desolation (verse 3), but God tells him of 70 ―sevens,‖ as the word translated ―weeks‖ is literally rendered (verse
24, NKJV margin)—70 seven-year periods, seven times as long as Daniel was thinking about.
Just how are we to understand this prophecy? Gleason Archer, author of The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
gives a thorough explanation in his New International Encyclopedia of Bible Difficulties:
―The prophecy of the Seventy Weeks in Daniel 9:24-27 is one of the most remarkable long-range predictions in
the entire Bible. It is by all odds one of the most widely discussed by students and scholars of every persuasion
within the spectrum of the Christian church. And yet when it is carefully examined in light of all the relevant data
of history and the information available from other parts of Scripture, it is quite clearly an accurate prediction of
the time of Christ‘s coming advent and a preview of the thrilling final act of the drama of human history before
that advent.
―Daniel 9:24 reads: ‗Seventy weeks have been determined for your people and your holy city {i.e., for the nation
Israel and for Jerusalem}.‘ The word for ‗week‘…is derived from…the word for ‗seven‘…. It is strongly
suggestive of the idea ‗heptad‘ (a series or combination of seven), rather than a ‗week‘ in the sense of a series
of seven days. There is no doubt that in this case we are presented with seventy sevens of years rather than of
days. This leads to a total of 490 years.
―At the completion of these 490 years, according to v.24b, there will be six results: (1) ‗to finish or bring
transgression {or ‗the sin of rebellion‘} to an end‘; (2) ‗to finish {or ―seal up‖} sins‘; (3) ‗to make atonement for
iniquity‘; (4) ‗to bring in everlasting righteousness‘; (5) ‗to seal up vision and prophecy‘; and (6) ‗to anoint the
holy of holies.‘ By the end of the full 490 years, then, the present sin-cursed world order will come to an end (1
and 2), the price of redemption for sinners will have been paid (3); the kingdom of God will be established on
earth, and all the earth will be permanently filled with righteousness, as the waters cover the sea (4); and the
Most Holy One (Christ?), or the Most Holy Sanctuary (which seems more probable, since Christ was already
anointed by the Holy Spirit at His first advent), will be solemnly anointed and inaugurated for worship in
Jerusalem, the religious and political capital of the world during the Millennium (5 and 6)‖ (1982, p. 289).
Thus, God had a detailed, comprehensive plan leading all the way from Daniel‘s day to the time of the setting
up of the Messianic Kingdom!
―Daniel 9:25 reads: ‗And you are to know and understand, from the going forth of the command {or ‗decree‘;
lit[erally] ‗word‘…} to restore and {re}build Jerusalem until Messiah the Prince…will be…seven heptads and
sixty-two heptads.‘ This gives us two installments, 49 years and 434 years, for a total of 483 years. Significantly,
the seventieth heptad is held in abeyance until v.27. Therefore we are left with a total of 483 years between the
issuance of the decree to rebuild Jerusalem and the coming of the Messiah.
―As we examine each of the three decrees issued in regard to Jerusalem by kings subsequent to the time
Daniel had this vision (538 B.C, judging from Daniel 9:1), we find that the first was that of Cyrus in 2 Chronicles
36:23: ‗The LORD, the God of heaven,…has appointed me to build Him a house in Jerusalem, which is in Judah‘
(NASB). This decree, issued in 538 or 537, pertains only to the rebuilding of the temple, not the city of
Jerusalem. The third decree is to be inferred from the granting of Nehemiah‘s request by Artaxerxes I in 446
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B.C., as recorded in Nehemiah 2:5-8. His request was ‗Send me to Judah, to the city of my fathers‘ tombs, that I
may rebuild it.‘ Then we read, ‗So it pleased the king to send me, and I gave him a definite time {for my return to
his palace}‘ (NASB). The king also granted him a requisition of timber for the gates and walls of the city.
―It should be noted that when Nehemiah first heard from his brother Hanani that the walls of Jerusalem had not
already been rebuilt, he was bitterly disappointed and depressed—as if he had previously supposed that they
had been rebuilt (Neh. 1:1-4). This strongly suggests that there had already been a previous decree authorizing
the rebuilding of those city walls. Such an earlier decree is found in connection with Ezra‘s group that returned
to Jerusalem in 457, the seventh year of Artaxerxes I. Ezra 7:6 tells us: ‗This Ezra went up from Babylon,…and
the king granted him all he requested because the hand of the LORD his God was upon him‘ (NASB; notice the
resemblance to Neh. 2:8, the last sentence).
―According to the following verse, Ezra was accompanied by a good-sized group of followers, including temple
singers, gatekeepers, temple servants, and a company of laymen…. After arriving at Jerusalem, he busied
himself first with the moral and spiritual rebuilding of his people (Ezra 7:10). But he had permission from the
king to employ any unused balance of the offering funds for whatever purpose he saw fit (v.18); and he was
given authority to appoint magistrates and judges and to enforce the established laws of Israel with
confiscation, banishment, or death (v.26). Thus he would appear to have had the authority to set about
rebuilding the city walls, for the protection of the temple mount and the religious rights of the Jewish community.
―In Ezra 9:9 Ezra makes reference to this authority in his public, penitential prayer: ‗For we are slaves; yet in our
bondage, our God has not forsaken us, but has extended lovingkindness to us in the sight of the kings of
Persia, to give us reviving to raise up the house of our God, to restore its ruins, and to give us a wall in Judah
and Jerusalem‘ (NASB; italics [author‘s]). While this ‗wall‘ may have been partly a metaphor for ‗protection,‘ it
seems to have included the possibility of restoring the mural defenses of Jerusalem itself. Unfortunately, we are
given no details as to the years that intervened before 446; but it may be that an abortive attempt was made
under Ezra‘s leadership to replace the outer wall of the city, only to meet with frustration—perhaps from a lack
of self-sacrificing zeal on the part of the Jewish returnees themselves or because of violent opposition from
Judah‘s heathen neighbors. This would account for Nehemiah‘s keen disappointment (as mentioned above)
when he heard that ‗the wall of Jerusalem is broken down and its gates are burned with fire‘ (Neh. 1:3, NASB).
―If, then, the decree of 457 granted to Ezra himself is taken as…the commencement of the 69 heptads, or 483
years, we come out to the precise year of the appearance of Jesus of Nazareth as Messiah (or Christ): 483
minus 457 comes out to A.D. 26. But since a year is gained in passing from 1 B.C. to A.D. 1 (there being no
such year as zero), it actually comes out to A.D. 27. It is generally agreed that Christ was crucified in [or
around] A.D. 30, after a ministry of a little more than three years [or, more accurately, in the spring of A.D. 31
after a three-and-a-half-year ministry]. This means His baptism and initial ministry must have taken place in [the
autumn of] A.D. 27—a most remarkable exactitude in the fulfillment of such an ancient prophecy. Only God
could have predicted the coming of His Son with such amazing precision; it defies all rationalistic explanation‖
(pp. 289-291).
Just before Jesus began His ministry, the Jewish people ―were in expectation‖ of the Messiah (Luke 3:15). And
well they should have been—as it had been so clearly foretold in Daniel.
Archer continues in his encyclopedia: ―Daniel 9:25 goes on to say, ‗It [the city] will again be built with the street
and moat, even when times are difficult.‘ It is fair to deduce from this that the actual completion of the
reconstruction of the city, both walls and interior appointments of the city, would take up to about seven
heptads, or forty-nine years [that is, within the first seven seven-year periods]. Soon after 400 B.C., then, the
walls, the defensive moat, and all the streets and buildings behind those walls had been completely restored
―Daniel 9:26 goes on to foretell the tragic death of the Messiah: ‗And subsequent to the sixty-two heptads
{ensuing upon the early installment of forty-nine}, the Messiah will be cut off and shall have no one {or
―nothing‖}.‘ This suggests that the Messiah would be violently put to death, without any faithful followers to
protect Him. He would die alone!‖ (p. 291). However this follows the New International Version translation.
Instead of ―and shall have no one,‖ the NKJV renders the phrase ―but not for Himself‖—which may refer to the
fact that Jesus Christ died not because of Himself or anything that He had done, but as a sacrifice for the sins
of the whole world.
It should be noted that the Messiah would die ―after the sixty-two weeks‖ (verse 26)—that is, not necessarily
right at the end of them but some time after they were over. ―At all events, the earlier statement ‗until Messiah
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the Prince‘ in v.25 refers to His first appearance to Israel as the baptized and anointed Redeemer of Israel; it
does not refer to the year of His death, since His ‗cutting off‘ is not mentioned until v.26.
―Daniel 9:26b then foretells what will happen by way of retribution to the ‗holy city‘ that has rejected Jesus and
voted to have Him ‗cut off‘: ‗And the people of the prince who shall come {i.e., Titus, the victorious commander
of the Roman troops in A.D. 70} will destroy the holy city, and its end will come with a flood {of disaster}, and
war is determined down to the {very} end, with devastation.‘ These vivid terms point to the total destruction that
overtook Jerusalem in that fateful year‖ (p. 291).
We have seen that the time from the decree of Artaxerxes in 457 B.C. to the beginning of Christ‘s ministry in
A.D. 27 was 69 heptads—483 years. Then we see mention of the Messiah‘s death, which took place three and
a half years beyond the end of the 69 heptads, and Jerusalem‘s destruction, which took place nearly 40 years
after that. What, then of the last heptad, the 70th ―week‖ of years? Where do these last seven years fit? There
are two main Christian interpretations of the latter part of this prophecy.
We find the 70th week in verse 27: ―Then he shall confirm a covenant with many for one week; but in the
middle of the week he shall bring an end to sacrifice and offering.‖ Who is the ―he‖ in this verse? That is the
critical question. There are two individuals mentioned in the previous verse: 1) the Messiah and 2) the prince
who is to come. The most natural antecedent for ―he‖ in verse 27 might seem to be the last person mentioned—
the prince who is to come. Yet it is possible that it refers back to the previously mentioned person, the Messiah.
Halley‘s Bible Handbook, Adam Clarke‘s Commentary and some other study aids prefer the Messiah as the
―he‖ who confirms a covenant for one week. The idea is that the Messiah, Jesus Christ, launched a seven-year
proclamation of the New Covenant, which He confirmed with His disciples, but was ―cut off‖ ―in the middle of the
week‖—that is, three and a half years into His ministry. However, it should be observed that the passage does
not explicitly state that the Messiah would be cut off in the middle of the week. His being cut off was mentioned
at the beginning of verse 26. The mention of the middle of the week is a separate reference in verse 27.
Nevertheless, His being cut off in verse 26 is equated in this view with what is actually stated in verse 27 as
having happened in the middle of the week—His bringing an end to sacrifice and offering. This refers, it is
understood in this perspective, to the fact that Jesus Christ offered Himself as ―one sacrifice for sins forever‖
(Hebrews 10:12), thus ending any need for blood sacrifices to provide atonement. (The ―middle of the week‖ is
dually understood by some to mean the middle of an actual week, Wednesday, which is indeed the day of the
week on which Jesus was crucified.)
The end of Daniel 9:27 mentions the abomination of desolation referred to in Daniel 8 and 11. Christ explained
that this would have an end-time fulfillment preceding the Great Tribulation (Matthew 24:15ff.). It would last
―until the consummation, which is determined, is poured out on the desolate‖—or, rather, as it should be
understood, on the ―desolator‖ (NRSV). Thus in this understanding, the 70th week is divided, with the first half
(the first three and a half years) being the length of Christ‘s human ministry and the last half (the last three and
a half years) waiting until the end time—to be fulfilled either through Christ teaching His Church while they await
His return in a place of refuge for the three and a half years of the Great Tribulation and Day of the Lord or,
alternatively, Christ teaching people for three and a half years after His return.
This would not seem to allow for a linear progression of events in verses 26-27 of Daniel 9. For notice that, by
this interpretation, the description of events in the two verses would be: 1) Messiah dies; 2) first-century Roman
destruction; 3) Messiah‘s ministry; 4) Messiah dies; 5) End-time abomination and destruction. Yet it is possible
that this is a Hebrew poetic arrangement—thematically A, B, A, B—where the first halves of verses 26 and 27
go together, and the latter halves of verses 26 and 27 go together. Some have pointed out as a possible
weakness in this interpretation the fact that when Jesus died, this did not truly bring an end to blood sacrifices—
as they continued for nearly 40 more years. Even Jesus‘ disciples continued to bring sacrifices to the temple
during these years. And there will be a reinstitution of temple sacrifices, as God explains through Ezekiel,
during the millennial reign of Christ. Nevertheless, the once-for-all offering of Christ did end the need for the
physical sacrificial system in obtaining justification with God.
The other major Christian interpretation of this section, maintained by Archer and many other commentators
today, is that the ―he‖ who confirms a covenant with many for one week in verse 27 is the one referred to
immediately before in verse 26—the prince who destroys Jerusalem, the Roman leader. Yet this ―he‖ is in this
perspective a much later Roman ruler, just as we will later see in Daniel 11 that the distinctions of ―king of the
North‖ and ―king of the South‖ denote successive rulers occupying the same offices as the prophecy
progresses. Moreover, the ancient Roman destruction was a forerunner of the end-time destruction.
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As mentioned in the Bible Reading Program comments on Daniel 8, and as will be more clearly seen in Daniel
11, the Greek Syrian king Antiochus Epiphanes was a type of the final dictator of the end-time Roman Empire.
Notice what we are told of him: ―With the force of a flood they shall be swept away from before him and be
broken, and also the prince of the covenant [the Jewish high priest]. And after the league is made with him he
shall act deceitfully‖ (11:22-23). The Jewish nation had entered into a league or treaty agreement with
Antiochus but he violated it. Such a league or agreement can alternatively be called a pact, compact or
covenant. As part of his violation, Antiochus cut off the temple sacrifices and set up an abominable image over
the temple altar—the abomination of desolation—as a type of what will transpire in the last days (see 8:11-13;
11:31; 12:11).
With all this as basis, the prince confirming a covenant with many for one week in Daniel 9:27 is seen in this
alternative view as the end-time Roman leader confirming a treaty with the people of Judah (and perhaps all
Israel) for what would be the final seven years of the prophecy but then revoking the agreement after three and
a half years with the ending of sacrifices and the setting up of the final abomination of desolation. The condition
of destruction and defilement would exist for the final three and a half years of the prophecy—until the
determined consummation is poured out on this desolator.
By this interpretation, verses 26-27 do follow a linear progression: 1) Messiah dies; 2) first-century Roman
destruction; 3) End-time Roman treaty with the Jews; 4) End-time breaking of treaty with ending of sacrifices; 5)
End-time abomination and destruction. However, this perspective has been criticized as well. One difficulty is
the fact that the Hebrew term for covenant is not used elsewhere in Daniel to denote a treaty or league.
Either way, the ending of the 70-weeks prophecy is the same—the defeat of the enemy and the triumph of God
and His people. Yet, again, it was far beyond the time frame Daniel had in view. What impact this newfound
understanding had on the prophet, he does not say. Yet for us, it should provide wonderful encouragement, as
we see in hindsight how powerfully God has worked in history to fulfill what He has foretold—and know that the
remainder yet to be fulfilled is just as certain to come.
Spirit Wars and Geopolitics (Daniel 10–11)
The events and prophecy of Daniel 10–12 are set in the third year of Cyrus (10:1)—which must mean the third
year of his reign as king of Babylon—in the first month (see verses 3-4). So the date was Nisan of 536 B.C. It is
the 70th year since Daniel‘s captivity. He is now in his mid-80s. And here at the end of his life he receives an
amazing prophecy of the future.
The NKJV translates a latter part of Daniel 10:1 as ―The message was true, but the appointed time is long.‖ Yet
an alternative rendering of the second clause here is given in the margin: ―…and of great conflict.‖ In fact, the
NIV renders this: ―Its message was true and it concerned a great war.‖ This rendering makes sense considering
the long interpretation given in chapter 11. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―We are not given any
hint as to what symbols may have appeared in the vision (statues, beasts, trees, or whatever). We are simply
told that it related to ‗a great war‘ (saba). Since it is referred to simply as a dabar (‗word,‘ ‗message,‘ ‗saying‘), it
may not even have come in a pictorial form at all. Its message, however, clearly portended times of testing and
crisis for the people of God‖ (note on verse 1).
Daniel entered three weeks of ―mourning,‖ with this period, Nisan 4-24, overlapping the Passover (Nisan 14)
and Feast of Unleavened Bread (Nisan 15-21). Expositor‘s states: ―Daniel was so deeply impressed by this
revelation that he resorted to three weeks of mourning (mitabbel, a word often used in connection with
lamenting the death of a loved one). From v. 12 we know that this mourning and the semifast that accompanied
it (v. 3) marked a prolonged period of intense supplication and prayer. Daniel abstained altogether from meat,
wine and delicacies so that he might give himself over to beseeching and waiting on God. Daniel even
neglected the usual niceties of personal grooming, such as fragrant oil on his hair or body. His consuming
desire was to intercede for his people and obtain assurance from Yahweh that the nation would survive and
carry out with honor and faithfulness its holy mission as God‘s witness to the world. He wanted to be certain
that the remnant of forty-two thousand that had already gone back to Jerusalem with Zerubbabel and Joshua
and had reinstituted public worship at the site of the temple would not fail in their trust, and that the
commonwealth they had established would carry on till the last days and the coming of Messiah, the Son of
Man‖ (note on verses 2-3).
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At the end of the three weeks, Daniel receives a remarkable vision of a glorious being (verses 4-9). There are
striking resemblances to Ezekiel‘s description of the glory of God (see Ezekiel 1:4-28) and to the apostle John‘s
vision of the glorified Jesus (see Revelation 1:9-20). Yet the being of this vision seems to be a powerful angel,
like the being of Revelation 10:1, who is also robed in a cloud with a rainbow above his head, his face shining
as the sun and his legs like fiery pillars. Indeed, both the being of Revelation 10 and the one in this section of
Daniel raise hands to heaven and swear about a length of time (see Daniel 12:7; Revelation 10:5).
Continuing in Expositor‘s: ―Verse 7 tells us that when Daniel received his vision, he was not alone. His
companions, however, did not see the vision of the angel but sensed his presence. Overwhelmed with terror,
they fled. Similarly, in 2 Kings 6 at first Elisha alone saw the angelic host encircling Dothan [or perhaps by faith
simply knew that they were there without actually seeing them]; only after intercessory prayer was his young
assistant enabled to [actually] see them…. Also, in Acts 9:7 the companions of Saul [i.e., Paul] saw something
of the light but could not behold the vision of the risen Christ, they could only tell that there was a voice from
heaven but could not distinguish its words (Acts 22:9)…. [Daniel now] found himself emotionally overwhelmed
(v. 8), just as he had been at the end of the vision in 8:27. His face paled and his strength left him. After hearing
the angel speak to him—presumably some words of greeting—Daniel swooned (v. 9). Yet he was soon
aroused, for the angel reached out and actually touched him (v. 10)‖ (note on verses 7-10).
The angel who now speaks to Daniel and later explains the prophetic message to Daniel appears to be the
same glorious being of verses 4-6. The identity of this angel is not revealed here. He is often assumed to be
Gabriel, as Gabriel had been dispatched to relate messages to Daniel before. And that may well be. Perhaps
Daniel does not say so because, if the angel is Gabriel, he has not come in the familiar human guise in which
he has appeared before—appearing now instead as this glorious being so that there is less recognition. In any
case, the being who speaks to Daniel does not appear to be the preincarnate Jesus, the One the ancient
Israelites knew as God, as demonic forces are able to resist him.
This brings us to what is surely the most remarkable part of this entire exchange. The Bible here reveals that
there are unseen spirit wars going on around us. The ―prince of the kingdom of Persia‖ (verse 13; see verse 20)
and the ―prince of Greece‖ (verse 20) are evidently spirit rulers over these empires under the chief of demons,
Satan the Devil. Jesus made it clear that Satan is the ―ruler of this world‖ (see John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11). And
within his demonic kingdom are various echelons of power—―forces and authorities and…rulers of darkness
and powers in the spiritual world‖ (Ephesians 6:12, Contemporary English Version). Mention is even made in
Daniel 10:13 of the ―kings of Persia‖ (plural)—evidently demonic sub-kings under the leading prince of Persia,
himself subject to Satan. These evil forces were able to impede the divine messenger until he received help
from another powerful angel. (Though this was only within the limits that God permitted.)
Expositor‘s explains it this way: ―The powers of evil apparently have the capacity to bring about hindrances and
delays [when God allows it], even of the delivery of the answers to believers whose requests God is minded to
answer. God‘s response was immediate, so far as his intention was concerned [as the messenger was
dispatched when Daniel‘s prayerful seeking for help in understanding began]. But ‗the prince of the Persian
kingdom‘ (v. 13)—apparently the satanic agent assigned to the sponsorship and control of the Persian realm—
put up a determined opposition to the actual delivery of the divine answer. While God can, of course, override
the united resistance of all the forces of [evil] if he chooses to do so, he accords to demons certain limited
powers of obstruction and rebellion somewhat like those he allows humans. In both cases the exercise of free
will in opposition to the Lord of heaven is permitted by him when he sees fit. But as Job 1:12 and 2:6 indicate,
the malignity of Satan is never allowed to go beyond the due limit set by God, who will not allow the believer to
be tested beyond his limit (1 Cor 10:13). Verse 13 [of Daniel 10] shows that the angels of God have power to
counteract and thwart the agents of the Devil. Here it was the archangel, Michael (‗one of the chief princes‘),
who broke the hindrance put up by the demonic ‗king of Persia‘ and paved the way for the interpreting angel to
deliver God‘s answer to Daniel‖ (note on verses 12-13).
Michael is evidently one of the most powerful of God‘s angels. He is mentioned three times in the Old
Testament, all in the book of Daniel (10:13, 21; 12:1), and twice in the New Testament (Jude 9; Revelation
12:7). The latter citation refers to a future spirit war in heaven. As for how spirit beings fight and what weapons
they are able to use against one another we have no idea. But both sides evidently have powerful forces at their
disposal. Of course, the omnipotent God will ultimately cause all wickedness to be overthrown. Indeed, He
could have eliminated the resistance altogether in the case of delivering the message to Daniel. Yet He did not.
He evidently saw some use in permitting it—perhaps for the sake of Daniel, for the messenger and His other
angels or even for us reading the account today.
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Returning to Daniel 10,observe that ―one basic principle of prayer is set forth by this example of delayed
response. It is the principle of undiscourageable persistence. Jesus taught his disciples that ‗they should always
pray and not give up‘ (Luke 18:1). There may be hindering factors of which a praying Christian knows nothing
as he wonders why the answers to his requests are delayed. Nevertheless, he is to keep on praying. It may be
that he will not receive an answer because he has given up on the twentieth day when he should have
persisted to the twenty-first day‖ (note on Daniel 10:12-13).
The draining of Daniel‘s strength due to being overwhelmed at the presence of the divine messenger finally
ceases. ―For the third time in this chapter Daniel is supernaturally strengthened by one who touched him (see
also vv. 10, 16). The first touch enabled him to arise from the ground, the second to speak, and the third to
carry on a conversation‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 18). At last, Daniel is able to hear the
interpretation.
The angel begins by telling Daniel that the spirit war was not yet over (verses 20-21). This appears to have
relevance to the message he brought. Consider that the angel was battling the spirit forces behind the Persian
Empire. Next, he says, ―the prince of Greece will come‖ (verse 20). The Persian Empire would eventually fall to
the Hellenistic Greek empire of Alexander the Great. Perhaps the messenger‘s fight with its demons would not
come until then. Interestingly, it may well be that Satan‘s forces fight against each other. Perhaps the demonic
forces behind Persia were dominant at this time and those behind Greece would gain dominance later—all
within God‘s ultimate allowance to fulfill prophecy.
Expositor‘s offers this interesting suggestion about the context of the spirit fight: ―The occasion for the spiritual
warfare [at this time of Persian dominance] was the restoration of the believing remnant of Israel to the Holy
Land and their survival there as a commonwealth of the faithful, living in obedience to Holy Scripture. Knowing
that such a development could lead to the ultimate appearance of the Son of God as the Messiah for God‘s
redeemed, Satan and all his hosts were determined to thwart the renewal of Israel and the deliverance of her
people from destruction. The supreme effort to exterminate them altogether was to take place some fifty-five
years later, in the reign of Ahasuerus (Xerxes), when Haman secured his consent to obliterate the entire Jewish
race. The conflict between Michael and the ‗prince of Persia‘ (10:13) may have had some bearing on this event,
and it may have been Michael‘s victory over his satanic foes that paved the way for Queen Esther to thwart this
genocide. The second effort of Satan was to take place under [the Greek rule of] Antiochus Epiphanes, who
sought to obliterate the Jewish faith by forbidding its practice on pain of death. The momentous events of 167164 B.C. [or 168-165, foretold by the prophecy now explained to Daniel in chapter 11] may well have been
profoundly affected by this supernatural warfare between the forces of heaven and [the demons]. Though this is
not explicitly stated here, in the light of subsequent events it is reasonable to assume that these were some of
the issues over which Michael was locked in combat with Satan‘s deputies to Persia and Greece‖ (note on
11:1).
Something else interesting to observe in this exchange is the angel‘s statement, ―I will tell you what is noted in
the Scripture of Truth‖ (10:21). This was before Daniel even wrote it down. Evidently, the prophecy now being
related to Daniel was, amazingly, already written down in the ―Bible of heaven,‖ so to speak. He was merely
transcribing it for us.
The angel then begins the specifics of the prophecy. And what specifics they are! As The New Open Bible,
quoted in the Bible Reading Program‘s introduction to the book of Daniel, says, ―Daniel 11 alone contains over
one hundred specific prophecies of historical events that literally came true.‖ This chapter is amazing proof of
the divine inspiration of Scripture.
The prophecy begins by stating that ―three more kings will arise in Persia, and the fourth shall be far richer than
them all; by his strength, through his riches, he shall stir up all against the realm of Greece‖ (verse 2). This is
not to say that there would be only four more kings in the Persian Empire following Cyrus—for there were in fact
12 more. Rather, only the first four are being documented here before the fact. First came Cyrus‘ elder son
Cambyses (530-522 B.C.). Next an imposter named Gaumata or Bardiya reigned for a short time (522). He is
often referred to as Pseudo-Smerdis because he passed himself off as Cyrus‘s younger son, Smerdis (the real
Smerdis having been assassinated by his brother‘s agents).
Next was Darius the Persian (522-486), a cousin of Cyrus, who killed the imposter and took his place as king.
The fourth king was Darius‘ son Xerxes (486-465) who, being the wealthiest of them all, launched an all-out war
against Greece. In fact his assault is reckoned to be one of the greatest in all of ancient history. The Greek
historian Herodotus estimated his army at about a million men. Yet Xerxes did not ultimately triumph. After
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united Greek forces defeated his navy at the Battle of Salamis in 480 B.C., he was forced to beat a hasty
retreat.
The period that followed saw the steady rise of Greece and the steady decline of Persia. According to the
prophecy, a mighty king would arise (verse 3). It does not say he would come immediately. Nor does it say what
nationality he would represent. However, the implication is that this ruler would be greater than Xerxes—and no
such person would fit the bill until the conquest by the Greco-Macedonian ruler Alexander the Great. Moreover,
when we compare this prophecy of how the mighty king would be broken and his empire divided into four parts
(verse 4) with an almost identical prophecy given earlier in Daniel 8, it becomes rather obvious what is meant
here. Alexander is the only one who could be meant. The empire ended up divided between Alexander‘s
generals Ptolemy Soter, Seleucus Nicator, Cassander and Lysimachus. Ptolemy ruled Egypt and Palestine.
Seleucus ruled Syria, Mesopotamia and Persia. Cassander ruled Greece and Macedonia. And Lysimachus
ruled Asia Minor.
As we will see, the kingdoms of Cassander and Lysimachus drop out of the prophecy at this point, as they are
no longer relevant to the story being revealed to Daniel. The rest of the prophecy follows the progress of
Seleucid Syria to the north and Ptolemaic Egypt to the south and their successors—and how God‘s people
would fare through the infighting between them—all the way to the end time. As the angel had told Daniel in
10:14: ―Now I have come to make you understand what will happen to your people in the latter days, for the
vision refers to many days yet to come.‖
Ongoing Wars Between North and South (Daniel 11)
The incredibly accurate and detailed prophecies of this chapter provide a panorama of 2500 years of history
from the Persian empire through to the return of Jesus Christ.
Daniel 11 (NKJV) With Explanation
1: ―Also in the first year [539 BC] of Darius the Mede [a.k.a. Gubaru, governor of Babylon under Persian
Emperor Cyrus the Great], I, even I [God‘s angel], stood up to confirm and strengthen him [Darius the
Mede].)
2: ―And now [in the third year of Cyrus (10:1), i.e. 536/5 BC] I [God‘s angel] will tell you [Daniel] the truth:
Behold, [after Cyrus] three more kings will arise in Persia [1) Cambyses (530-522 BC); 2) Pseudo-Smerdis
or Gaumata (522 BC); 3) Darius I (522-486 BC)] and the fourth [Xerxes (486-465 BC), husband to Esther]
shall be far richer than them all; by his strength, through his riches, he shall stir up all against the realm of
Greece. [In one of the largest assaults of ancient history, he sent a vast force of hundreds of ships and
a million troops against the Greeks.]
3: ―Then [129 years later] a mighty king [Alexander the Great (336-323 BC)] shall arise, who shall rule with
great dominion [as he was the next ruler in history with greater dominion than Xerxes], and do according
to his will. [He was unstoppable until his sudden death at age 33.]
4: ―And when he [Alexander] has arisen, his kingdom shall be broken up [at his death in 323 BC at the
height of his achievements] and divided toward the four winds of heaven [ultimately—see end of verse], but
not among his posterity nor according to his dominion with which he ruled [an initial attempt to hold his
empire together by a joint regency in the name of his nephew and his unborn son failed, and one of his
generals, Antigonus, made a bid for power]; for his kingdom shall be uprooted, even for others besides
these. [Within a few years, the empire ended up split among four of Alexander‘s other generals: 1)
Ptolemy Soter; 2) Seleucus Nicator; 3) Cassander; and 4) Lysimachus.]
5: ―Also the king of the South [now Ptolemy (I) Soter over Egypt, south of the Holy Land] shall become
strong [ruled 323-285 BC], as well as one of his princes [Seleucus (I) Nicator, who was originally a general
under Ptolemy]; and he [Seleucus I] shall gain power over him [Ptolemy I] and have dominion. [Seleucus I
eventually gained rule over Greater Syria, 311-280 BC]. His [Seleucus I‘s] dominion shall be a great
dominion [over most of what had earlier been the Persian Empire, stretching from Syria to India, the
largest part of Alexander‘s empire].
[From this point the angel focuses on two of the four divisions of Alexander‘s empire—the kingdom to
the south of the Holy Land now being Egypt under the Ptolemies and the kingdom to the north now
being Greater Syria under the Seleucids.]
6: ―And at the end of some years [252 BC, 28 years after Seleucus I‘s death] they [North and South] shall
join forces, for the daughter [Berenice] of the king of the South [now Ptolemy (II) Philadelphus (285-246 BC)]
shall go to the king of the North [now Antiochus (II) Theos (261-246 BC)] to make an agreement [or
―peaceful arrangement‖ (New American Standard Bible), i.e. a marriage to seal an alliance—requiring
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Antiochus II to put away his former wife Laodice]; but she [Berenice] shall not retain the power of her
authority [or ―her position of power‖ (NASB)], and neither he [Antiochus II] nor his authority shall stand; but
she [Berenice] shall be given up [in death], with those who brought her [her attendants], and with him who
begot her [her father Ptolemy II], and with him who strengthened her in those times [her husband Antiochus
II]. [Berenice, her father and her husband were all removed from power by death in 246 BC. When
Berenice‘s father Ptolemy II died that year, her husband Antiochus II repudiated her and took Laodice
back as his wife. But later that year, Laodice, doubting Antiochus‘s faithfulness and anxious to secure
the throne for his and her son Seleucus (II) Callinicus, murdered her husband and had Berenice put to
death as well.]
7: ―But from a branch of her roots [offspring of Berenice‘s parents, i.e. a sibling] one [her brother Ptolemy
(III) Euergetes (246-221 BC)] shall arise in his [Ptolemy II‘s] place, who shall come with an army [in 245 BC],
enter the fortress [Seleucia, the port of Syria‘s capital Antioch] of the king of the North [now Seleucus (II)
Callinicus (246-226 BC)], and deal with them [this was to avenge his sister‘s death] and prevail.
8: ―And he [Ptolemy III] shall also carry their gods captive to Egypt, with their princes and their precious articles
of silver and gold;... [Ptolemy III carried immense wealth back to Egypt, including around 2,500 molten
images and idolatrous vessels that Persian Emperor Cambyses had taken from Egypt in 526 BC.] ―...and
he [Ptolemy III] shall continue more years than the king of the North [Seleucus II]. [Ptolemy III ruled until his
death in 221 BC, nearly six years after the death of Seleucus II of Syria in 226 BC.]
9: ―Also the king of the North [actually just ―he‖—Seleucus II] shall come [in an attempted attack] to the
kingdom [Egypt] of the king of the South [Ptolemy III], but shall return to his own land [of Syria after failing to
accomplish his purpose].
10: ―However his [Seleucus II‘s] sons [Seleucus (III) Ceraunus (227-223 BC) and Antiochus (III) the Great
(223-186 BC)] shall stir up strife, and assemble a multitude of great forces [both assembled immense forces
to fight Egypt, avenge their father and recover their port and fortress, Seleucia]; and one [of them,
Antiochus III] shall certainly come and overwhelm and pass through [Antiochus III recovered his fortress,
Seleucia, after 27 years, and also conquered south into what was currently Egyptian territory as far as
Gaza, including Judea]; then he [Antiochus III] shall return to his fortress and stir up strife [or ―be stirred up
again,‖ King James Version margin].
11: ―And the king of the South [now Ptolemy (IV) Philopater (221-204 BC), son of Ptolemy III] shall be
moved with rage [in 217 BC], and go out [with an army of 20,000 at Raphia] and fight with him, [that is,] with
the king of the North [Antiochus III], who shall muster a great multitude; but the multitude shall be given into
the hand of his [Antiochus III‘s] enemy [Ptolemy IV].
12: When he [Ptolemy IV] has taken away the multitude [Ptolemy IV won the battle], his heart will be lifted
up; and he will cast down tens of thousands... [Ptolemy IV‘s army killed tens of thousands of Syrian troops
and he re-annexed Judea to Egypt.] ―...but he [Ptolemy IV] will not prevail. [In making a rash and hasty
peace with Antiochus III and returning to indulgent living, Ptolemy IV did not secure Egypt‘s victory.]
13: For the king of the North [Antiochus III] will return and muster a multitude greater than the former, and
shall certainly come at the end of some years with a great army and much equipment. [After Ptolemy IV died
in 204 BC and left his throne to his infant son, Ptolemy (V) Epiphanes, Antiochus III assembled a great
army and attacked Egypt in 201 BC.]
14: ―Now in those times many [Antiochus III having made an alliance with Philip V of Macedonia and
others] shall rise up against the king of the South [now Ptolemy (V) Epiphanes (203-181 BC)]. Also, violent
men of your [Daniel‘s] people [Jews attempting to help Antiochus III] shall exalt themselves in fulfillment of
the vision, but they shall fall.
15: ―So the king of the North [Antiochus III] shall come and build a siege mound, and take a fortified city
[defeating Sidon in 198 BC]; and the forces of the South [Egypt under the boy king Ptolemy V] shall not
withstand him. Even his [Ptolemy V‘s] choice troops shall have no strength to resist.
16: ―But he [Antiochus III] who comes against him [Ptolemy V] shall do according to his [Antiochus III‘s] own
will, and no one shall stand against him [Antiochus III]. He [Antiochus III] shall stand in the Glorious Land
[Holy Land] with destruction in his power. [Following the Battle of Panium in 198 BC, Antiochus III wrested
control of Judea from Egypt yet again.]
17: ―He [Antiochus III] shall also set his face to enter with the strength of his whole kingdom, and upright ones
[literally ―equitable things‖—―a proposal of peace‖ (NASB), i.e. a marriage to seal an alliance] with him;
thus shall he [Antiochus III] do. And he [Antiochus III in 198 BC] shall give him [the young Ptolemy V] the
daughter of women [Antiochus III‘s daughter Cleopatra] to destroy it [that is, to destroy or undermine
Egypt so as to eventually take possession of it]; but she [Cleopatra] shall not stand with him [her father
Antiochus III], or be for him [as she sided instead with her husband]. [That the whole thing was a trick
can be seen in the fact that Antiochus III promised southern Syria and Judea as a dowry but did not
deliver them.]
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18: ―After this [in 197-196 BC] he [Antiochus III] shall turn his face to the coastlands [beginning a vigorous
campaign against the coastlands and islands of Asia Minor and the Aegean], and shall take many. [At
this point, in 195 BC, Antiochus III provides asylum for Hannibal of Carthage, whom the Romans had
defeated in the Second Punic War—and Hannibal assists Antiochus in landing in Greece in 192 BC.
Antiochus is thus brought into conflict with Rome.] But a ruler [Roman General Lucius Cornelius Scipio
Asiaticus] shall bring the reproach [of defeat that‘s] against them [Asia Minor and the Aegean coasts] to an
end; and with the reproach removed, he [Scipio] shall turn [it—the reproach of defeat] back on him
[Antiochus III]. [Scipio utterly defeated Antiochus III at the Battle of Magnesia in 190 BC.]
19: ―Then he [Antiochus III] shall turn his face toward the fortress of his own land; but he shall stumble and
fall, and not be found. [Having lost all he had gained, Antiochus III tried in 186 BC to recoup his losses by
plundering the Temple of Belus in Elymais, within his own kingdom, whereupon he was defeated by
local forces and killed.]
20: ―There shall arise in his [Antiochus III‘s] place one [his son Seleucus (IV) Philopater (187-176 BC)] who
imposes taxes on the glorious kingdom [sending the tax collector Heliodorus through Judea in an effort to
raise money for his financially distressed empire]; but within a few days he [Seleucus IV] shall be
destroyed [he ruled only 11 years in contrast to his father‘s rule of 37 years], but not in anger or in battle
[he was poisoned by Heliodorus, who took control with the backing of other Syrian officials tired of the
excesses of the Seleucid rulers].
21: ―And in his [Seleucus IV‘s] place shall arise a vile person [Antiochus (IV) Epiphanes, Seleucus IV‘s
brother, a younger son of Antiochus III], to whom they [Syrian officials supporting Heliodorus] will not
give the honor of royalty; but he [Antiochus IV] shall come in peaceably, and seize the kingdom by intrigue.
[By a show of ―Roman manners‖ and a great deal of flattery, he was able to enlist the aid of neighboring
King Eumenes II of Pergamum and officials at home in forcing out Heliodorus and obtaining the throne
(ruled 175-164 BC)].
22: With the force of a flood they [those who opposed him, including Heliodorus] shall be swept away from
before him [Antiochus IV] and be broken, and also the prince of the covenant [a Hellenistic Jew who
changed his name to the Greek form Jason, appointed by Antiochus IV as replacement high priest of
the Jewish worship system (ca. 175-172 BC)—he was dropped from that position only three years later
in favor of another Hellenizing apostate, Menelaus (ca. 172-162 BC).]
23: And after the league [treaty or agreement] is made [by the Jews] with him [Antiochus IV] he [Antiochus
IV] shall act deceitfully, for he shall come up and become strong with [at first only] a small number of people.
24: He shall enter peaceably, even into the richest places of the province [invading Galilee]; and he shall do
what his fathers have not done, nor his forefathers: he shall disperse among them the plunder, spoil, and
riches; and he shall devise his plans against the strongholds, but only for a time [Antiochus IV took from the
rich and gave to the poor as a temporary ploy to gain fanatical support among the masses].
25: ―He [Antiochus IV] shall stir up his power and his courage against the king of the South [now Ptolemy (VI)
Philometer (181-145 BC), son of Ptolemy V and Cleopatra, and nephew of Antiochus IV] with a great
army. And the king of the South [Ptolemy VI] shall be stirred up to battle with a very great and mighty army;...
[Egypt threatened war to claim the dowry that had been promised by Antiochus III for Cleopatra, the
now-deceased mother of Ptolemy V and sister of Antiochus IV. Therefore, Antiochus IV marched south
in 171 BC with an immense Syrian army yet met his nephew Ptolemy VI leading another immense army
from Egypt.] ―...but he [Ptolemy VI] shall not stand, for they [see next verse] shall devise plans against him.
26: Yes, those who eat of the portion of his delicacies [Ptolemy VI‘s own trusted officers] shall destroy him
[his chance at victory by plotting against him]; his army shall be swept away, and many shall fall down slain.
[Antiochus IV was victorious at Pelusium, took his nephew Ptolemy VI captive and, marching to
Memphis, proceeded to use him as a tool to reduce the overall strength of Egypt.]
27: Both these kings‘ [Antiochus IV‘s and Ptolemy VI‘s] hearts shall be bent on evil, and they shall speak lies
at the same table [perhaps describing the occasion, in 174 BC, when Antiochus IV and Ptolemy VI both
sat at a banquet together—with Antiochus pretending to ally himself with the young Ptolemy against his
brother Euergetes II, but with each actually trying to deceive the other]; but it [this lying to get ahead of
the other] shall not prosper, for the end will still be at the appointed time [as God had predetermined it].
28: ―[Antiochus IV in 168 BC] While returning to his land [Syria] with great riches [plunder from Egypt], his
heart shall be moved against the holy covenant [Jewish worship system]; so he shall do damage [looting the
temple of many golden vessels and massacring Jews upon coming back from Egypt] and [then] return to
his own land [Syria].
29: ―At the appointed time [later in 168 BC] he [Antiochus IV] shall return and go toward the south [upon
learning of Ptolemy VI and Ptolemy VII forming a union against him]; ―...but it [the outcome] shall not be
[successful] like the former or the latter.
30: For ships from Cyprus [literally Kittim, Hebrew for ―Western Lands‖ and here meaning Rome] shall
come against him;... [Forced to accept surrender terms from Popillius, commander of the Roman fleet,
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Antiochus IV had to cease from his campaign against Egypt and restore the island of Cyprus to
Egyptian rule.] ―...therefore he [Antiochus IV] shall be grieved, and return in rage against the holy covenant
[Jewish worship system], and do damage. So he shall return and show regard for those who forsake the holy
covenant. [Returning home through Judea, Antiochus IV vented his fury on the Jews, yet accorded
special favor to those among them who rejected their religion and adopted the pagan Greek
(Hellenistic) culture.]
31: ―And [still in 168 BC] forces shall be mustered by him [Antiochus IV], and they [his
forces] shall defile the sanctuary fortress [the temple—by sacrificing a pig on the temple altar]; then they
[Antiochus IV‘s forces] shall take away the daily sacrifices [making them and other Mosaic ceremonies
illegal], and place there the abomination of desolation [an image of the Greek god Zeus].
32: ―Those who do wickedly against the covenant [apostate Jews] he [Antiochus IV] shall corrupt with flattery
[and many Jews did succumb to Antiochus IV‘s persecution against the faithful and reward for
apostasy and forsook their religion] ―...but the people who know their God [the Maccabees, patriotic
followers of Judas Maccabeus of the Hasmonean priestly dynasty who wanted to continue in God‘s law,
and later the Christians] shall be strong, and carry out great exploits. [Due in large part to the efforts of the
Maccabees, Syrian forces were gradually driven out and Jewish independence was reestablished.]
[The time frame now changes. Verse 32 is apparently dual in application, ―the people who know their
God‖ referring to both the Maccabees and also to true Christians. This dual meaning serves to advance
the story flow to the time of New Testament Christians.]
33: ―And those of the people who understand [Christians] shall instruct many; yet for many days they shall fall
[in death] by sword and flame, by captivity and plundering [Christians have been martyred since the days of
Christ and the apostles].
34: Now when they fall, they shall be aided with a little help [even a little of God‘s Spirit providing the
tremendous ability to remain steadfast in the face of martyrdom]; but many shall join with them by intrigue
[false prophets coming among them (Acts 20:29-30; 2 Peter 2:1-3)].
35: And some of those of understanding shall fall, to refine them, purify them, and make them white, until the
time of the end; because it is still for the appointed time. [This process that began in Christ‘s day will
continue until the time of His return to refine the character of Christians and make them spiritually white
or pure (Revelation 6:9-11; compare 7:14).]
36: ―Then [in New Testament times] the king [of the North—now the Roman emperor, as Rome took
possession of Syria in 65 BC and thus became the kingdom of the North] shall do according to his own
will: he shall exalt and magnify himself above every god [establishing emperor worship], shall speak
blasphemies against the God of gods [the true God], and shall prosper till the wrath has been accomplished
[Roman rule will, in some form, powerfully persist until the end-time wrath of God is complete]; for what
has been determined [by God‘s pronouncement] shall be done.
37: He [the Roman emperor] shall regard neither the God [Hebrew elohim, should here be ―gods‖] of his
fathers [that is, the old Roman gods] nor the desire of women [indicating either being homosexual, as 14
out of the first 15 Roman emperors were, or exalting himself above Tammuz—the Babylonian messiah
for whom women wept (compare Ezekiel 8:14), who also had other names under the various mystery
cults of different nations], nor regard any god; for he shall exalt himself above them all [for again, as noted
on verse 36, the Roman emperors instituted emperor worship].
38: ―But in their place he [the Roman emperor] shall honor a god of fortresses [or ―forces‖ (KJV)];... [The
Roman emperors demanded worship of the strength of empire. Standards were idolatrous emblems of
empire/emperor worship. Also, extravagant defense spending made Rome the strongest military power
the world had ever seen.] ―...and a god [the pope] which his [the Roman emperor‘s] fathers did not know he
[the Roman emperor, beginning with Constantine the Great in AD 313] shall honor with gold and silver,
with precious stones and pleasant things.
39: Thus he [later Roman emperors and rulers of successor Roman kingdoms] shall act against the
strongest fortresses [enemy states and other religious institutions] with a foreign [Babylonian] god [the
papacy], which he [successive Roman rulers] shall acknowledge, and advance its glory; and he [successive
Roman rulers] shall cause them [the popes] to rule over many, and divide the land for gain [for both church
and state].
[The previous section spanned the centuries from the beginning of Christianity in the early Roman
Empire to the inception of the Catholic-dominated Holy Roman Empire system and its subsequent
development up to modern times. The next verse clearly advances the time frame of the chapter to the
end of this age.]
40: ―At the time of the end the king of the South [now probably an end-time Muslim leader] shall attack him
[the king of the North, now the final end-time Roman ruler, an individual also known as ‗the Beast,‘
Revelation 17:12-17] ―...and the king of the North [the Beast] shall come against him [the king of the South,
probably a Muslim leader] like a whirlwind, with chariots, horsemen, and with many ships [modern war
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vehicles of air, land and sea]; and he [the Beast] shall enter the countries [of the Middle East], overwhelm
them, and pass through.
41: He [the Beast] shall also enter the Glorious Land [the Holy Land—the modern state of Israel], and many
countries shall be overthrown; but these [areas that follow] shall escape from his hand: Edom, Moab, and the
prominent people of Ammon [these three territories constitute the modern country of Jordan, and the
descendants of these people may be found among the Palestinians, Turks and other Middle Eastern
peoples].
42: He [the Beast] shall stretch out his hand against the countries, and the land of Egypt shall not escape.
43: He shall have power over the treasures of gold and silver, and over all the precious things of Egypt; also the
Libyans [Phutites, including the inhabitants of modern Libya but perhaps meaning all of North and West
Africa] and Ethiopians [Cushites, including the people of modern Ethiopia and probably Sudan but
perhaps meaning all of East and Southern Africa] shall follow at his heels.
44: ―But news from the east and the north [of opposing nations or forces in these directions near or far]
shall trouble him [the Beast]; therefore he shall go out with great fury to destroy and annihilate many.
45: ―And he [the Beast] shall plant the tents of his palace between the [Dead and Mediterranean] seas and
[should be ―in‖ (KJV)] the glorious holy mountain [Jerusalem] ―...yet he [the Beast] shall come to his end [at
Christ‘s return (Revelation 19:20)], and no one will help him.
End-Time Events (Daniel 11–12)
Verses 36-39 of Daniel 11 appear to show the Roman emperor, as the next king of the North, proclaiming
himself divine and later honoring and expanding the power of a previously unrecognized ―god‖ in a high
religious office, the former occurring early in the succession of Roman emperors and the latter commencing
with Constantine the Great in the fourth century A.D. The honoring of this false religion would progress through
various resurrections of the western part of the Roman Empire until the end time. This ―god‖ seems parallel to
the ―little horn‖ of Daniel 7, which appears to be the Roman papacy.
Yet has anyone actually ever looked on the pope as a god? Consider that the pope is called ―Holy Father‖—the
name of God the Father (John 17:11; compare Matthew 23:9)—as well as the ―Vicar of Christ,‖ meaning
substitute for Christ. According to one Catholic publication, ―all the names which are attributed to Christ in
Scripture, implying His supremacy over the church, are also attributed to the Pope‖ (Bellamin, On the Authority
of Councils, Book 2, chap. 17, quoted by A. Jan Marcussen, National Sunday Law, 58th ed., p. 77). He has
been called ―another God on earth‖ (Labbe and Cossart, History of the Councils, Vol. 14, col. 109) and ―our
Lord God the Pope‖ (Extravagantes of Pope John XXII, title 14, chap. 4, Declaramus, quoted by Marcussen, p.
77). Furthermore, Catholic teaching has in the past claimed that ―the Pope is not only the representative of
Jesus Christ, but he IS Jesus Christ, hidden under a veil of flesh‖ (The Catholic National, July 1895). All of this
is a forerunner to the blasphemy of the end time, when, as the apostle Paul foretold, the leader of the false
religious system will sit ―as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God‖ (2 Thessalonians 2:4).
Verses 40-45 detail events of the end time, where the European beast power of the north is ultimately brought
to his end at Christ‘s return.
In Daniel 12:1, the events of the last days are related to the unparalleled ―time of trouble,‖ synonymous with
―Jacob‘s trouble‖ in Jeremiah 30:7 and the ―great tribulation‖ of Matthew 24:21. After this will come the
resurrection (Daniel 12:1-3). Some are resurrected to everlasting life and some to shame and everlasting
contempt (verse 2). It is important to note that this does not say that those raised to life and those raised to
contempt are all raised at the same time. From other passages, it is evident that these are different
resurrections.
Daniel is then told to seal up the scroll of his book, the understanding of which would not be unlocked until the
end time (verse 4). The work of his long life is at last done. But then we are told of two more angels in addition
to the first. Apparently they have been listening to this amazing prophecy. One asks how long it would be to the
end of ―these wonders‖—evidently the final trials ending in the resurrection (verses 5-6). Notice the answer: ―It
shall be for a time, times, and a half. And when they have made an end of scattering the power of the holy
people, all these things shall be finished‖ (verse 7, Green‘s Literal Translation). This ties directly back to the
prophecy of Daniel 7, where it was said that the saints would be given into the hands of the persecuting ―little
horn‖ for this exact same period (7:25)—which, as was explained in the comments on that verse, equates to
three and a half years, the last three and a half years before Christ‘s return (equating also to the 1,260 days or
42 months of other prophecies in Revelation).
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Daniel, however, is quite confused. Though he has been told to seal the prophecy, he still has questions. He
asks how it‘s all going to work out (12:8). The order to seal the prophecy is then reiterated (verse 9).
Nevertheless, a few more things are told to him at this point—which Daniel may have found even more
confusing. The angel explains that the wise of the end time would understand the time frame being described.
In verse 11, Daniel is specifically told that the time from the taking away of daily sacrifices and the setting up of
the end-time abomination of desolation would be 1,290 days. Verse 12 then mentions an enigmatic 1,335 days.
The key to understanding appears to be verse 13, where Daniel is told that he will rise to his inheritance ―at the
end of the days.‖ This seems to mean the end of the various groupings of days mentioned. That is, the three
and a half years (1,260 days), the 1,290 days and the 1,335 days all seem to end at the time Daniel is
resurrected at Christ‘s return. A possible scenario is that breaking of the power of the saints—the cutting off of
their public preaching—will come 1,335 days before Christ‘s return. Then, 45 days later, 1,290 days before
Christ‘s return, the abomination of desolation will be set up. And then, 30 days later, 1,260 days before Christ‘s
return, the Great Tribulation will commence. Thankfully, Christ will return in just three and a half years from this
point to bring deliverance to the people of Israel and Judah (as the commencement of His deliverance of all
mankind) and everlasting life to his saints. The dead in Christ will live again.
Daniel, whose time to rest came not long after the sealing of his prophecy, will at that future time be raised—but
then, with all of us who remain faithful, to perfect understanding. At last, all of Daniel‘s questions will be
answered—and, as amazing as it is to contemplate, so will all of ours.

996

HOSEA
―Take Yourself a Wife of Harlotry‖ (Hosea 1–3)
The prophet Hosea was contemporary with Amos, both having preached during the reigns of Uzziah of Judah
and Jeroboam II of Israel (1:1; Amos 1:1). But Hosea tells us that his ministry also spanned the reigns of
Judah‘s kings Jotham and Ahaz, ending in the reign of Hezekiah (Hosea 1:1). Though not mentioned, this
means that he also witnessed the reigns of the last six of Israel‘s kings.
The New Living Translation‘s introduction to the book of Hosea calls it ―a tragic love story with a happy ending.‖
What Hosea went through serves as a powerful object lesson of what God has gone through with His covenant
people. Another source states: ―Hosea‘s marriage was extraordinary in that he was called to marry an unfaithful
woman (Ho 1.2). Gomer‘s exact background is not known, but it could be that she had been unfaithful to a
previous husband, or she might have been a prostitute. She might have been the particular kind of prostitute
that was associated with some of the pagan religions that were being practiced then in Israel. Whatever
Gomer‘s background, she was a powerful symbol of Israel‘s spiritual adultery against the Lord (2.2). The nation
had departed almost entirely from worship as prescribed in the Law. Instead, the people had taken up the
religions of the cultures around them such as the Canaanites, the Phoenicians, and the Moabites….
―Just as Israel abandoned God, Gomer left her husband and returned to a life of prostitution. She seems to
have ended up in the slave market, where Hosea bought her back for fifteen pieces of silver and some grain
(3.2). This was not much money, just the common price of a slave (compare Ex 21.32). But it was a great
sacrifice of love on Hosea‘s part. The prophet was demonstrating the love of God for his unfaithful people, and
providing a symbol of the reconciliation that would someday take place (Ho 3.4, 5)‖ (Word in Life Bible,
―Prodigal Wife, Prodigal People,‖ 1998, sidebar on 2:2).
In the meantime (2:1), God gave Israel another chance to repent. But if she refused, she would be dealt with
harshly. Halley‘s Bible Handbook further explains: ―Not only was Hosea‘s marriage an illustration of the thing he
was preaching, but the names of his children proclaim the main messages of his life. Jezreel (1:4-5), his
firstborn, was named after the city of Jehu‘s bloody brutality (2 Kings 10:1-14). The valley of Jezreel was the
age-old battlefield on which the kingdom was about to collapse. By naming his child Jezreel, Hosea was saying
to the king and to the nation, ‗The hour of retribution and punishment has come‘‖ (note on Hosea 1–3).
Moreover, ―in Hebrew ‗Jezreel‘ means ‗God scatters (seed).‘ Here the name is used as a threat (meaning the
LORD will punish Israel by scattering its people)‖ (Word in Life, note on 1:4).
―Lo-ruhamah (1:6), the name of the second child, meant ‗Not loved.‘ God‘s mercy had come to an end for Israel,
though there would be a respite for Judah (v. 7). Lo-ammi (1:9), the name of the third child, meant ‗Not my
people.‘ Hosea then repeats the two names without the ‗Lo‘ prefix—Ammi and Ruhammah—‗My people‘ and
‗My loved one‘ (2:1), looking forward to the time when Israel would again be God‘s people. And in a play on the
words, he predicts the day when other nations will be called the people of God (1:10), a verse Paul quotes to
support his message that the Gospel will also be extended to include Gentiles (Romans 9:25)‖ (Halley‘s, note
on Hosea 1–3). Actually, the gentiles must become Israelites in order to be God‘s people—that is, spiritual
Israelites (compare Galatians 3:26-29; 6:15-16; Romans 2:26-29; 9:8; 11:1, 11-24; Ephesians 2:11-13, 19-22).
God shows us through Hosea that He still loves Israel in spite of her infidelity. ―Having separated Israel from her
lovers, the Lord would seek to win her back by making romantic overtures and wooing her with tender words of
love‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note Hosea 2:14). At that time, the Israelites are to call God Ishi (―My Husband‖)
instead of Baali (―My Master‖ or ―My Lord‖) in order to remove all remembrance of their former devotion to Baal.
Actually, ancient Israel practiced syncretism, i.e., blended religion, often confusing the identities of Baal and the
Eternal—in part because both were referred to as Lord. We should note two things in this regard. One is the
fact that Baalism had again reared its ugly head in Israel at the time Hosea preached, despite Jehu‘s earlier
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purge. The other is the fact that Hosea‘s message was primarily to Israel of the end time. Interestingly, the
nations of modern Israel supposedly worship the ―Lord‖—but this Lord is not really the true Lord of the Bible, as
he is usually worshiped with many of the trappings of Baalism. To put it more directly, what the world at large
understands to be Christianity is actually a blended religion, a mix of some of the same customs of the ancient
pagans with concepts and language of the New Testament. Millions of people think they ―accept Christ as their
Savior,‖ when in fact, they embrace a religion that Jesus will reject (Matthew 7:21-23).
Thankfully, after a long exile (Hosea 3:4), the Israelites will finally be reunited with the true God in the Land of
Promise (verse 5). The time when all Israel returns to God will be a magnificent period of peace (2:18), when
weapons of war will be gone (Isaiah 2:4, Micah 4:3), and when there is rain in due season (Hosea 2:21;
Leviticus 26:4) and agricultural abundance (Hosea 2:22). Then, the people of Israel will at last know their God
(verse 23). In Hosea 1:11, the name Jezreel, again meaning ―‗God scatters (seed)‘… is [this time] used as a
promise (meaning the LORD will bless Israel by giving their nation many people, just as a big harvest comes
when many seeds are scattered in a field)‖ (Word in Life, note on 1:4).
Cataloging Israel‘s Sins (Hosea 4)
As Israel went through its final rulers, Hosea‘s preaching continued. The prophet now lists many of the sins of
Israel, evident in his own day as well as in the end time.
Verse 1 mentions an absence of truth, mercy and knowledge. Actually, the phrase ―no truth or mercy‖ can also
be translated ―no faithfulness or loyalty,‖ as it is in the New Revised Standard Version (see Vine‘s Complete
Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, Old Testament Section, ―Loving-Kindness,‖
explanation of Hebrew hesed). God had been faithful and loyal, but the Israelites hadn‘t—to God or to each
other. Concerning their lack of knowledge, as we read earlier in the book of Amos, ―They do not know to do
right‖ (3:10). Thus, it was not knowledge in general that they lacked, but right moral knowledge. Hosea 4:2
mentions violations of five of the Ten Commandments. And the people‘s unrestrained murder causes the land
to ―mourn‖ (verses 2-3) because the land is defiled by it (Numbers 35:33-34). In our own day, criminal justice
systems often fail to appropriately deal with murderers—contributing, along with wayward societal values, to
high murder rates. Worse still, consider the ―legal‖ murder of well over a million unborn children every year in
the United States alone.
References to the people‘s ―unfaithfulness‖ clearly illustrate a fundamental truth obscured within traditional
Christianity today—that in a covenant relationship with God, human beings have obligations divinely imposed
on them. And God holds people to those expectations. Of course, the behavior He expects from people for their
part of the covenant relationship is all for their ultimate good.
Hosea then turned his attention to the priests and prophets, the ones responsible for teaching the people moral
standards. The Hebrew of verses 4-5 of chapter 4 isn‘t clear and has been variously translated. The New Living
Translation renders it as: ―Don‘t point your finger at someone else and try to pass the blame! Look, you priests,
my complaint is with you! As a sentence for your crimes, you will stumble in broad daylight, just as you might at
night, and so will your false prophets. And I will destroy your mother, Israel.‖
Jeroboam I, under whom the northern kingdom had formed after the death of Solomon, had rejected the true
Levitical priests, and many of them had left and gone back to Judah where they had a better chance of teaching
the truth and practicing God‘s way of life (2 Chronicles 11:13-16). Jeroboam had appointed his own priests from
other tribes instead of doing it God‘s way (1 Kings 13:33; compare 12:31). Furthermore, there were false
prophets in the land. Many of these priests and prophets claimed to represent the true God but, of course, did
not. The situation parallels that of religion today, with all manner of people serving as supposed ministers of
God throughout the world yet who really don‘t serve Him—indeed, don‘t even know Him, rejecting His holy
laws.
In Hosea 4:6, we learn that the lack of knowledge noted in verse 1 is the reason God‘s people are destroyed.
And we also learn that their lack of knowledge is due to a willful rejection of God‘s truth by the religious leaders.
How true this is today! Many preachers today teach in direct contradiction to God‘s Word, even though they
ought to know better, supposedly having studied the Bible. They refuse to accept that the Bible means what it
says. Perhaps some indeed do know better but have selfish motivations for continuing to misrepresent the
Bible‘s teachings.
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In verse 8, the priests are seen glorying in the nation‘s lawlessness because this allows them to ―eat up the sin‖
of the people. In Hosea‘s day, this referred to sin offerings. The more people sinned, the more they brought sin
offerings that the priests could eat, thereby providing these counterfeit priests with some of their livelihood
(compare 6:6; 8:11-13; 1 Samuel 2:12-17). Even today, some try to relieve their guilt for their own sins through
monetary offerings to a church—and there are religious leaders who actually encourage this type of thinking,
though not directly stated.
Next, God addresses the spiritual harlotry of His people (Hosea 4:10-14). They turn to false religion, following
worthless popular custom rather than worshiping God the way He intended (see Jeremiah 2:11; Matthew 15:9).
Also, they become enslaved to habits and addictions, including alcohol, drug and sexual addictions (Hosea
4:11).
Judah is then given a warning to not follow Israel‘s evil example (verse 15). At this point in Hosea‘s prophecy, it
appears that Judah was not mired in one of its idolatrous periods. It seems likely that chapter 4 was written
either while Uzziah still reigned over Judah or during his son Jotham‘s reign. In any event, God tells Judah not
to go up to Beth Aven (verse 15), ―which means ‗House of Iniquity‘… a sarcastic reference to the important
religious center Bethel, which means ‗House of God‘ (see Amos 5:5)‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on verse
15). Yet Judah had sinned in other respects, and God knew they would soon follow in Israel‘s footsteps (5:5).
Chapter 4 ends with a reference to Ephraim, which afterward becomes a routine reference to the people of the
northern kingdom and their descendants throughout the remainder of the book. Ephraim was God‘s firstborn
(Jeremiah 31:9), spiritually speaking, and instructions or warnings given to the firstborn would also apply to the
rest of the family, because the firstborn is considered responsible for guidance and leadership.
Judgment to Come on Israel and Judah (Hosea 5)
As mentioned earlier, from this point on in the prophecy, the tribe of Ephraim gets special mention. It is Ephraim
that receives the greatest condemnation. The Bethel altar was in Ephraim, which meant that it played a leading
role in influencing the whole nation. And, being the leading tribe of Israel, Ephraim ―is used here to represent
the entire northern kingdom‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 4:17-19).
The reference to ―snare‖ and ―net‖ in verse 1 is to tools for trapping prey. ―The figure is that of people being
hurt, as if hunted and trapped, by the religious and civil leaders of the day‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note
on verse 1). Mount Tabor was in the northern part of the northern kingdom while Mizpah was in the extreme
south, just north of Jerusalem. ―From top to bottom, from north to south, seemingly on every hill in the land,
idolatrous traps were set to ensnare the Israelites in sin‖ (―Gotcha!,‖ Word in Life Bible, 1998, sidebar on 5:1).
Israel is pictured wallowing in spiritual harlotry (verses 3-4). Hosea says, ―They do not know the LORD‖ (verse
4). As we later learn from the apostle John: ―Now by this we know that we know Him, if we keep His
commandments. He who says, ‗I know Him,‘ and does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is
not in him‖ (1 John 2:3-4). Israel, refusing to obey God, does not know Him. The people ―seek‖ the Lord,
wanting the benefits of His blessings (verse 6), but they aren‘t prepared to follow His ways (verse 7). They have
even corrupted their children (verse 7). ―The ‗illegitimate‘ children [as the NIV renders it, ‗pagan‘ in the NKJV]
are literally ‗strange‘ (zar). Their parents‘ sins have twisted them as well. Never suppose that our sins have no
impact on our children. They do!‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 7).
Hosea then turns his attention to Judah. Gibeah and Ramah (verse 8) were strategically important cities of the
tribe of Benjamin on the northern border of Judah (Benjamin was a part of the kingdom of Judah). Beth Aven
apparently being a reference to Bethel through a play on words—common in the Hebrew Bible—the warning is
even more important since Bethel was on the southern border of Israel, close to the Benjamite cities. ―Thus
Benjamin faced a dual challenge: to resist the corrupting spiritual influence of the North, and to prepare to resist
the Assyrians who would soon invade Israel‖ (note on verse 8). Yet Judah‘s leaders are also shown to be
behaving badly. Hosea likened them to someone who moves the boundary lines of property, intent on stealing
(verse 10). Therefore, God pronounces judgment on both nations (verses 10-12). End-time Judah, the Jews of
today, have likewise followed the modern descendants of ancient Israel in many sins.
We next see Israel and Judah looking to Assyria for help. While Hosea preached, Israel began paying tribute to
Assyria (2 Kings 15:19-20) and Ahaz of Judah sought assistance from Assyria (16:5-9). The reference to King
Jareb (verse 13) is uncertain. There is no historical Assyrian reference to such a king, but the word jareb meant
―warrior,‖ ―fighter,‖ or ―he will contend.‖ Some translate ―King Jareb‖ as simply ―the great king.‖ Most
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commentators believe this to be a reference to Tiglath-Pileser III. Yet, as the prophecy is likely also, or even
primarily, for the last days, the reference would seem to apply first to the end-time Assyrian ruler, apparently the
coming European dictator referred to in the book of Revelation as ―the beast.‖
Verses 14-15, while perhaps having some application to the ancient Assyrian invasion, refer mainly to the
coming Great Tribulation, as Hosea 6:1-3 makes clearer. (We will examine this further in our next reading,
which includes these verses.) In fact, it appears that Israel and Judah are shown here being devastated at the
same time (5:14). This did not happen in ancient times, but it is going to happen in the future. The chapter ends
with God going away until His punishment has its intended effect of bringing Israel and Judah to repentance.
Fleeting Faithfulness (Hosea 6)
At the end of chapter 5 we saw Israel and Judah being punished together, at the same time, for their failure to
follow God‘s ways and God telling them that He would leave them until they repented.
Chapter 6 opens with Hosea presenting what Israel will finally say. The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary concurs
with the view that verses 1-3 are connected to the previous chapter: ―For three verses, Hosea gives the words
of Israel in their day of repentance. The section carries a close relationship in thought with 5:15, which notes
that this time of repentance will come only with the beginning of Christ‘s millennial reign. Israel as a nation has
never yet prayed like this…. After the inserted words of repentance, Hosea returned to his main theme of
warning the people against their sin‖ (note on verses 1-3).
Verse 1 uses the analogy of sickness and God‘s healing power—healing the ―sickness‖ and ―wound‖ of 5:13.
The Bible has much to say about physical sickness and God being our Healer (e.g., James 5:14-15; Psalm
103:3).
However, Scripture also uses sickness as a metaphor for spiritual problems, which seems to be the primary
usage here in Hosea. The Dictionary of Bible Imagery states: ―The book of Isaiah begins with an oracle that
uses the imagery of ‗wounds and bruises and open sores‘ (Is. 1:6) to describe the effect of God‘s judgment on
the nation of Israel. Other prophets use similar language. Jeremiah often uses pictures of disease and healing
to describe the destruction and subsequent restoration of Jerusalem (e.g., Jer. 10:19; 14:19; 15:18; 30:12-17;
33:1-9; see. also Mic. 1:9).
False prophets who proclaim an optimistic future are said to ‗dress the wounds of my people as though it were
not serious‘ (Jer. 6:14 NIV; see also Lam. 2:13-14). The prophet Nahum uses similar terms to describe the fate
of the Assyrian capital, Nineveh (Nah. 3:18-19). Along the same lines the prophet Hosea uses pictures of
sickness and sores to illustrate the effects of invading forces on the territories of Ephraim and Judah (Hos. 5:815)‖ (―Disease and Healing,‖ 1998, pp. 208-210). In writing to Timothy and Titus about their tasks as ministers,
Paul employs the analogy of health for the spiritual condition of the Church and for good doctrine, using the
word ―sound,‖ which has the meaning of ―good health‖ or wholesome (Titus 1:9, 13; 2:2, 8; 1 Timothy 1:10; 6:3;
2 Timothy 1:13; 4:3).
Some have speculated that the references to ―after two days‖ and ―the third day‖ refer to the resurrection of
Christ. This is based on the false assumption that Christ was in the grave for only one day and two nights
(Friday evening to Sunday morning), not three days and three nights as He prophesied (Matthew 12:40;
compare Jonah 1:17). ―Jonah 1:17, to which Christ referred, states specifically that ‗Jonah was in the belly of
the fish three days and three nights.‘ We have no reason to think these days and nights were fractional. Nor is
there any basis for thinking that Jesus meant only two nights and one day, plus parts of two days, when he
foretold the length of time He would be in the grave. Such rationalization undermines the integrity of Jesus‘
words‖ (Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?, p. 14).
What, then, is meant by the prophetic statement, ―After two days He will revive us; on the third day He will raise
us up‖? We should view it in context. As we‘ve already seen, being raised up in Hosea 6:2 is parallel with a
humbled and repentant Israel emerging in verse 1—around the time of Christ‘s return—from the terrible
punishment described at the end of chapter 5. So the period of punishment to which Hosea refers is not of his
own day. Rather, God enables him to look down through the ages to the end time. The book of Revelation
mentions a coming period of three and a half years of horror unparalleled in human history. The first part of this
period is a time of punishment on Israel called ―Jacob‘s trouble‖ (Jeremiah 30:7) or the ―great tribulation‖
(Matthew 24:21-22). It is followed by the Day of the Lord, of which Isaiah 34:8 states, ―For it is the day of the
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LORD‘s vengeance, the year of recompense for the cause of Zion.‖ Introduced by dramatic heavenly signs
(Revelation 6:12-17), the Day of the Lord would thus seem to be the final year leading up to Christ‘s return.
Observe also that it is a time for punishing Israel‘s enemies, thereby ―raising up‖ Israel. Therefore, since the
Day of the Lord is the last year of three and a half years, Israel must be punished in the Tribulation for the first
two and a half. Interestingly, there are other passages where days are used to represent years in prophecies
dealing with Israel (Numbers 14:34; Ezekiel 4:6). Hosea 6:2 is no different when it states that ―after two days‖
(i.e., after two years) and ―on the third day‖ (i.e., during the third year—indeed, halfway through it as we‘ve
seen), God will raise Israel out of the Tribulation, reserving the final year before Christ‘s return to rain
destruction on Israel‘s foes.
Israel will finally recognize its need to ―pursue the knowledge of the LORD‖ (verse 3), the lack of which has
brought them destruction, as earlier stated (4:6). We are then told that the coming of God is as certain as the
sun‘s rising (6:3). In the same verse, we are told, ―He will come to us like the rain, like the latter and former rain
to the earth.‖ The Nelson Study Bible states: ―The latter rains of Israel came in the spring and caused the plants
to grow. The former rains came in the autumn and softened the ground for plowing and sowing‖ (note on 6:3).
This ties in with the seasons for God‘s annual festivals (see Leviticus 23). When God came the first time in the
person of Jesus Christ, He fulfilled the spring festivals—―like the latter rain.‖ When He comes the second time,
He will fulfill the fall festivals—―like the former rain.‖ And since Christ fulfilled the spring festivals on the very
days the festivals occurred, it seems logical that He will fulfill the fall festivals on their calendar dates as well—
though we can‘t know this for sure (for more details see God‘s Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All
Mankind).
In the meantime, God reflects on the fact that any repentance of Israel and Judah before their ultimate
repentance of the end time would be short-lived—as fleeting as fog or morning dew (Hosea 6:4). God doesn‘t
just want Israel‘s sacrifices and religious rituals (Isaiah 1:11-17; 43:22-24; Jeremiah 7:21-23; Amos 5:21-25;
Micah 6:6-8). While He had commanded that they be kept, they were only valid if offered in a right spirit (Psalm
51:17; 107:22; Romans 12:1; 1 Peter 2:5). God wants mercy. The Hebrew word translated mercy in verse 6
(hesed) is the same word used for ―faithfulness‖ or ―love‖ in verse 4. Israel was not merciful or faithful in love,
and Hosea goes on in verse 7 to describe their crimes.
―Even Ramoth Gilead and Shechem, which were cities of refuge where manslayers could find asylum, had
been contaminated by bloodshed‖ (Nelson, note on verse 10).
A Cake Unturned (Hosea 7)
In chapter 7 we see Israel‘s widespread corruption. Again Hosea warns Israel of its failure to heed the
warnings. Samaria, the capital, may be representative or symbolic of the whole nation.
Hosea uses ―fire‖ and ―oven‖ in several similes here (verses 4-8). The word in verse 6 translated ―baker‖ in the
New King James Version is translated as ―passion‖ or the like in other versions. ―The people in their zeal for this
sin were compared to a heated oven—a striking illustration of lust. The oven was so hot that a baker could
cease tending the fire during an entire night—while the dough he had mixed was rising—and then, with a fresh
tending of the fire in the morning, have sufficient heat for baking at that time. In…verses [5-7] the prophet gave
an example of the kind of sin that resulted from such inflamed passion: the assassination of the king. Hosea
saw it happening on a special day, a festival day, for the king. During the festivities the ringleaders planning the
crime became drunk, and the king with them. Keeping the figure of the oven, the prophet stated that the hearts
of the plotters were hot with desire to perform their treacherous deed. Each time they were near the king, their
hearts flamed up, as they contemplated their deed. They waited during the night, however, with their passion
smoldering like the baker‘s fire, anticipating the morning‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 3-7). ―The background of
these verses is the political turmoil of the northern kingdom. During a 20-year period (752-732 B.C.), four
Israelite kings were assassinated (see 2 Kin. 15)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note Hosea 7:4-7).
Israel‘s sins were not only internal, but extended to their relations with other nations. The language of verse 8
(―mixed himself‖) indicates that entanglement in foreign alliances, and adoption of their ways, was deliberate on
Israel‘s part. ―The Israelites associated with and adopted heathen people and customs. a cake not turned, i.e.,
like a pancake that is burned on one side and uncooked on the other and is therefore altogether useless‖
(Harper Study Bible, 1991, note on verse 8). There is certainly a parallel here for Christians. Spiritually, while
we are to interact with the world, we are not to become entangled in it or adopt its ways, particularly its ways of
worship. Quite the contrary, God says, ―Come out from among them and be separate‖ (2 Corinthians 6:17).
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In mixing with the nations, Israel sought help from Egypt and Assyria, flitting back and forth between them ―like
a silly dove‖ (Hosea 7:11)—foolishly forgetting that their real help should have been from God. If they had
followed God, they wouldn‘t have needed to go to other nations. Yet they even plotted against God (verse 15).
Paradoxically, God says, ―They return, but not to the Most High‖ (verse 16). This shows some kind of
repentance, but not to the true God. He says, ―They did not cry out to Me with their heart when they wailed
upon their beds‖ (verse 14). So just who do they cry out to in a form of repentance? Notice this regarding their
assembling together (apparently a religious service) for grain and new wine: ―God sent a drought that took away
Israel‘s grain and new wine. Yet instead of turning to Him in repentance, the idolatrous Israelites demonstrated
their devotion to Baal. [In fact, many mistakenly equated Baal, meaning ―Lord,‖ with the true Lord.] According to
Canaanite religious beliefs, prolonged drought was a signal that the storm god Baal had been temporarily
defeated by the god of death and was imprisoned in the underworld. Baal‘s worshipers would mourn his death
in hopes that their tears might facilitate his resurrection and the restoration of crops‖ (Nelson, note on v. 14).
Perhaps another way to look at this is to think of people assembling in congregational worship services praying,
―Give us our daily bread,‖ yet refusing to obey the true God and practice His ways.
This would have served as quite an indictment against the Israelites of Hosea‘s day. Yet even so, religious
people of the modern nations of Israel usually pray to a totally false concept of God as well (with worship
customs curiously similar to those ancient Israel adopted from the Canaanites)—and will cry to this ―Lord‖ loudly
when trouble becomes hard. Only when they rediscover the true God of the Bible and call upon Him will God
ultimately deliver them. Thankfully, God will make sure that they do at last rediscover Him.
―Israel Has Forgotten His Maker‖ (Hosea 8)
Here again we see the root cause of Israel‘s problems—their broken covenant with God (verse 1). This is a
serious matter, and Hosea must proclaim the warning as if with a trumpet (Hebrew shofar, ram‘s horn), an
analogy of sounding an alarm familiar to readers of Bible prophecy (Isaiah 58:1; Jeremiah 6:17; Ezekiel 33:3-6;
Joel 2:1,15; Amos 3:6; Zephaniah 1:16; Zechariah 9:14; Matthew 24:31; 1 Corinthians 15:52; 1 Thessalonians
4:16). Continued disobedience has removed Israel farther and farther away from God—to a point where, Hosea
says, ―Israel has forgotten his Maker‖ (Hosea 8:14), which, in turn, has led to even greater disobedience.
As in other verses, the eagle of verse 1 is most likely a reference here to Assyrian invasion: ―Just as an eagle
swiftly swoops down and snatches its prey, so Assyria would invade Israel and take its people into captivity‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1). And as a bird of prey rends and tears its prey, so would Assyria deal with
Israel.
Israel setting up kings against God‘s will does not refer to the monarchy in general. Rather, ―this phrase alludes
to the political turmoil surrounding the throne of the northern kingdom during the eighth century B.C., when,‖ as
referred to earlier, ―four kings were assassinated during a 20-year period (7:4-7)‖ (note on 8:4). Since so much
of Hosea‘s prophecies apply in some degree to the end-time, perhaps there will be similar assassinations and
coups in the future. How strange this concept seems in the context of modern Israel‘s stable democracies. But
much will change between now and the prophesied crisis at the close of this age.
The expression ―your calf is rejected‖ (verse 5) literally means, in the original Hebrew, ―your calf stinks.‖ ―Here
again the golden calves of Bethel and Dan, which were so odious to God, are in view…. The rhetorical question
at the close of the verse implies that there would never be a time when the idolatry of Israel would not be sinful‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 5). In this sense, the calves are metaphorical for Israel‘s
continuing idolatry in general. It‘s worth noting that the same Hebrew word is used for ―rejected‖ in verse 3. In
this case, the implication is that Israel thinks that God‘s way stinks.
Israel has sown nothing but ―wind‖ (verse 7), representing, as it does in Ecclesiastes, vanity and emptiness.
―Morally speaking, Israel had planted wind, symbolizing its moral bankruptcy, and would reap a whirlwind,
symbolizing the coming judgment‖ (Nelson, note on verse 7). ―Wind is one of the most powerful forces of
nature…. It is no surprise, then, that the O[ld] T[estament] uses the imagery of a powerful windstorm to picture
calamity and irresistible divine judgment‖ (―Whirlwind,‖ Dictionary of Bible Imagery, p. 943). The whirlwind
mentioned here refers to a high wind such as a tornado. Other Bible passages also refer to the whirlwind as
one of God‘s methods of judgment against evil (Jeremiah 23:19; 30:23; Ezekiel 13:11, 13, Amos 1:14;
Zechariah 7:14; Proverbs 10:25; Job 21:18).
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Israel cannot win against God‘s wrath. The crop will be so damaged that it cannot produce grain—and what
little it might produce will be consumed by foreign powers. The warning is just as much for today as for the time
of Hosea. No matter how great and powerful the nations of modern-day Israel have been, they will be
swallowed up. Even going to other nations such as Assyria for help (going to Europe for help in our time) will
not ultimately profit. Indeed, hiring ―lovers,‖ or allies, will backfire, bringing Israel under the increasing yoke of
the ―king of princes‖ (Hosea 8:9-10)—i.e., the Assyrian emperor. The Assyrian emperor of the end time, who
seems to be the primary reference here, will apparently be a dictator over a united Europe. In the book of
Revelation he is called ―the beast.‖
Israel‘s ―altars for sin,‖ where sins are supposed to be atoned for through sacrifices, have become ―altars for
sinning‖ (verse 11). Religion itself, instead of being a means of worship and seeking God, becomes a means of
sin—rejected by God. God‘s law is spurned by the Israelites as ―strange‖—unfamiliar and unwelcome (verse
12). He had given specific instructions about how He was to be worshiped, but Jeroboam had set up his own
altars in Bethel and Dan.
Likewise, the nations of modern-day Israel have followed false Christianity‘s numerous changes of God‘s
method of worship, replacing His commanded worship on the Sabbath, the seventh day of the week (Exodus
20:8-11), with worship on Sunday, the first day of the week, and replacing God‘s Holy Days (Leviticus 23) with
ancient, pre-Christian pagan festivals such as Easter and Christmas. In its entry on ―Easter,‖ Vine‘s Complete
Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words states: ―pascha… mistranslated ‗Easter‘ in Acts 12:4,
KJV, denotes the Passover (RV)…. The term Easter is not of Christian origin. It is another form of Astarte, one of
the titles of the Chaldean goddess, the queen of heaven.… From this Pasch the Pagan festival of ‗Easter‘ was
quite distinct and was introduced into the apostate Western religion, as part of the attempt to adapt Pagan
festivals to Christianity‖ (New Testament Section). And all this despite God‘s clear instruction that we not
incorporate pagan worship practices into our worship of Him (Deuteronomy 12:29-32).
Because Israel‘s worship places, considered places for seeking divine forgiveness, are actually places where
teachings and practices contrary to God are promoted and participated in, God will not forgive and forget the
Israelites‘ sins through them. Instead, He will ―remember their iniquity and punish their sins‖ (Hosea 8:13). God
is so unhappy with Israel as to send the Israelites back into the captivity they came out of when they left Egypt.
We should realize that what God desires of people is all for our own good. He‘s unhappy with the Israelites
harming themselves and knows in His wisdom that the extreme measure of captivity is necessary to bring them
to repentance.
While verse 13 seems to say that Israel will actually go to Egypt, 9:3 makes it clear that Egypt is being used
metaphorically of exile and slavery—and that the actual location of captivity will be Assyria, parallel with Amos‘
warning of ―captivity beyond Damascus‖ (Amos 5:27). However, as explained in tomorrow‘s highlights, a
number of Israelites will apparently end up in Egypt as well.
While certainly a warning of ancient invasion and deportation, this is also a warning of calamity that is yet
future. Indeed, the warning of coming fire on the cities of Israel and Judah that will devour palaces was also
directly given, practically word for word, by Amos as a reference to, primarily, end-time destruction (Amos 1:4,
7, 10, 12, 14; 2:2, 5).
Days of Punishment and Recompense (Hosea 9)
Hosea 9 continues with God‘s warning of impending punishment. This is not a time of celebration. God‘s
warning is too serious. ―This was spiritual idolatry…. The mention of threshing floors probably carries through
the figure of prostitution, for the Canaanites frequently used threshing floors and winepresses [because of their
association with the harvest] as places for carrying out their fertility rites. In v. 2 the implication is that, because
of insufficient rainfall, the threshing floors and winepresses would fail to produce enough food for the people‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-2).
For their sin, the Israelites would be evicted from the land in which God had permitted them to dwell, and they
would be left to suffer in Assyria (verse 3). They would be deprived of any freedoms and their uncleanness
there would render them unfit to participate in true worship. Indeed, where they were going, they wouldn‘t be
able to sacrifice to God or keep His Holy Days, even if they wanted to.
In verse 6, Egypt is again used symbolically of captivity, and the statement that ―Memphis,‖ an ancient capital of
Egypt famed as a necropolis of cemeteries and tombs, would bury the Israelites signifies that they would die in
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captivity. Indeed, as we earlier read in Amos 5:3, only one tenth of those taken into captivity would ultimately
survive. Yet it should also be noted that, in the end time, many Israelites will apparently end up in literal Egypt
and other Arab nations through the coming slave trade prophesied in the Bible (compare Revelation 18:1113)—as Israel‘s captives are ultimately seen returning from Assyria and Egypt in a great second exodus (Isaiah
11:11-12; Hosea 11:11). Consider also that since the forces of the end-time ―Assyrian‖ ruler, apparently the
European dictator called the ―king of the North‖ in Daniel 11:40, are prophesied to invade and take over Egypt
and surrounding territories (verses 42-43), they will undoubtedly set up military posts in these lands to which
Israelite captives may be shipped to serve as laborers. So perhaps some latter-day Israelites truly will die in
Memphis, which is in the vicinity of modern Cairo.
Behind them, the Israelites‘ homeland is left rather desolate: ―The fine estates or villas which they had
purchased by their money, being now neglected and uninhabited, are covered with nettles; and even in their
tabernacles, thorns and brambles of different kinds grow‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, note on 9:6).
Raising a trumpet of warning again, Hosea announces, ―The days of punishment have come; the days of
recompense have come‖ (verse 7). While the days of Israel‘s ancient captivity fulfilled this in part, the message
is mainly for the end time. Speaking of the coming Great Tribulation, Jesus Christ stated: ―For these are the
days of vengeance…. For there will be great distress in the land and wrath upon this people. And they will fall
by the edge of the sword, and be led away captive into all nations‖ (Luke 21:22-24). But Israel will not accept
this message. Indeed, God‘s servants, who proclaim such warnings, are viewed by sinful Israel as raving
lunatics (Hosea 9:7).
The Israelites have become utterly corrupt, ―as in the days of Gibeah‖ (verse 9). ―The reference here is to the
rape and murder of a young woman by the men of Gibeah, an event that started a civil war (see Judg. 19).
Those who witnessed this violent deed remarked that it was the worst crime committed in Israel‘s history until
that time (see Judg. 19:30). However, the sins of Hosea‘s generation rivaled the infamous Gibeah murder‖
(Nelson Study Bible, note on Hosea 9:9)—as do the sins of the generation on which God‘s stern correction of
the end time will come.
When Israel was a young nation, they were unusually delightful to God, like grapes in the desert (verse 10), but
the delight didn‘t last long. Even before they entered the Promised Land, they were participating in Baal worship
at Peor in Moab with its insidious fertility rites. Now, Israel had returned to such vile promotion of fertility through
its return to Baal worship. As punishment, God would take away fertility, causing the population to dwindle
through barrenness of womb. And the children that were born would be killed in the coming invasion (verses
11-14).
The Jewish Tanakh translates the first part of verse 15 as, ―All their misfortunes (began) at Gilgal, for there I
disowned them.‖ Gilgal was the place from which Israel had conquered Canaan (Joshua 4:19–5:12) and where
the monarchy was later instituted (1 Samuel 11:15). Yet it had now become a center of false worship (Hosea
4:15; 12:11; Amos 4:4; 5:4-5). ―It also served as a resort area for the wealthy who oppressed the poor in Israel.
As a center noted for its false religion and social oppression, ‗Gilgal‘ probably serves here as a metaphor for the
nation‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Hosea 9:15). The language of verse 15, it should be noted, implies
divorce: ―The Lord would reject (hate) His unfaithful wife (see Deut. 22:13; 24:3), drive her from His house (the
land), and remove His protective care (love) from her‖ (Nelson, note on verse 15).
The final verse of chapter 9 summarizes Israel‘s situation. They have consistently failed to listen to God‘s
warnings—now they will wander among the nations.
―Break Up Your Fallow Ground‖ (Hosea 10)
God isn‘t finished with Israel yet. Chapter 10 continues the correction, giving even more detail of the people‘s
sins and impending captivity.
It starts with another reference to Israel‘s early history and its prosperity, which actually led to more and more
sin and idolatry. Notice this paraphrase of verse 1 in the Living Bible: ―How prosperous Israel is—a luxuriant
vine all filled with fruit! But the more wealth I give her, the more she pours it on the altars of her heathen gods;
the richer the harvests I give her, the more beautiful the statues and idols she erects.‖
The people‘s divided heart (verse 2) appears to refer to insincerity—a heart that says one thing and does
another or wants to serve God and mammon or the true God and Baal. The Hebrew word can be used for
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―dividing,‖ in the sense of dividing land into shares or allotments. But it is also occasionally translated as
―flattering‖ or ―smooth‖ (insincere) and, in this verse, as ―deceitful‖ (NIV), ―false‖ (NRSV) and ―fickle‖ (New
Living Translation). Here are people who claim to serve God, but in reality serve Baal. They are in some
respects like the people who assembled at Mount Carmel in the time of Elijah, when he asked: ―How long will
you falter between two opinions? If the LORD is God, follow Him; but if Baal, then follow him‖ (1 Kings 18:21).
But this case is even worse. Notice this paraphrase of verse 3: ―Then they will say, ‗We deserted the Lord and
he took away our king. But what‘s the difference? We don‘t need one anyway!‘‖ (Living Bible). Thus, more than
mere apathy toward God, the people express defiance. Their real worry is over protecting their false religious
ideology, which has allowed them to follow the whims of their human nature—contrary to the law of God. Yet
the center of this false worship, represented in verse 5 by the calves of Beth Aven (―House of Evil‖), referring to
Bethel and national worship in general, will be given over to the ruler of Assyria.
In ultimate fulfillment of these verses, much of the wealth and adornment of America and Britain‘s false religious
institutions—that is, whatever is not destroyed in future disasters and invasion—will go into the coffers of endtime Assyria and its dictator. Yet so much will suffer destruction. Just as ancient Bethel was to be destroyed, so
too will be the great cathedrals and churches of the modern nations of Israel (verse 8). The obliteration of these
national shrines will accompany mass destruction of cities. It will be so fierce that people will seek refuge in
caves beneath the mountains (verse 8; Isaiah 2:19-21). Indeed, Jesus Christ quoted Hosea in this regard
concerning the coming Tribulation (Luke 23:30). (See our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible
Prophecy for proof of the Israelite identity of these modern nations and further information regarding what the
Bible says will happen to them in the years ahead.)
Hosea emphasizes the Israelites‘ sins by once again referring to the sin of the men of Gibeah (Hosea 10:9).
The last clause of this verse is apparently mistranslated in the New King James Version. There should be an ―it‖
between ―did‖ and ―not‖ and a question mark at the end of the sentence, because the battle did indeed overtake
the Gibeahites (Judges 20). Notice the NIV rendering of the end of Hosea 10:9: ―Did not war overtake the
evildoers in Gibeah?‖ The point is that just as punishment overtook the Gibeahites, so would punishment from
God eventually overtake the Israelites, who now followed in the sinful footsteps of the Gibeahites.
Verse 10 says the punishment will be for ―two transgressions.‖ The New Bible Commentary: Revised explains
this as ―their idolatry and their reliance on outside help. AV [Authorized Version, i.e., the King James Version]
follows Targum [early Aramaic paraphrase], ‗bind themselves in their two furrows.‘ In the [Middle] East
ploughing together means acting in concord as friends (cf. 2 Cor. 6:14). Here the reference may be to their
union with Baal and the nations‖ (note on Hosea 10:10).
In verse 11, God describes Israel as a cow that, though domesticated, prefers to be unrestrained or at the most
engaged in only very light work, able to simply lean down and eat grain. As Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary explains, threshing was for a cow ―a far easier and more self-indulgent work than ploughing. In
treading corn [i.e., grain], cattle were not bound together under a yoke, but either trod it singly with their feet, or
drew a threshing sledge over it (Isa. 28:27, 28); they were free to eat some of the [grain] from time to time, as
the law required they should be unmuzzled (Deut. 25:4), so that they grew fat in this work. [This provides] an
image of Israel‘s freedom, prosperity, and self-indulgence heretofore‖ (note on Hosea 11:11). But Israel‘s
rebellious spirit demands that God employ harsh methods—putting a yoke on Israel and Judah and forcing
them to engage in hard labor. Israel‘s ancient service in Egypt was a forerunner of this bondage and hard
labor—as were the Nazi labor camps in which the Jews were made to suffer terribly at the hands of cruel
oppressors (for while many Jews were immediately killed, many others were forced into hard work until death or
until their physical stamina gave out, and then they were killed.)
In verse 12, Hosea calls on the people to repent. If they would sow righteousness, that is, commit to obeying
God (see Psalm 119:172), then they would reap mercy from Him. ―Break up your fallow ground,‖ the prophet
instructs. The analogy speaks to the need to have the natural hardheadedness of every human being loosened
up and made receptive to the seed of God‘s Word. This is vital to true repentance. ―Plowing and planting are
the necessary preliminary steps to growing a crop, which eventually sprouts when the rain falls in season. In the
same way, repentance would set the stage for restored blessing, which God would eventually rain down on His
people‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 12). But verse 13 describes the awful reality. Instead of
righteousness, the people had ―plowed wickedness‖—lived a life of sin and rebellion—and would suffer the
consequences, some automatic and some directly from God. The spiritual principle of reaping what we sow was
later stated by the apostle Paul in Galatians 6:7-9.
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Shalman (verse 14) could be Salamanu, King of Moab and tributary of Tiglath-Pileser, who invaded Gilead
around 740 B.C. It is also possible that the name refers to Shalmaneser V of Assyria (2 Kings 17:3-6).
Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary favors this view, stating: ―Shalmaneser, a compound name, in
which the part common to it and the names of three other Assyrian kings, is omitted; Tiglath-pileser, Esarhaddon, Shar-ezer. Arbel was situated in Naphtali in Galilee, on the border nearest Assyria. Against it
Shalmaneser, at his first invasion of Israel (II Kings 17:3), vented his chief rage‖ (note on Hosea 10:14).
However, this is an assumption, since neither the identity of Shalman nor the location of Beth Arbel is clear. The
city is ―identified in Eusebius Onom. 14.18 as Arbela in the region of Pella in Transjordan, and now generally as
Irbid (Irbil), 20 mi. (32 km.) NW of Amman‖ (―Beth-Arbel,‖ International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 1979). If
Shalmaneser V is meant, then this part of Hosea‘s prophecy would seem to have been written following the
Assyrian invasion of Israel, since the destruction is referred to as an event that is well-known to the people. Of
course, it is possible that it had not yet occurred. God knew the event was coming even if the people didn‘t. And
perhaps the intended audience in this case was exclusively readers of the end time. That is, Hosea was
perhaps specifically telling us that just as ancient Israel was plundered, so will end-time Israel be plundered with
like ruthlessness.
―How Can I Give You Up, Ephraim?‖ (Hosea 11)
Chapter 11 begins the description of Israel‘s restoration as a result of God‘s immense love for His people. God
had specially chosen Israel as his son (Hosea 11:1; Exodus 4:22-23; Genesis 12:2-3). Hosea 11:1 also had a
dual fulfillment, as it foretold Jesus, God‘s literal son, returning from a period of exile with his family in Egypt as
a child (Matthew 2:13-15).
The first few verses of Hosea 11 show the sadness of Israel‘s behavior. It is God who has consistently taught
them, been kind to them and fed them, but they were too blind to recognize His love.
Lifting the yoke off their neck is a reference to lifting the yoke ―away from the face of an ox so that it might eat
more comfortably…. ‗Bent down to feed them‘ presents a beautiful picture of God‘s gracious condescension in
his loving provision for his undeserving people‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 4).
Verse 5 appears to contain another mistranslation in the New King James Version. Rather than stating that
Israel shall not return to Egypt, the verse, it seems, should be a question, since we see Israel returning from
Assyria and Egypt in verse 11. Verse 5 is apparently correct in the New International Version: ―Will they not
return to Egypt and will not Assyria rule over them because they refuse to repent?‖ (A number of other
translations convey the same sense.) Thus, Israel‘s failure to respond to God‘s great love would result in their
captivity by Assyria, with some of them going to Egypt. Therefore, their plans for survival wouldn‘t be of any
benefit.
Yet, in His great love for Israel, God asks, ―How can I give you up, Ephraim? How can I hand you over, Israel?‖
He asks Himself if He can make Israel like Admah and Zeboiim (v. 8), cities overthrown with Sodom and
Gomorrah (Genesis 10:19; 14:2, 8; Deuteronomy 29:23). The answer, as we saw also in Amos 9:8, is,
thankfully, no (v. 9). Notice this from The Dictionary of Bible Imagery:
―Perhaps the most striking use of heart in the Bible is in reference to God (Gen 6:6; 8:21). The usage is similar
to that applied to humankind and should be a reminder that we are created in the image of God (Gen. 1:26-27).
God, after all, is a personal being who thinks, feels, desires and chooses. One of the most intriguing passages
in this connection is found in Hosea 11. The prophet quotes God as saying that, while he will indeed punish
Israel for their rebellion, he will not completely destroy them. The decision to refrain from their utter destruction
was not easy; it was the result of God‘s inner turmoil: ‗My heart is changed within me; all my compassion is
aroused; I will not carry out my fierce anger, nor devastate Ephraim again.‘ (Hos 11:8-9 NIV) In the verse that
follows, God justifies his change of mind on the basis of his divinity. Humankind, when angered, is naturally
inclined toward a course of destruction of those who offend. But God is divine, not human, so his grace wins
out‖ (―Heart,‖ p. 369).
Though God will tear them as a lion (Hosea 13:7-8), punishing them in order to bring them to their senses, His
final roar will not be to destroy them. Rather, He, in the person of Jesus Christ, the ―Lion of the tribe of Judah‖
(Revelation 5:5), will roar with an earthshaking sound to summon His people back to their land (Hosea 11:10).
Included in their physical return is their spiritual return to their duty to God under His covenant. ―These verses,‖
says The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, ―are like a window into the heart of God. They show that his love for
his people is a love that will never let them go. Like the beautiful final chapter of the book, these verses look
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forward, beyond the chastisement of the immediate future, to the time, still distant, when Israel will truly return
to her God and he will bless her once more. Ultimately it must be the millennial kingdom that is finally in view
here. No other period in Israel‘s history, past or prospective, fits the picture‖ (note on verse 8).
Then, notice: ―His sons shall come trembling from the west… from Egypt… [and] Assyria‖ (verses 10-11). While
Egypt is located to the southwest of the land of Israel, Assyria was located to the northeast. And yet Assyria is
the primary place of captivity. How do we explain this? The answer must be that this is a reference to Israel‘s
return from end-time captivity. Indeed, the northern kingdom of Israel never returned to dwell in the Holy Land in
the past. Yet they will in the future—this time from the land of modern Assyria, which (as we will delve more into
when we later read Isaiah 10) apparently lies in the heart of Europe, to the northwest of the land of Israel. The
Israelites, then, will indeed return from the west, from both Europe and Egypt. Also, as explained in the next
highlight on Hosea, modern Israelites may today be found in, among a few other places, North America and
Northwest Europe, including the British Isles. And, putting Jeremiah 31:8 (KJV) together with other verses (see
Isaiah 41:1, 8-9; 49:1, 3, 12), it appears that some Israelites will also return from these homelands at this time—
i.e., those who will have managed to avoid deportation, yet will have nonetheless suffered along with the rest of
the modern descendants of Israel under European invasion and occupation. These come from the west also.
And, from all of these places, ―trembling like a bird‖ following their horrendous ordeal (Hosea 11:11), the
children of Israel will at last be humbled and ready to serve and obey their great God, finally able to experience
the fullness of His graciousness, love and generosity.
God‘s Charge Against Israel and Judah (Hosea 11–12)
Hosea 11:12 is connected to the start of chapter 12. The prophecy now reverts to the previous theme of Israel‘s
sins.
At this time, it appears that Judah was still following God, which may indicate that this part of the prophecy was
written during the revival under Judah‘s faithful king, Hezekiah. In any case, Hosea apparently uses this as a
contrast to Israel‘s unfaithfulness. However, it should be noted that the meaning of verse 12 is not entirely
certain. While most translations agree with the New King James Version that Judah here walks ―with‖ God, the
New International Version translates it as ―against‖ God, presumably because God has a ―charge against
Judah‖ in 12:2. Yet it may simply be that God knew Judah‘s faithfulness would be short-lived, just as it always
had been.
In any event, we are immediately informed that Ephraim—again, the leading tribe of Israel and representative of
the entire northern kingdom—―feeds on the wind‖ (verse 1). ―Ecclesiastes offers one of the most memorable
series of wind images, as the Preacher pronounces one after another sphere of human activity meaningless, a
mere ‗chasing after the wind.‘ The image, used repeatedly in a kind of refrain (Eccl 1:14, 17 NIV, etc.),
expresses the monotonous futility of going after something and finding it to be nothing at all—like trying to
capture the wind in one‘s hands. What does any human being gain, the Preacher asks, ‗since he toils for the
wind?‘ (Eccl. 4:15 NIV)‖ (―Wind,‖ Dictionary of Bible Imagery, p. 951).
We are also told that Ephraim ―pursues the east wind‖ (Hosea 12:1). Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s
Commentary says this refers to ―the simoon, blowing from the desert east of Palestine‖ (note on Hosea 12:1).
Indeed, an east wind comes from the east and blows west. And yet when did Ephraim, or the rest of the
northern tribes, go west? Their captivity carried them east. Since this prophecy is apparently for our day, these
words would seem to be a clue from God to help us in locating the modern descendants of Israel. From other
historical sources, it is evident that some time after Israel‘s Assyrian captivity, they finally broke free of their
slavery and began migrating west into Europe—eventually reaching Northwest Europe. As surprising as it may
sound to many, the people of Britain, the United States and other democracies of Northwest Europe constitute
many of the modern descendants of Israel (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible
Prophecy to learn more).
Hosea 12:3 refers to contrasting actions of Jacob. Jacob struggled with his twin brother Esau in the womb
(Genesis 25:26), signifying the greedy, manipulative character he would demonstrate later in life. And yet later,
after years of trial and learning the error of his ways, Jacob finally came to wrestle with God, recognizing his
total dependence on God‘s blessing, thus being renamed Israel (32:25-29). The nation of Israel should likewise
have been striving with God to live up to its name and be blessed instead of chasing the wind. It was at Bethel
(verse 4) that God confirmed the blessing already promised (35:1-15). Indeed, Bethel is where the true God
spoke, not the false gods later worshiped here by a rebellious people. And the same true God would again
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bless the nation of Israel if it would only have the properly directed tenacity of Jacob. This idea is further
expanded in verse 12 with the reference to Jacob‘s endurance in waiting for Rachel.
Hosea instructs Israel, ―Observe mercy and justice, and wait on your God continually.‖ Micah, writing around
this same time, says basically the same thing: ―What does the LORD require of you but to do justly, to love
mercy, and to walk humbly with your God?‖ (Micah 6:8). And, much later, Jesus Christ referred to these
essential qualities of character as the ―weightier matters of the law: justice and mercy and faith‖ (Matthew
23:23). Thus, true faith constitutes waiting on God and walking humbly with Him.
Yet God views Israel as a ―Canaanite‖ because of his sins (Hosea 12:7). But Israel says, ―Surely I have become
rich, I have found wealth for myself; in all my labors they shall find in me no iniquity that is sin‖ (verse 8). This is
a very dangerous attitude. And yet, incredible though it is, many even in God‘s true Church are pictured as
adopting the same basic philosophy at the end of the age, saying, ―I am rich, have become wealthy, and have
need of nothing,‖ unaware that, spiritually, they are actually ―wretched, miserable, poor, blind, and naked‖
(Revelation 3:17). May we all ask God for the discernment to see ourselves as He sees us—and repent
accordingly.
Darkest Before the Dawn (Hosea 13–14)
The reference to Ephraim in Hosea 13:1 appears to refer specifically to the tribe of Ephraim rather than being
representative of the whole nation. Even in modern times, Ephraim (the United Kingdom and the Britishdescended nations of the Commonwealth) has exerted a powerful influence over other nations, but Hosea
prophesied that this would cease.
Mention is made of Israel‘s religious practices growing worse and worse (verse 2). Therefore, ―God‘s judgment
would sweep Ephraim away quickly, just as the sun dispels fog and dries up the dew, or as the wind blows
away chaff and smoke‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 3).
Though God mercifully led and dealt with the Israelites, they forgot Him (verse 6), thus making an enemy of
Him—a consequence He had warned them about so many times before (see Deuteronomy 8:19; Psalm 50:22;
compare 1 Samuel 28:16). ―The Lord‘s relationship with Israel would change drastically from caring Shepherd
to ravaging Predator. Ironically and tragically, Israel‘s rebellion had turned its Helper into a Destroyer‖ (Nelson,
note on Hosea 13:6-9). The imagery is terrifying—and intended to provoke fear. But even in this extreme to
which the Israelites have driven Him, God‘s desire is for their good—to waken them out of their spiritual lethargy
and rebellion. God is a Father to Israel, seeking not to punish for punishment‘s sake, but rather to steer His
children through punishment to repentance and spiritual restoration.
Only with God as its King, not by any human ruler, would Israel be able to find deliverance from its enemies
(verses 9-10). Hosea reminds them that the only reason they had a human king in the first place was because
they rejected God‘s direct rule, for which He had been angry with them (see 1 Samuel 8). God gave them Saul
when they wanted to be like the nations around them. But just as He gave them a king, He could take the king
away. Indeed, Hosea 13:11 says, ―I…took him away in My wrath.‖ Since this is past tense, it may refer to God‘s
removal of Saul. However, it may also refer to Israel‘s king of Hosea‘s time. If so, then this part of Hosea was
either written after the Assyrian invasion or written before it with the past tense signifying that God saw it as
already done. It could also refer to the end-time ruler over Ephraim, the reigning monarch of the British royal
family (see ―The Throne of Britain: It‘s Biblical Origin and Future‖ at www.ucg.org/brp/materials)—again
describing an event as past even before it occurs. If so, perhaps the prophecy is specifically addressing
Israelites in the Great Tribulation, when this will have already happened. Notice that verse 9 also uses the past
tense: ―O Israel, you are destroyed.‖ Of course, this should serve as a dire warning to everyone who reads or
hears this prophecy before the catastrophic events actually come to pass.
Verse 13 is another analogy that emphasizes God‘s final punishment for Israel. Mention is made of the pain of
childbirth and then the pain of a son being born without ―wisdom‖—which seems to refer to the infant not being
turned the right way to come out of the womb properly, especially given the next reference regarding the child
remaining too long in the womb or birth canal (see NIV, NRSV, Living Bible). This makes delivery all the more
difficult and painful—and all the more dangerous, perhaps even fatal. God‘s discipline, it might seem, had been
to no avail. Yet once again (verse 14), we see God‘s intervention for Israel, His love for His people and His
desire to not see them totally destroyed. God ransoms and redeems His people! This, we know, comes through
the death of Jesus Christ for sin. Eventually, that ultimate sacrifice will be applied to Israel—and, indeed, to all
mankind. In anticipation of that fact, God announces triumph over death and the grave: ―Death has no power
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over God‘s redeemed. This great affirmation has many applications. In context, it is an encouragement to turn
to God and live. In the N[ew] T[estament] it is a reminder [quoted by the apostle Paul] of God‘s final victory over
physical death, won through Christ‘s resurrection, to be experienced by us at our own resurrection (1 Cor.
15:55)‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Hosea 13:14).
Yet before then, prior to Israel‘s repentance, there will be horrendous devastation from Assyrian forces invading
from the east to induce the humility and dependence on God required for true repentance (verse 15). (It should
be noted that modern Assyria, in the heart of Europe, is also located to the east of the Israelite nations of
Northwest Europe and North America.) Then, just when things seem darkest, with Israel languishing under its
severest punishment ever, we arrive at chapter 14.
Hosea 14, notes the Harper Study Bible, ―is different from the rest of the book. All that precedes it contains
rebukes for sins and threats of the outpouring of the wrath of God. Now God exhorted his people to repent,
promising them mercy if they would do so. In judgment he would wound them so that when they repented he
would be able to heal them. It contains a refrain found everywhere in the writings of the prophets: ‗For the ways
of the Lord are right, and the upright walk in them, but transgressors stumble in them,‘ (v. 9)‖ (note on verse 1).
The prophecy thus turns to repentance. ―The imagery of returning can also carry a profound spiritual meaning.
To return is to repent from sin, thereby returning to a state of favor with God…. The imagery of returning is thus
more than a physical motion. The Biblical authors, notably the prophets, use the imagery of return to expound
further on the nature of turning of a human heart. It is the return of a wayward covenant people back to their
covenant Lord (Is 44:22; Jer 3:10-11, 14; 4:1; 24:7; Lam 4:40; Hos 6:1). Repentance, therefore, is a very
important aspect of the image of return. The connection between repentance and returning to God is well
illustrated in Hosea 14:1-2. The return imagery implies a wholehearted turning from reliance on one‘s own
strengths and virtues and firm resting on the covenant character and promises of God (see also Joel 2:12-13). It
is a fundamental redirection away from the path of sin and self-reliance and a subsequent return to a place of
restored fellowship and peace. The image therefore illustrates vividly the dual nature of biblical repentance:
turning away from sin and returning to God‖ (―Return,‖ Dictionary of Bible Imagery, p. 712).
Hosea tells Israel to ―take words‖ with them and even gives them the words to say. We should heed the
instructions here too. ―God does not ask us to bring gifts or sacrifices. Rather He asks us to bring words when
we come to Him. Three kinds of words are identified: words of confession (‗forgive all our sins‘), words of praise
(‗the fruit of our lips‘), and words of commitment (‗we will‘). When [we]…come to God today, these three kinds of
words [when they are truly heartfelt] are still the most important things we can bring to the Lord‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on Hosea 14:2).
God promises to restore Israel. What magnificent love God has for His people. No matter how unfaithful they
have been, He has not returned the same to them. What a wonderful example to Hosea himself, who had to
experience the unfaithfulness of an adulterous wife in his own life—and yet gained strength to deal with her in
love and mercy through the wonderful example of the God He served—of the God we all serve.
The people of Israel should not take God‘s mercy for granted. They still need to repent and the only way this will
happen is through immense trial and punishment. But it is out of love for them and the desire to see them turn
around that God deals out His discipline.
In the end, repentant and renewed, Israel will at last be restored and wonderfully blessed by God. ―The new
Israel will have the beauty of the lily (cf. Mt. 6:28, 29) and the noble strength and stability of the poplar (lit.
‗Lebanon‘). The olive was noted for its shade and its fruit and Lebanon for the aroma of its coniferous forests.
Christians [likewise] are to be attractive, stable, useful‖ (New Bible Commentary: Revised, notes on Hosea
14:5-6).
The book concludes with a deeply profound statement that all Christians should heed today. Notice this
paraphrase of verses 8-9 from the Contemporary English Version: ―Israel, give up your idols! I will answer your
prayers and take care of you. I am that glorious tree, the source of your fruit. If you are wise, you will know and
understand what I mean. I am the LORD, and I lead you along the right path. If you obey me, we will walk
together, but if you are wicked, you will stumble.‖
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JOEL
Introduction to Joel (Joel 1)
In its introductory notes on this prophecy, The Nelson Study Bible states: ―Scholars have offered various dates
for the writing of the Book of Joel, from early preexilic times [that is, before the exile of Judah to Babylon] to as
late as 350 B.C. Some believe that internal evidence in the Book of Joel indicates that the book was written
during the reign of Joash king of Judah (835-796 B.C.), and in the time of the high priest Jehoiada. This view is
based on the following considerations: (1) The location of the book between Hosea and Amos in the Hebrew
canon suggests a preexilic date of writing. (2) The allusion to the neighboring nations as Judah‘s foes rather
than Assyria, Babylon, or Persia points to an early date for the book. (3) The book does not mention any
reigning king, which may suggest a time when the responsibility for ruling rested upon the priests and elders—
as was the case during the early reign of young king Joash (see 2 Kin. 11:4–12:21).‖ This dating seems
reasonable.
It is possible that the prophet Joel, prophesying during the reign of Joash, gave his warnings in chapter 1 during
the time when, as we saw in our previous reading, the Levites and the people were slow in doing God‘s work
(see 2 Chronicles 24:5). Although the prophecy is clearly for the end time, the ―day of the LORD‖ (Joel 1:15), it
does carry a secondary relevance for the days when ancient Israel and Judah would be overthrown by Assyria
and Babylon.
Joel pictures the inhabitants of the land as being concerned only with eating and drinking (verse 5), and so it
will be that the fields will be wasted, and the wine will be dried up (verses 10-12). Joel also admonishes the
priests to lament and mourn, as the necessary sacrifices have been withheld from the house of God (verse 13).
Such a message may well have stricken fear in the hearts of the Levites and priests, who were slow in
gathering money to repair the damaged temple, and also in the hearts of the people who were apparently slow
in responding to the king‘s appeal.
Of course, this warning should strike home today as well—and even more so, as we are fast approaching the
primary time described in Joel‘s prophecies. We too must be concerned about the work of God. If our priorities
are directed toward personal pursuits and pleasures, God will take those away from us. ―Alas for the day,‖ Joel
writes, ―for the day of the LORD is at hand; it shall come as destruction from the Almighty. Is not the food cut off
before our eyes, joy and gladness from the house of our God?‖ (verse 15). Terrible times are ahead. That is
why Christ wants us to have the same sense of urgency that He had while here on earth. He told His disciples,
―I must work the works of Him who sent Me while it is day; the night is coming when no one can work‖ (John
9:4).
Likewise, He tells all of us, especially those in His ministry: ―Who then is a faithful and wise servant, whom his
master made ruler over his household, to give them food in due season? Blessed is that servant whom his
master, when he comes, will find so doing. Assuredly, I say to you that he will make him ruler over all his goods.
But if that evil servant says in his heart, ‗My master is delaying his coming,‘ and begins to beat his fellow
servants, and to eat and drink with the drunkards [see Joel‘s admonitions above], the master of that servant will
come on a day when he is not looking for him and at an hour that he is not aware of it, and will cut him in two
and appoint him his portion with the hypocrites. There shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth‖ (Matthew 24:4551).
Rather than straying into compromises, self-centeredness, apathy and indifference, an urgent sense of concern
and genuine compassion for others are needed. Through His prophet, God exhorts people in this first chapter of
Joel to weep and wail (verse 5), lament (verse 8), mourn (verses 9-10), lament, wail and wear sackcloth (verse
13), fast (verse 14), and cry out to God (verses 14, 19-20).
In verse 19, we find Joel‘s remarkable lament: ―O LORD, to You I cry out.‖ The Bible Reader‘s Companion states
in its note on this verse: ―Unable to move any in Judah by his urgent words, Joel sets a personal example.
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Others will not call on the Lord, but Joel does. What should you and I do if the leadership of our churches
seems insensitive to God? How should we react if no one listens to our urgent warnings? Just as Joel did! We
don‘t despair. We don‘t strike out angrily at others. We turn to God, and in so doing model the response that the
Lord wants all of his people to make to Him.‖
As we approach the end of this age, it is increasingly vital that each of us develop a personal relationship with
God, learning to obey Him and trust Him completely. It may even be that our example will lead others to do the
same.
―A People Come, Great and Strong‖ (Joel 2)
Joel‘s warnings now turn specifically to the final trumpet warning to Israel and Judah (Ezekiel 33:3-6; Amos
3:6). They have been warned repeatedly about not following God, but now their time is about to run out. It is
clear from the evidence in this and the following chapters that much of the prophecy is for the end time. In
addition to the expression ―day of the LORD‖ (Joel 2:1), there is a strong indication of the end time in verse 2:
―The like of whom has never been; nor will there ever be any such after them, even for many successive
generations.‖ This is reminiscent of other prophecies about a time of great distress like no other (Daniel 12:1;
Jeremiah 30:7; Matthew 24:21). Verses 10 and 30-31 describe dramatic heavenly signs that are also mentioned
in New Testament prophecies (Matthew 24:29; Acts 2:20; Revelation 8:12).
However, the strongest evidence here for this not being a prophecy for Joel‘s time is the latter part of the
chapter that describes the outpouring of God‘s Spirit—which finds initial fulfillment in the New Testament
Church age following Jesus‘ first appearance, greater fulfillment at the time of the heavenly signs preceding His
future return, and ultimate fulfillment under the rule of the Kingdom of God on earth, when the way of salvation
will be open to all mankind (compare Acts 2:14-21).
Some consider the ―day of the LORD‖ to refer to the whole Christian era, from apostolic times onward. However,
the references to it in Joel and other places generally refer to the time immediately surrounding Christ‘s return
and beyond (compare Joel 3; Zephaniah 1:18; Zechariah 14:1-4; Acts 2:20; 2 Peter 3:10). Note especially this
paraphrase of Amos 5:18-20 in the New Living Translation: ―How terrible it will be for you who say, ‗If only the
day of the LORD were here! For then the LORD would rescue us from all our enemies.‘ But you have no idea
what you are wishing for. That day will not bring light and prosperity, but darkness and disaster. In that day you
will be like a man who runs from a lion—only to meet a bear. After escaping the bear, he leans his hand against
a wall in his house—and is bitten by a snake. Yes, the day of the LORD will be a dark and hopeless day, without
a ray of joy or hope.‖ Clearly, this does not refer to the whole Christian era starting with the days of the
apostles—and neither does Joel 2.
The invading army of chapter 2 is represented as a huge locust swarm—extremely loud, climbing walls,
entering through gaps, darkening the sky and utterly devastating everything in its path. In this chapter, then, the
locusts of chapter 1 (verse 4) are thus revealed to be an army of people (2:2, 25). Also interesting is the fact
that though this is a foreign, gentile army, Joel refers to it as God‘s army (verse 11). This is because they are
acting as the agent of His judgment. Similarly, God elsewhere refers to Assyria as ―the rod of My anger‖ (Isaiah
10:5). As ancient Assyria was located to the northeast of Israel, its forces could rightly be described as the
―northern army‖ (Joel 2:20). Yet while these prophecies apparently found some fulfillment in the destruction
brought against Israel and Judah by Assyria in the eighth century B.C.—beginning less than a century from
when it appears that Joel wrote—the ultimate fulfillment, for the end time, is yet to come. Later, when we come
to Isaiah 10 in our reading, we will consider evidence showing that modern Assyria is located to the northwest
of Israel—in Central Europe.
However, it should be pointed out that ―God‘s army‖ of verse 11 is not necessarily synonymous with the
―northern army‖ of verse 20—as it may be that ―God‘s army‖ in this context is the 200-million-man army of
Revelation 9:16 reacting to the takeover of the Holy Land by the ―northern‖ (i.e., European) army. Indeed, that
event does occur during the Day of the Lord, as it follows Revelation 6:17, whereas it is evident from other
passages that the end-time European invasion of the Holy Land will occur before the Day of the Lord, at the
beginning of what is termed the Great Tribulation (compare Daniel 11:40-41; Luke 21:20-24; Matthew 24:1522). Still, there may be other possibilities regarding the identities of these armies.
In any case, Joel‘s message is a serious warning of great ―doom and gloom.‖ Yet it also reveals the loving,
gentle and patient character of the Creator. He sends out a plea for repentance (a complete turnaround, not just
an outward show, Joel 2:12-14) and assures everyone that ―He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of
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great kindness; and He relents from doing harm‖ (verse 13). Even when God has warned people of punishment
for their sins, He is willing to change His mind if they repent (Jeremiah 18:8; Psalm 106:40-45; Jonah 3:10).
Here is an example for all of God‘s people to follow—to be gracious, merciful, slow to anger and of great
kindness.
Joel continues with his serious request for change by pleading with all the people, from the priests even to the
children, to take the warning seriously, to fast and pray.
After the call to repentance comes the reference to the pouring out of the Holy Spirit (verses 28-31). This has
enormous significance for the Church today as we near the end of the age. If we are prepared to heed the
warnings and turn our lives around with the help of the Holy Spirit, we too can reap the promised blessings.
―Multitudes, Multitudes in the Valley of Decision!‖ (Joel 3)
After God deals with Israel and Judah, He now turns to those nations that have abused them. He will now judge
all the nations. Indeed, the Israelites of the end time will suffer a period that Christ called the Great Tribulation
(Matthew 24:21-22). Jeremiah refers to it as the ―time of Jacob‘s trouble‖ (Jeremiah 30:5-7). Yet notice this
about the Day of the Lord, referred to in our previous reading: ―For it is the day of the LORD‘s vengeance, the
year of recompense for the cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:8). Thus, the Day of the Lord here appears to be the final
year immediately preceding Christ‘s return. Immediately following Israel‘s Tribulation, it is a time of divine
punishment on the world at large for their sins, including what they have done to Israel. (However, it should be
noted that in some contexts the Day of the Lord extends past this time to include the millennial reign of Christ
and even eternity beyond.)
Some equate the ―Valley of Jehoshaphat‖ (verse 2) with the area of ―Armageddon,‖ citing Revelation 16:16. Yet
this verse actually shows the area of Armageddon—i.e., the Hill of Megiddo overlooking the Valley of Jezreel
(the modern plain of Esdraelon)—to be the assembly point for the final battle, not the scene of the battle itself.
So where will the final battle itself take place? In Zechariah 14, God answers, ―Behold, the day of the LORD is
coming…. For I will gather all the nations to battle against Jerusalem…. Then the LORD will go forth and fight
against those nations, as He fights in the day of battle. And in that day His feet will stand on the Mount of
Olives‖ (verses 1-4).
Concerning the reference to the Valley of Jehoshaphat in Joel 3, Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary
has this to say: ―Parallel to Zechariah 14:2, 3, 4, where the ‗Mount of Olives‘ answers to the ‗Valley of
Jehoshaphat‘ here. The latter is called ‗the valley of blessing‘ (Berachah) (II Chronicles 20:26). It lies between
Jerusalem and the Mount of Olives and has the Kedron [i.e., Kidron] flowing through it.‖ This depression is now
known as the Kidron Valley, which runs north to south along the east side of the Old City. It stretches south for
more than 20 miles through the Judean wilderness to the area of the Dead Sea.
Continuing from the JFB Commentary: ―As Jehoshaphat [righteous king of Judah] overthrew the confederate
foes of Judah, viz., Ammon, Moab, etc…in this valley [see 2 Chronicles 20:16, 26—and actually God overthrew
them while Jehoshaphat and company merely despoiled the bodies], so God was to overthrow the Tyrians,
Zidonians, Philistines, Edom, and Egypt, with a similar utter overthrow ([Joel 3:]4, 19). This has been long ago
fulfilled; but the ultimate event shadowed forth herein is still future, when God shall specially interpose to
destroy Jerusalem‘s last foes, of whom Tyre, Zidon, Edom, Egypt, and Philistia are the types. As ‗Jehoshaphat‘
means ‗the judgment of Jehovah [i.e., Yahweh],‘ the valley of Jehoshaphat may be used as a general term for
the theater of God‘s final judgments on Israel‘s foes, with an allusion to the judgment inflicted on them by
Jehoshaphat. The definite mention of the Mount of Olives in Zechariah 14, and the fact that this was the scene
of the ascension [of Christ], makes it likely the same shall be the scene of Christ‘s coming again: cf. ‗this same
Jesus… shall so come in like manner as ye have seen Him go into heaven‘ (Acts 1:11)‖ (same note).
Of the Kidron Valley, Smith‘s Bible Dictionary states, ―It is now commonly known as the ‗valley of Jehoshaphat‘‖
(―Kidron,‖ 1986). Still, as the JFB Commentary points out, it may be that Valley of Jehoshaphat connotes more
than just the Kidron. Revelation 14:20 says that the ―winepress,‖ a figurative representation of the Valley of
Jehoshaphat, the ―valley of decision‖ (Joel 3:12-14), is an area nearly 200 miles long. This is far longer than the
Kidron Valley. Indeed, that‘s as long as the modern state of Israel. So perhaps the entire Jordan Valley is
indicated. We can imagine troops stretching all the way from well above Megiddo, down the Jezreel Valley to
where it connects to the Jordan Valley, then south to Jericho, and finally ascending to the Kidron Valley at
Jerusalem. This seems reasonable when we consider that the forces of the kings ―of the whole world‖ that will
be present (Revelation 16:14)—some of whom will shortly before have fielded an army of 200 million men
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(9:16), more than two thirds the current population of the United States. ―Multitudes, multitudes,‖ Joel writes
(Joel 3:14). And yet they are as nothing against God—indeed, their incredible numbers will only make for a very
great slaughter.
The nations have never been kind to Israel (verses 2-3). Joel lists a number of them that have been cruel to
Israel, some having plundered God‘s people over many centuries. Slave trading (verse 3), common among
ancient nations, will be practiced again before Christ returns (compare Revelation 18:11-13). And numerous
other scriptures show that it is the end-time Israelites who will be slaves. God will repay the nations for the way
they have treated His people.
Joel 3 is full of graphic imagery, often in stark contrast to similar imagery used elsewhere. The enemies of Israel
are to turn their plowshares into swords and their pruning hooks into spears (verse 10)—that is, prepare for
war—the opposite of what God says will happen after He does away with war (Isaiah 2:4). He likens the
nations‘ sins to grapes ready for the winepress, as already mentioned (Joel 3:12-14; compare Revelation 14:1720).
Finally, Joel describes how God will replace man‘s wicked rule over the earth with His way of government (Joel
3:17). In the end, Israel will become beautiful once again (verse 18). Some claim that the return of the Jews to
the land of Israel in modern times is the fulfillment of this prophecy, but the description given here shows that
this prophecy hasn‘t yet been fulfilled. Indeed, the Jews are seen here receiving forgiveness of their sins
(verses 20-21), which comes only through acceptance of Jesus Christ as the Messiah (see Zechariah 12:10).
Furthermore, the Jews make up only a small portion of the modern descendants of Israel (see our free booklet
The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy.)
Finally, God says that He will live in Jerusalem (Joel 3:17, 21)—another clear proof that Joel is a prophecy of
end-time events and is yet to be fulfilled.
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AMOS
Introduction to Amos (Amos 1)
The prophet Amos came from Tekoa in Judah, 10 miles south of Jerusalem, and was a ―sheepbreeder‖—a term
used elsewhere in Scripture only of King Mesha of Moab (2 Kings 3:4). Mesha‘s business was enormous—
regularly paying 100,000 lambs and the wool of 100,000 rams as tribute to Israel. In contrast, Amos‘ was
obviously a small business. For, like David, he took care of the flocks (7:15), and he tended sycamore fig trees
(verse 14). ―The sycamore fig tree bears thousands of figs very much like the common fig, but smaller and not
as good. Before this fruit could ripen properly, a small hole had to be pierced in the bottom of its skin. This
piercing was done by hand and was a tedious and time-consuming task. Why was Amos obliged to tend the
sycamore? Western Judah, the oasis of Jericho, and lower Galilee were the regions where sycamore figs grew
most abundantly. The shepherds needed to bring their flocks to one of these regions in late summer, after the
desert pastures had dried up. Since this was the time for piercing the sycamore fruit, landowners would
exchange grazing rights for labor. A shepherd could watch his flock while sitting on the broad limbs of the
sycamore, piercing its fruit. Thus Amos was not a wealthy man. Wealthy sheepbreeders hired shepherds to
tend their flocks. Amos followed his flock himself (7:15), and when that meant piercing sycamore fruit, he
pierced sycamore fruit‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Amos).
His preaching took place during a time of great prosperity in both Judah and Israel. Uzziah was on the throne in
Judah and Jeroboam II ruled in Israel. The nations were going through a period of great optimism, business
was booming and both countries were extending their borders. But as is often the case in times of prosperity,
the attitudes of people degenerated, greed and injustice became commonplace, and a careless attitude toward
religious practice replaced true godly worship.
Amos‘s prophecy is dated to a time ―two years before the earthquake‖ (1:1; referred to also in Zechariah 14:5).
According to the first-century Jewish historian Flavius Josephus, this earthquake happened when Uzziah
sinned in attempting to offer incense (Antiquities of the Jews, Book 9, chap. 10, sec. 4). Since this action was
perpetrated 11 or so years before Uzziah‘s death, the earthquake would have occurred around 751 B.C., thus
dating Amos‘ prophecy to around 753 B.C. The earthquake being used as dating, ―along with Amos‘s dialogue
with Amaziah, the priest of Jeroboam‘s temple at Bethel (7:10-17), reveals that the period of Amos‘s prophetic
activity was very short, unlike many of the other prophets. Amos went to Bethel from Tekoa, delivered his
prophetic oracles, and returned home. He probably stayed in Bethel only a few days‖ (introductory notes on
Amos). Very soon after the prophet‘s appearance at Bethel, Jeroboam II died, beginning Israel‘s rapid decline.
Amos Preaches Against the Nations (Amos 1–2)
As the book begins, Amos appears before a throng of Israelites worshiping at Bethel. Prior to his oracle against
Israel, he pronounces God‘s judgment against the surrounding nations, including Judah. Each of the first seven
oracles follows the same format.
1. Damascus (verses 3-5) was the capital of Syria, one of Israel‘s long-term rivals. The Syrian king Hazael and
his son Ben-Hadad (verse 4) were cruel in their treatment of Israel (see 2 Kings 8:12-13). Gilead (verse 3) was
a rich forest area east of the Jordan River. ―It had belonged to Israel since they had taken over the land, but
Aram often had fought Israel for possession of northern Gilead, gaining control there in Israel‘s times of military
weakness‖ (Nelson, note on Amos 1:3). It is likely that the threshing attack is the same incident referred to in 2
Kings 13:7. ―The metaphor Amos used is that of a threshing sledge, an agricultural implement made of parallel
boards fitted with sharp points of iron or stone…. The intensity of the metaphor, however, implies the most
extreme decimation and may hint at especially cruel or inhuman treatment‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary,
note on Amos 1:3).
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Concerning the Valley of Aven and Beth Eden, ―Amos may have intended a play on words here. Aven means
‗Sin‘ in Hebrew; Damascus was a verdant oasis city on the edge of the desert that could be compared to Eden.
However, Amos may also have been referring to the Beth Eden region on the north bank of the Euphrates‖
(Nelson, note on verse 5). Or perhaps the reference to Aven (Awn in Hebrew) ―may be rather to the valley
between Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon, called El-Bekaa, where are the ruins of the Baalbek temple of the sun; so
the LXX [i.e., Septuagint] renders it On, the same name as the city in Egypt bears, dedicated to the sun-worship
(Gen. 41:45; Margin, Ezek. 30:17, Heliopolis, ‗the city of the sun‘). It is termed by Amos ‗the valley of Aven,‘ or
‗vanity,‘ from the worship of idols in it‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commenatary, note on Amos 1:5). Kir,
where Amos said the Syrians would be taken captive, was ―a region subject to Assyria (Isa. 22:6) in Iberia, the
same as that called now in Armenian Kur, lying by the river Cyrus which empties itself into the Caspian Sea.
[Assyrian ruler] Tiglath-pileser [III] fulfilled this prophecy when Ahaz [king of Judah] applied for help to him
against Rezin king of Syria, and carried away its people captive to Kir‖ (same note). This occurred ―in 732 B.C.
Amos later referred to Kir as the place from which the Syrians had originally come (9:7)‖ (Nelson, note on verse
5).
It is also stated that God‘s punishment is to send ―fire‖ to ―devour.‖ The JFB Commentary explains this as
―flames of war (Ps. 78:63), [and notes that it] occurs also in vss. 7, 10, 12, 14, and 2:2, 5‖ (note on verse 4).
However, the book later speaks of actual conflagration, such as destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah (4:11). Fiery
destruction is referred to as ―it‖ in chapters 1 (verse 14) and 2 (verses 2, 5). The Anchor Bible Commentary
states: ―All eight oracles refer to the same ‗it‘ which will not be retracted or reversed. There was a single decree
covering them all… declaring judgment on the entire region as a unit…. This unity suggests one cosmic
holocaust, not just several invasions that would pick these countries off one by one‖ (note on Amos 1). Thus,
rather than the ancient Assyrian and Babylonian invasions of the region, this seems to point to a great end-time
destruction, which is elsewhere pointed to in the book.
It is interesting to note that the inhabitants of Syria in our day have continually tried to take control of the
northeastern territory of the modern state of Israel by force and remain some of Israel‘s most implacable
enemies.
2. Philistia (Amos 1:6-8): The southern coastal plain of Palestine was occupied by the Philistines, who lived in
five main cities (Ashdod, Ashkelon, Ekron, Gath and Gaza). Four of these are mentioned in this oracle. Indeed,
among all the biblical prophecies of the Philistines hereafter, Gath is conspicuously left out. ―It is noteworthy
that Gath is not mentioned in these prophecies, from which it may be inferred that Gath ceased to be of any
major significance after the time of Uzziah‖ (―Philistines,‖ The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, 1986,
p. 843).
Of taking ―captive the whole captivity,‖ the JFB Commentary says, ―i.e., they left none…. Under Jehoram
already the Philistines had carried away all the substance of the king of Judah, and his wives and his sons, ‗so
that there was never a son left to him, save Jehoahaz‘; and after Amos‘ time (if the reference includes the
future, which to the prophet‘s eye is as if already done), under Ahaz (II Chron. 28:18), they seized on all the
cities and villages of the low country and south of Judah‖ (note on 1:6). Then we learn that they ―deliver them
up to Edom‖ (verse 6). ―Judah‘s bitterest foe; as slaves (vs. 9; cf. Joel 3:1, 3, 6). [Commentator] Grotius refers
to the fact (Isa. 16:4) that on Sennacherib‘s invasion of Judah [yet future at this point], many fled for refuge to
neighboring countries; the Philistines, instead of hospitably sheltering the refugees, sold them, as if captives in
war, to their enemies, the Idumeans‖ (note on Amos 1:6). God‘s punishment is to send ―fire.‖ Again, JFB says,
―i.e., the flames of war (Num. 21:28; Isa. 26:11). Hezekiah fulfilled this prophecy, smiting the Philistines unto
Gaza (II Kings 18:8). Foretold by Isaiah 14:29, 31‖ (note on Amos 1:7). It is, of course, possible that these
statements refer dually or even solely to events that are yet future. A large part of the territory of ancient
Philistia is today the Palestinian Gaza Strip.
3. Tyre (Amos 1:9-10) was a major Phoenician port city to the north of Israel and southwest of Damascus. God
brings the same charge against the Tyrians as against the Philistines. However, the betrayal in this case is
worse, considering ―the covenant of brotherhood‖ between Israel and Tyre—perhaps the league of King Hiram
of Tyre with David and Solomon. ―The Phoenicians were master seafarers. Tyre and Israel had forged an
alliance that was profitable for both. However, Tyre ignored the long-standing covenant of brotherhood, and
sought commercial gain by selling Israelite slaves to Edom‖ (Nelson, note on 1:9). As punishment, God sends
―fire‖ (verse 10). Tyre was beset by literal fire when ―many parts of Tyre were burnt by fiery missiles of the
Chaldeans under Nebuchadnezzar‖ (JFB, note on verse 10). And old Tyre was eventually destroyed in 333
B.C. by Alexander the Great.
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A similar scenario will occur in the last days. As Tyre was a major center of commerce in the ancient world,
―Tyre‖ is also given as the name for the end-time global trading bloc in Ezekiel 27 (called Babylon in Revelation
18, it is dominated by a final revival of the Roman Empire centered in Europe). Here we also see Israel and
Judah as trading partners in this alliance (Ezekiel 27:17). Yet this friendly relationship will come to an end.
Modern Israelites and Jews will be conquered by this system, the survivors taken captive as POWs, then to be
bought and sold as slaves (compare Ezekiel 6:8-9; Leviticus 26:33, 38-39; Jeremiah 30:3, 8; Revelation 18:913). Yet God will bring great fire and destruction on end-time ―Tyre‖ at the return of Jesus Christ.
4. Edom (Amos 1:11-12), as noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Obadiah, lay to the southeast
of the southern tip of the Dead Sea, in modern Jordan. Indeed, it is interesting that the ancient territories of the
next three nations mentioned by Amos are all now embraced by the same country. In a prophecy of the last
days in Daniel 11, ―Edom, Moab, and the prominent people of Ammon‖ (verse 41) are grouped together still—
apparently meaning the modern state of Jordan and perhaps, since most Jordanians are Palestinian, the
Palestinians in general. (The Bible Reading Program comments on Obadiah explained that many of the
Palestinians are evidently of Edomite descent.) The Edomites were descended from Esau, the twin brother of
Jacob, so there was a close relationship between them and Israel, and God considered them as brothers
(Numbers 20:14; Obadiah 1-12; Deut 23:7). But Edom was always set against Israel (Numbers 20:14-21; 1
Samuel 14:47; 2 Kings 8:20-22), an enmity beginning from the time Esau lost his blessing to Jacob (Genesis
27:41). In so many cases, ―Edom chose the day of Israel‘s calamity for venting his grudge. This is the point of
Edom‘s guilt dwelt on in Obadiah 10-13‖ (JFB, note on Amos 1:11). Indeed, when Judah was destroyed by
Nebuchadnezzar, Edom, as a closely related nation, should have helped Judah‘s refugees. But instead of
offering sympathy and help, Edom handed Judeans over to the conquering Babylonians. The Edomites even
murdered some of the refugees‖ (Nelson, introductory notes on Obadiah).
Teman (verse 12), named after the eldest grandson of Esau and Edom‘s first tribal chief (Genesis 36:10-16), is
believed to have been one of the largest cities in Edom, and Bozrah was a major fortress. Both were overrun by
the Nabataeans—although the punishment of verse 12 may refer to destruction that is still future (compare
Isaiah 34). Today the Edomites may be found among the Palestinians and Turks and in other areas of the
Middle East (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Obadiah).
Over the centuries, Edom has not been compassionate—suppressing even the natural feeling of pity for a
brother in distress—and this is one of the reasons for God‘s judgment. How much more should we be
compassionate today? (Psalm 86:15; Zechariah 7:9; Matthew 18:33; Mark 1:41; Luke 10:33; 1 Peter 3:8.)
5. Ammon (Amos 1:13-15) was further to the north in the area of modern day Amman in Jordan. The city of
Amman now sits on the site of the ancient city of Rabbah (verse 14). The Ammonites (like the Moabites to the
south) were descended from the incestuous incident of Lot‘s daughters with their father (Genesis 19:30-38). As
Lot was Abraham‘s nephew, Ammon and Moab were related to Israel, though not as closely as Edom. Horribly,
as Hazael of Syria had done (2 Kings 8:12), the ―Ammonites killed pregnant women in order to prevent the
increase of the Israelite population in Gilead, which they were trying to wrest from Israel‘s control‖ (Nelson, note
on Amos 1:13). The Ammonites were later to rejoice at the fall of Jerusalem at the hands of the ChaldeanBabylonian Empire (Ezekiel 25:1-7). Indeed, they ―joined the Chaldeans in their invasion of Judea for the sake
of plunder‖ (JFB, note on Amos 1:13). But the Ammonites were to suffer the same downfall during
Nebuchadnezzar‘s onslaught. At the end of this age, the Jordanians are prophesied to escape the initial
invasion by the European ―Babylon‖ (see Daniel 11:41). However, Zephaniah 2, Isaiah 15–16, and 34,
Jeremiah 48–49 and Obadiah foretell the ultimate destruction of Ammon, Moab and Edom at the time of
Christ‘s return.
6. Moab (2:1-3) lay between Ammon in the north and Edom in the south, again in modern-day Jordan. Moab,
like Ammon, was a descendent of the incestuous incident of Lot‘s daughters. Both Ammon and Moab would
have been blessed if they had behaved toward Israel as brothers, but their refusal to grant Israel passage
through their territory at the time of the Exodus caused God to reject them (Deuteronomy 23:3-4). Later, the
Moabites were to join forces with Ammon and Amalek against Israel for 18 years (Judges 3:13-14). One of
Moab‘s crimes was the desecration of the remains of the king of Edom, ―a heinous act in ancient times and a
great dishonor to the person‘s memory‖ (Nelson, note on 2:1). This probably refers to the Edomite king who
was allied with Jehoram of Israel and Jehoshaphat of Judah against Mesha, king of Moab (see 2 Kings 3:4-27).
―The reference here in Amos is… to the revenge which probably the king of Moab took on the king of Edom,
when the forces of Israel and Judah had retired after their successful campaign against Moab, leaving Edom
without allies. The Hebrew tradition is that Moab in revenge tore from their grave and burned the bones of the
king of Edom, the ally of Jehoram and Jehoshaphat, who was already buried‖ (JFB, note on verse 1).
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In any case, ―highly significant is the fact that Amos here pronounced the punishment of Yahweh on a social
crime involving a non-Israelite. In his other oracles, the crimes were, for the most part, against the covenant
people. Amos understood that an aspect of God‘s law transcended Israel. He affirmed a moral law that
extended to non-covenant nations, a law that would surely bring punishment if violated. It is not the complex
legal code of Sinai for which the Moabites were held liable but the law of social responsibility, respect for human
dignity and the rights of all people‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Amos 2:2-3). Certainly, this was
within the spirit of the laws God revealed to Israel—indeed, such principles were revealed by God from the very
beginning of mankind (and all of mankind is thus accountable).
Moab was eventually conquered by Nebuchadnezzar. Yet, again, the devouring fire of verse 2 seems to mainly
point to a coming latter-day destruction, as described in Isaiah, Jeremiah and Zephaniah.
Amos Preaches Against Judah and Israel (Amos 2–3)
Amos continues his oracles.
7. Judah (Amos 2:4-5) is also condemned along with the heathen nations. People have often claimed that God
had favorites, but these prophecies show that God is fair in dealing with the nations. All would suffer similar
consequences if they failed to live up to what the world at large knows as plain human decency—moral
principles transmitted down from God‘s earliest revelations to man. God is not a respecter of persons (Acts
10:34). But the condemnation of Judah is for more than violating common human decency. The inhabitants of
Judah, like those of Israel, were God‘s covenant people. Their special relationship with Him made them even
more accountable than the gentile nations. They were to obey God‘s law, but rejected it (verse 4). In fact, they
even followed false gods when, more than anyone, they should have known better. The devouring fire
prophesied for the gentile nations is seen here coming against Judah too. And while Judah was overrun by
Nebuchadnezzar, (2 Kings 24–25), who did burn Jerusalem (25:9), this prophecy is almost certainly for the end
time as well.
8. Israel now becomes the object of Amos‘ correction. And it was to Israelites that he was preaching at Bethel.
Concerning his oracles, The Bible Reader‘s Companion states: ―Amos begins with the most distant nation, and
then, in a wide swing, moves to lands circling Israel. One can almost hear the delighted ‗Yes! Yes!‘ of his
listeners as they hear the prophet denounce one enemy after another. But then, unexpectedly, the prophet
pounces. The severest condemnation of all is reserved for Israel itself. How his listeners‘ hearts must have sunk
as Amos‘ finger at last pointed directly at them!‖ (chap. 1–2 summary).
He begins with their sins against society (Amos 2:6-8). They have become so hardened through their
disobedience to God and following false religion that God‘s ways of righteousness and mercy no longer
influence their thinking. The ―righteous‖ being sold here simply means those who are in the right—they should
have justice on their side but are condemned as guilty. Bribery takes the place of true justice. The language in
the Hebrew here strongly suggests that litigation is the main issue. ―Either a bribe as small as a pair of shoes is
enough to swing the verdict, or a debt as small as that of a pair of shoes is enough to bring a man into the dock:
such is the covetousness of the community‖ (New Bible Commentary: Revised, 1970, note on verse 6)
Amos then reminds Israel of God‘s gracious acts towards them throughout their history. They have ignored Him
as a source of needed help and would suffer the consequences (verses 6-16).
In chapter 3, Amos quotes God as saying, ―You only have I known‖ (verse 2), which, ―in this context, means
‗You only have I chosen.‘ God‘s relationship with Israel was not only intimate, it was exclusive. God had been
faithful to Israel; yet Israel had not been faithful to God. For this reason, the nation would be judged‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on verse 2). God then asks the question, perhaps the most well-known quotation from the
book, ―Can two walk together, unless they are agreed?‖ (verse 3)—that is, unless they continue in general
agreement. Others translate the verse a little differently: ―Do two walk together unless they have agreed to do
so?‖ (NIV). The answer to either question is a resounding no. Israel and God had an agreement that they would
walk together, but Israel broke the covenant and the law of cause and effect comes into play. That‘s the point of
verses 3-6—each effect must have a cause. ―It follows that disaster is an effect of some action, in this case
action by the Lord…. It should have been clear to Israel that their sufferings were God‘s messengers, warning
them against their sins. We are not to take every personal disaster as a warning of judgment or judgment itself.
But we are to examine ourselves to discover if anything in our lives might have moved God to act‖ (Bible
Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 3-6).
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Verse 7 is one of the most important statements about prophecy in the Bible: ―Surely the Lord GOD does
nothing, unless He reveals His secret to His servants the prophets.‖ God is not cruel and uncaring. If He is
going to punish a nation, He will let them know in advance to give them an opportunity to repent (Ezekiel 3:17;
Ezekiel 33; Jeremiah 18:7-8). And if a true servant of God understands a revelation or warning from God, he
cannot keep it to himself. Both his fear of God and his concern for people compel him to preach and pass along
God‘s message (Amos 3:8; 7:14-15; 1 Corinthians 9:16; Matthew 10:27).
In verse 9 of Amos 3, God calls the Egyptians and Philistines to witness His judgment on Israel, implying that
Israel is even worse than they were. While they had attacked other nations, Israel‘s oppression was against its
own people. Moreover, ―they had not received God‘s revelation at Sinai; yet Israel, having received it, had
violated it grossly and repeatedly‖ (Nelson, note on 3:9-10). Indeed, the Israelites‘ morality was so warped that
they no longer knew to do right (verse 10). As the chapter ends, Amos‘ prophecy deals specifically with two
major problem areas in Israel—false religion (verse 14) and the importance attached to wealth and power
(verse 15).
Israel‘s Punishment for Failing to Heed (Amos 4–5)
Amos again reminded Israel of the way God had dealt with them since they came out of Egypt and how they
had ignored the warnings. God would now destroy Israel as a political power, saying, in effect, ―enough is
enough.‖ God then lists six calamities to come upon Israel: famine (4:6); drought (verses 7-8); crop destruction
(verse 9); plague (verse 10); defeat in war (verse 10) and fiery destruction of cities comparable to what
happened to Sodom and Gomorrah (verse 11). This final calamity tells us that the prophecy is for the end time,
as this did not happen in the destruction of ancient Israel by the Assyrians. Ezekiel 6:6 makes it even more
plain: ―In all your dwelling places the cities shall be laid waste.‖ Referring to major cities of our day, this seems
to signal nuclear devastation or some as yet unknown means of mass destruction.
God says, ―Therefore thus will I do to you, O Israel; because I will do this to you, prepare to meet your God, O
Israel!‖ (verse 12). For some, this will be by death. But for the rest, it means God soon coming to earth—i.e., in
the end-time return of Jesus Christ. ―To be confronted—inescapably—by the God it had scorned and rejected
would be a fate more terrible than Israel could imagine‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 12). In chapter 5,
God lists a seventh calamity through Amos: captivity (5:3), a punishment mentioned in 4:2-3 and made clearer
in 6:7. In 5:3, we are told that of those who go into captivity, only a tenth will survive (compare Isaiah 6:11-13,
Living Bible).
God explains that He is the ultimate power to whom Israel should look—not their false gods. Interesting in His
proclamations is a mention of the hydrological cycle of evaporation and rain, also referred to elsewhere in
Scripture (compare Ecclesiastes 11:3; Job 36:27-29). One might wonder how this could have been so
accurately understood by ancient authors—thus perhaps providing further evidence of God‘s inspiration of
Scripture.
In Amos 5:18-20, God issues a warning through Amos to those desiring the Day of the Lord, for that Day will
bring judgment on the disobedient—and they themselves were thoroughly disobedient, just as modern Israel is
today. ―The lesson for us is clear. Look eagerly for Christ‘s return—but not if you‘re living a life of sin‖ (Bible
Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 18-20). It should be noted that while these prophecies are primarily for
the end of this age, we can certainly see a secondary relevance for those to whom Amos preached—against
whom an invasion by the Assyrian Empire was imminent. We can even envision the worshipers at Bethel
cringing as Amos foretold its destruction, along with that of other centers of false worship in Gilgal and
Beersheba (verses 5-6). In mentioning Beersheba, Judah is condemned along with Israel. These places of false
worship serve as types of great houses of false worship in the end time. The true God is not to be found in
them, but in seeking ―good and not evil‖ (verse 14). And this, of course, is to be found in the revealed Word of
God.
Israel of Amos‘ day had forsaken God and all His ways as found in His Word. For instance, since the days of
Jeroboam I, Israel had her own feast days, which God utterly despised (compare verse 21). He had told them
before that they should not look to the pagan nations and copy their modes of worship (Exodus 23:24, 33;
Deuteronomy 12:29-32; Jeremiah 10:1-4), but that‘s just what they did. Likewise, today, the nations of modern
Israel have forsaken God‘s biblically commanded Sabbaths and Holy Days for pagan celebrations such as
Christmas and Easter (Astarte).
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Furthermore, God did not and does not want any worship that is ―hypocritical, dishonest, and meaningless‖
(Nelson, note on Amos 5:21-23)—whether offerings, music or anything else. ―After dismissing Israel‘s empty
worship as noisy and tumultuous, God called for the honest tumult of the rolling waters of justice and the
perennial stream of righteousness, the only foundation for true praise and worship of the Lord‖ (note on verse
24). If Israel would only listen to God and heed, then He would not send the calamities (verses 14-15). But
history shows that the Israelites failed to listen—and Israel, as a political entity, ceased to exist. Just so, history
will repeat itself in the end time.
Israel‘s Prosperity and Pride; Opposition of Amaziah the Priest (Amos 6–7)
As chapter 6 begins, those of Zion (i.e., Jerusalem) and Samaria, the capitals of Judah and Israel, are warned
together. The wealthy of both lands were overcome with pride in their possessions and indifference to the
issues that really count (6: 6)—caring ―nothing for the affliction of their fellow Israelites, though it was their
transgressions that had caused it‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verses 4-6). Increasingly, it is becoming
the same today. Amos told his audience to look at certain foreign cities. ―It was the boast of Israel‘s elite that no
other nation was greater than they were. Their boast came back upon their own heads, for just as Calneh [the
capital of a small kingdom in northern Syria], Hamath [an important central Syrian city north of Damascus], and
Gath [one of the five main Philistine cities] were subjected to Assyrian rule, so Israel would be subjugated by
the Assyrians‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 2).
The paraphrase of verse 3 in the New Living Translation makes the situation very plain: ―You push away every
thought of coming disaster, but your actions only bring the day of judgment closer.‖
Of the references to Lo Debar and Karnaim, the Nelson Study Bible states, ―Israel‘s pride in its military strength
would be its downfall. Lo Debar was a city east of the Jordan that Israel regained from Syria when Assyria
crippled the strength of Damascus. Karnaim, a city east of the Jordan near the farthest limits of Israelite
possession, was also regained when Assyria weakened Syria. God‘s punishment of Israel would fit its sin of
pride. As the Israelites reckoned that they had extended their borders by their own military strength, God would
allow them to be harassed and defeated from border to border‖ (note on verses 13-14)—ironically, by the very
same enemy that previously enabled their growth.
In chapter 7, God showed Amos three visions.
Locusts (7:1-3): They were to come after the king‘s reaping. The king apparently took the first harvest of hay
as a tax. If the locusts came after that, the people would have nothing. This could utterly destroy the Israelites,
a fact that induced Amos to pray for them. ―One function of the prophet was to serve as intercessor for the
people before God. Amos prayed that the vision decreed in heaven might be halted before it was accomplished
on earth. The basis of Amos‘s petition lay in the true assessment of Israel‘s position. They were not large and
strong, as they thought; rather they were small and weak. In response to Amos‘s intercession, and out of His
own love for Israel God stayed His decree‖ (note on verses 2-3).
Fire (verses 4-6): This is an all-consuming fire that was to dry up all water—even the springs from
underground—thus destroying the land beyond hope. Again Amos prays—and again God relents. Thus, we
again see God willing to change His mind—just as He did when Moses interceded for the Israelites in the
wilderness (Exodus 32:9-14; Numbers 14:11-20).
Plumb line (verses 7-9): ―The plumb line is a simple but basic builder‘s tool. A weight attached to a line was
held against a wall to measure its vertical trueness…. When God measured the morality of Israel‘s society, it
was shown to be so far from true that the whole construction had to be torn down‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion,
caption of illustration for verses 7-9). ―Unlike the first two visions, God did not give Amos opportunity to
intercede, nor did He relent. These judgments would be executed. The plumb line of God‘s revelation in the law
had been set in the midst of…Israel for many generations. Now God would stretch a plumb line to demonstrate
how ‗crooked‘ the people‘s observance of His commands had been‖ (Nelson, note on verses 7-9).
God proclaims through Amos that He will bring ―the sword against the house of Jeroboam‖ (verse 9).
―Jeroboam may refer to Jeroboam I, the first king of Israel, who instituted idolatry in the northern kingdom (see
1 Kin. 12:25-33), or to Jeroboam II, the monarch during the time of these prophecies [given through Amos]. If it
is Jeroboam I, then the house of Jeroboam is a metaphor for the nation. If it is Jeroboam II, then the prophecy
specifically concerns the royal household‖ (note on Amos 7:7-9). If it was a prophecy against the ruling king,
then it was not specifically about him but about, as it says, his dynasty, since we know that Jeroboam II did not
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die by the sword but that his son Zechariah was assassinated just six months after taking the throne (see 2
Kings 15:8-10). It seems more likely, however, that Jeroboam I was in mind as a metaphor for rebellious Israel
in general since the destruction mentioned did not come in the days of Jeroboam II or his son. Moreover, the
prophecy of destruction is probably dual, mainly concerning that of the end time.
Amos‘ message upset Amaziah. He was the priest of Bethel and would not have taken kindly to Amos‘
prophecies against the worship center he presided over (Amos 7:9; 5:5-6). As Amos‘ name meant ―Burden‖ or
―Burden-Bearer,‖ it is interesting to note that, though using a different Hebrew word, Amaziah complained to
King Jeroboam, ―The land is not able to bear all of his words‖ (7:10). Insidiously, Amaziah twisted the prophet‘s
words. Amos never said that Jeroboam II himself would die by the sword, as Amaziah reported (verse 11).
Worse still, Amaziah imputed motives to Amos that he didn‘t have—claiming Amos was behind a conspiracy
against the king (verse 10). We should let this be a lesson for us. When seeing what others do or listening to
what they say, it‘s very easy to let our imaginations take over from fact, imagining what the motive might be,
often on the basis of our evaluation of the other person‘s character. But to act on this assumption as if it were
fact puts us on dangerous ground spiritually.
Amaziah then addressed Amos. He seemed to recognize him as a ―seer‖ (verse 12), a term used even of
Samuel (1 Samuel 9:9, 19), but ignored Amos‘ message except for its ―seditious‖ elements. As a national
official, Amaziah ordered Amos out of the country (Amos 7:12). The inviolability of Bethel, in his eyes, lay in its
royal sanction (verse 13). Thus, this religious leader chose loyalty to the king over loyalty to God. And, of
course, for Amaziah to submit to God‘s true religion would have meant that he could no longer have been priest
of Bethel—with all of the power and prestige of this position. No doubt, this played a part in his rejection of
God‘s servant.
Amos responded to Amaziah by telling him that it was the great God who had called him to prophesy. And now
Amaziah‘s own family would suffer the consequences of his sins.
Harvest of Judgment and Future Restoration (Amos 8–9)
Two more visions are related in the book.
The basket of summer fruit (Amos 8): Israel was ripe for punishment and it would come quickly. Again, Amos
enumerates the Israelites‘ sins: their inhumanity, their dishonest business practices and their injustice. But now
he adds another matter—their careless approach to the Sabbath. Instead of keeping the Sabbath as holy time
(compare Exodus 20:10-11; Isaiah 58:13), they were busy planning what they would do when it ended. ―You
can‘t wait for the Sabbath to be over and the religious festivals to end so you can get back to cheating the
helpless‖ (Amos 8:5, New Living Translation). Christ is the Lord of the Sabbath (Mark 2:28), and, despite those
who try to do away with God‘s commandments, His Sabbath law is binding on Christians today. Keeping the
Sabbath is more than staying home from work and just going to church services for an hour or two. The
Sabbath is an entire day—from Friday sunset to Saturday sunset—that God declared to be holy. Whenever that
time comes to us, we are in holy time. It is God‘s time, not ours. He commands us to keep it holy. To profane it
is a sin.
In verse 11, God says He will send a famine of hearing His words. Shockingly, the only thing that could rescue
the Israelites at this point—i.e., God‘s truth, if they would only heed it—is taken away from them. That this is an
end-time prophecy can be seen in the heavenly signs of verse 9. As God‘s ―two witnesses‖ will be proclaiming
God‘s words publicly for three and a half years leading up to Christ‘s return (see Revelation 11:1-13), it seems
evident that the famine of the Word would precede their preaching. Putting other verses together, it is also
evident that the two witnesses begin their preaching at the same time the Great Tribulation befalls Israel. Thus,
it appears that the famine of the Word will occur prior to the Tribulation, when destruction and captivity is
imminent. Still, it may be that the famine of the Word does run through the Tribulation, since it may not be so
easy for the captive Israelites to hear the message of the two witnesses. In any case, with the coming famine of
God‘s Word in mind, His servants today should have the same urgent mindset that Jesus Christ had in His
human ministry. He told His disciples, ―I must work the works of Him who sent Me while it is day; the night is
coming when no one can work‖ (John 9:4).
The Lord standing by the altar (Amos 9): ―The people would have expected a vision of God by the altar to
mean that He intended good for them, blessing them with His presence. Instead God would start at the altar,
commanding that the destruction of the sinful nation begin there‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1). If this
meaning is correct, then the verse is parallel with Ezekiel 9:6, where God says that destruction will begin at His
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sanctuary. However, it may be that the altar of Amos 9:1 is the pagan altar of Bethel—perhaps indicating that
false worship is to be destroyed. Or the altar image may symbolize God making a ―sacrifice‖ of many people
(compare Isaiah 34:6; Jeremiah 46:10; Ezekiel 39:17-20). In any case, this vision does not bode well for the
Israelites.
God even seems to say that He will slay Israel to the last man (Amos 9:1), finding them no matter where they
go (verses 2-4). Yet He clarifies that a remnant of Israel would survive, passing through the nations as grain is
sifted through a sieve (verses 8-9). While the political entity of Israel is destroyed, the Israelites are not utterly
obliterated as a people. This, we should note, is an end-time prophecy, referring to the final captivity of Israel.
However, for Israel to even exist in the end time, the exact same ―sifting‖ process must have occurred in the
wake of Israel‘s ancient captivity, making this prophecy dual in its fulfillment. The northern kingdom of Israel
was taken captive by Assyria, but the ―lost ten tribes‖ survived, being ―sifted‖ through the nations, later to
emerge as modern peoples in Northwest Europe. In fact, the United States and Britain are the principal nations
of Israel today (see The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy for more detailed information). We would
do well, then, to take warning.
Amos‘ prophecy ends with a picture of the wonderful restoration of Israel under the rule of Jesus Christ. The
―lost ten tribes‖ will return to their homeland, and the land will flourish as never before. ―Israelite farmers plowed
at the beginning of the rainy season, from mid-October. They harvested the grain crop—first barley, then
wheat—from late March to early June. For the plowman to overtake the reaper would mean such an abundant
harvest that it would last all summer and would not be gathered until the plowing had started again. Grapes
were harvested from mid-summer to early fall. The grain crop was sown after the plowing in late fall. For the
treader of grapes to overtake him who sows seed would mean the grape harvest would be so abundant that it
would be extended for several weeks. The harvest of grapes would be so great that it would seem as though
the mountains and hills themselves were flowing with rivers of sweet wine‖ (Nelson, note on verse 13). The
Jewish resettlement of the Holy Land in the 20th century has certainly not fulfilled these verses. They describe
the time following Christ‘s return, when Israel will never be uprooted again (verse 15).
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OBADIAH
Introduction to Obadiah (Obadiah)
Nothing is known of the prophet Obadiah beyond the words of his prophecy. His name, meaning ―Servant of the
Eternal,‖ may have been a name or it may have simply been used as a title. As to when he lived and preached,
while most modern scholars date his book to the time immediately following the Babylonian destruction of
Jerusalem in 586 B.C., ―some scholars date the book very early, in the mid-ninth century B.C., following raids by
the Philistines and Arabian tribes during the period of King Jehoram of Judah (see 2 Chr. 21:16, 17). This date
would make the Book of Obadiah the earliest of the prophetic books‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on
Obadiah). Under inspiration, the prophet Jeremiah later utilizes some of Obadiah‘s prophecy in his own
prophecy against Edom (see Jeremiah 49:7-22).
As mentioned, Edom or Esau rebelled in the days of King Jehoram against Judah, and they would continue to
be in revolt (see 2 Kings 8:20-22). The book of Obadiah describes in more detail the future of Edom. Indeed,
the prophecy of Obadiah is clearly for the end time, as the reference to the ―day of the LORD‖ shows (verse 15;
compare Joel 2:1-2)—as well as the references to the return of all Israel, the ultimate defeat of Edom and the
establishment of the Kingdom of God (verses 17-21).
Yet who is Edom today? As discussed earlier, Edom is another name for Esau (Genesis 25:30). Esau and his
descendants originally lived in the region of Mount Seir (Genesis 36:8-9), southeast of Judea, in what is now
southern Jordan, around the city of Petra. The Greeks and Romans called this area Idumea (i.e., Idum =
Edom). Because the Bible refers to end-time Jordan as ―Edom, Moab, and the prominent people of Ammon‖
(Daniel 11:41), it is evident that many Edomites must still live there. It should also be noted that Idumea
extended into southern Judah: ―The Edomites were gradually pushed into the southern half of Judea, including
the region around Hebron, an area which the Greeks later called Idumaea‖ (―Idumaea,‖ Unger‘s Bible
Dictionary, 1966). (The biblical king Herod the Great was an Idumean—an Edomite). One of Esau‘s grandsons
(and a tribal chief) was Amalek (Genesis 36:10-16), who became father of the Amalekites. Some rabbinical
schools in Israel teach that the Palestinian Arabs—the most fervent adversaries of the modern Israeli state—
are Amalekites. In light of the prophecy in Exodus 17:16 of conflict between the Amalekites and Israelites from
generation to generation, there may be considerable validity to this identification (see also Obadiah 10).
Jordan‘s population is heavily Palestinian, and many of the Palestinians in Jordan and Israel are evidently
Edomite by descent.
This identification of the Palestinians becomes clearer from a careful reading of Obadiah 19. It is speaking of
territories—that those who control particular territories in the Holy Land will come to possess additional
territories there. In context, we can see that Israelites in this verse are retaking areas that the Edomites have
stolen. Fascinatingly, the areas listed as doing the taking here are areas that are today populated by Jews. The
areas being taken back are now populated by Palestinians—thus apparently identifying the Palestinians as
Edomites, at least in large measure. Notice: ―The South [the Negev, now held by the Israelis] shall possess the
mountains of Esau [southern Jordan and perhaps the area of Hebron, the southern West Bank now populated
by Palestinians], and the Lowland [the Shephelah, or lower hills between the central hill country to the east and
the coastal plain to the west, now populated by Jews] shall possess Philistia [most of which is now the Gaza
Strip, territory now held by Palestinians]. They [the Jewish Shephelah inhabitants] shall possess the fields of
Ephraim and the fields of Samaria [the northern West Bank, now occupied by Palestinians]. Benjamin [the area
around Jerusalem, presently held by the Israelis] shall possess Gilead [northern Jordan].‖
But Edom‘s descendants may be found elsewhere as well. Besides their sedentary life in the Mount Seir region,
some of them appear to have become nomadic, ranging over vast territories as early as patriarchal times. A text
from the ancient city of Ugarit, on the northern Syrian coast, mentions ―the well-watered land of Edom,‖ which
was evidently in some proximity. Later, in the sixth century B.C., Nebuchadnezzar carried many Edomites of the
Mount Seir region away captive to Babylon and other Babylonian territories. Perhaps that is why we find the city
of Basra in Iraq—possibly a slight variation of the biblical Edomite city of Bozrah (Genesis 36:33; 1 Chronicles

1022

1:44; Isaiah 34:6; 63:1). It is thus likely that there are still Edomites in Iraq and scattered throughout the Middle
East. During the laxity of Persian rule, Edomite wandering appears to have resumed. The chief tribe of Edom
was Teman (see Obadiah 9), named after Esau‘s eldest grandson (Genesis 36:10-15). And the rocky plateaus
of Persia and Turkestan eventually became known as the land of Temani. In Turkestan in Central Asia was a
city named Amalik, seemingly after Amalek. The name of Teman appears to have come down to us in the form
of the name Ottoman—that is, the Ottoman Turks (only the vowels in spelling being changed over the
centuries). While the Turks appear to be a somewhat mixed people, it does seem that a large number of them
are Edomites. The historical Hor Turks may be named after the Horites, who were closely associated with the
Edomites in Genesis 36.
Perhaps most surprising is to find that elements of Edom may be found in Europe. The Jewish Talmud says
that Edomites settled very early on in southern Italy. It is believed by many Jews that the people of Edom
became dominant among the early Romans, establishing themselves as the ruling elite among them and later
among the Germans. There may be some truth in this, as Isaiah 34 and 63 describe the ultimate destruction of
end-time Babylon (a power bloc led by a final resurrection of the Roman Empire) as the destruction of Edom
and the Edomite capital of Bozrah. However, Edomites in Europe would seem to make up a rather small
percentage of the population there. (More research on the modern identity of Edom can be found at
www.british-israel.ca/Turkey.htm and at www.britam.org/now72.html—with the caution that the citing of outside
sources for further study is not an endorsement of everything in those sources).
The Fate of Edom (Obadiah)
Despite their self-imagined greatness and pride, God says he will make the Edomites small and despised
among the nations (Obadiah 2). Their dwelling in the ―clefts of the rock‖ (Obadiah 2; Jeremiah 49:16) may refer
to the rock-hewn city of Petra mentioned earlier (the word for ―rock‖ being the Hebrew Sela, equivalent to the
Greek Petra), and perhaps other rock fortresses. High above Petra and on other mountains of Edom were high
places for worship, lookouts and refuge. ―Some of the mountain peaks of Edom reach over six thousand feet;
Jerusalem [by comparison] is about 2,300 feet above sea level‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Obadiah 3). Yet
the Edomites would be brought down—not just physically, but figuratively from their exalted prideful arrogance
(Obadiah 4; Jeremiah 49:16).
In Obadiah 5 God says that grape gatherers or even thieves would take merely their fill—not everything. But
God will go way beyond this. Edom will be utterly laid bare, completely plundered of everything and everyone
(Obadiah 6; see Jeremiah 49:9-10).
In verse 7 of Obadiah we see Edom in a ―confederacy‖—an alliance—perhaps the same one prophesied in
Psalm 83:1-8. In any case, we see that the Edomites‘ allies will turn on them. Yet the Edomites won‘t be able to
see it. Their ―wisdom‖ or cunning (as the Hebrew could also be rendered) and understanding will not reveal it—
as God will confound and destroy them (Obadiah 8-9; Jeremiah 49:7).
Proverbs 24:17 says, ―Do not rejoice when your enemy falls, and do not let your heart be glad when he
stumbles.‖ A comparison of that principle with Obadiah 12-14 shows one of the major reasons God is and will
be angry with Edom. In the past invasions of Israel and Judah, Edom has often cheered it on and even
participated, as will again be noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on Amos 1:11-12 (another
prophecy of Edom). Apparently, the Edomites of the end time will continue in the same pattern, cutting off the
escape of Israelites, contributing to their devastation and turning them over to the enemy (Obadiah 10-11, 1314).
Yet Edom will pay dearly—as will all nations that have dealt maliciously with God‘s people (verses 15-16). But it
will be particularly bad for Edom. At the time of Christ‘s return, Obadiah tells us, the land of Edom will be
destroyed, and it appears from verse 18 that, at that time, none of the physical descendants of Esau will
survive. (We will examine this matter further when we later read the prophecy of Edom in Jeremiah 49:7-22.)
This does not mean, however, that none of the Edomites will ever be in the Kingdom of God. They will be raised
in the second resurrection, which will take place after the Millennium of Christ‘s reign (Revelation 20:5), and
which is commonly referred to in the Church of God as the ―Great White Throne Judgment‖ (see verses 11-12).
At that time, everyone who has not been called by God in this age prior to Christ‘s return will be given an
opportunity to accept God‘s way of life and enter into His Kingdom. And those of the first resurrection at Christ‘s
return—the comparatively few called and faithful people of this age—will be there to help guide and teach those
who will be raised in that second resurrection.
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As we‘ve seen, Obadiah evidently concerns the Israelites retaking Palestinian territories at the return of Christ.
Verse 20 then concerns the redistribution of the land to all of Israel and Judah returning from captivity. The
―land of the Canaanites as far as Zarephath‖ is perhaps the entire Holy Land, stretching up into former
Phoenician territory in modern Lebanon—though it could be that only northern Israel is here denoted as the
land for the returning house of Israel. Then notice the ―captives of Jerusalem who are in Sepharad.‖ The last
word here may come from sephar, ―which in the Aramaic vernacular would denote furthermost limit or seacoast‖
(Seth Ward, ―On the History of the Term ‗Sepharad,‘‖ Foundation for the Advancement of Sephardic Studies
and Culture, www.sephardicstudies.org/ward2.html). By early medieval times, the Jewish people of Spain were
referring to themselves as Sephardic Jews, evidently from this term. Perhaps it refers to the Jews who have
been scattered since the Diaspora. They return to possess the cities of the Negev.
Finally, observe again this very encouraging promise at the end of the book of Obadiah: ―Then saviors shall
come to Mount Zion to judge the mountains of Esau, and the kingdom shall be the LORD‘s‖ (verse 21). Who are
these ―saviors,‖ or deliverers, who judge? Describing the time of Jesus Christ‘s return, Daniel 7:22 says,
―Judgment was given to the saints of the most High; and the time came that the saints possessed the kingdom‖
(KJV). Yes, God‘s saints, glorified as divine kings and priests, will be given the privilege of playing a part in
saving Israel and the rest of mankind. What an awesome future!
Regarding the closing words of the prophecy, ―the kingdom shall be the LORD‘s‖ (Obadiah 21), The Nelson
Study Bible says this in its note on the verse: ―These were Obadiah‘s last words against all human arrogance,
pride, and rebellion. Edom had thought itself indestructible; but the Lord humbled that nation and restored the
fallen Judah [and will do so in a far greater way for all Israel in the future]. Many people are tempted to consider
themselves beyond the reach of God. But God will bring them low, just as He will lift those who humble
themselves before Him. And one great day, He will establish His just rule over all.‖
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JONAH
Introduction to Jonah (Jonah 1)
As we saw in our previous reading, 2 Kings 14:25 shows that Jonah preached during the reign of Jeroboam II
(ca. 792-753 B.C.). He ―was from Gath Hepher, a town in the territory of Zebulun (see Josh. 19:10, 13; 2 Kin.
14:25), several miles northeast of Nazareth. Nothing is known of his father Amittai. The name Jonah means
‗Dove.‘ We associate the dove with peace and purity; however, this positive meaning is not the only possible
association. A ‗dove‘ could also be a symbol of silliness (see Hos. 7:11), a description that sadly applies to this
tragicomical prophet‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introduction to Jonah).
The story of Jonah and the big fish (or whale) is one of the best known from the Old Testament. Many skeptics
have regarded the story‘s miracles as folklore or allegory. Yet the validity and importance of the story are made
plain by Jesus‘ own reference to it and the use of it as proof that He was the Messiah (Matthew 12:38-41; Luke
11:29-32).
The book is unusual in that it only contains one prophecy (Jonah 3:4) and is actually a story about the prophet
rather than details of his messages.
The book of Jonah reveals a great deal about God‘s mercy. With regard to Nineveh, the Eerdmans Dictionary of
the Bible makes this comment: ―Is God‘s salvation available even to such people? For God to be so concerned
about the positive future of nations such as Assyria was intolerable to some: How could God think of saving a
nation that had so devastated God‘s own people? Jonah himself is a type representing certain pious Israelites
who posed such a question regarding the extension of God‘s mercy to the wicked…. God‘s way with the world,
not simply with Israel, is the way of mercy in the face of deserved judgment‖ (―Jonah,‖ 2000, emphasis added).
As God states through the apostle James, ―Mercy triumphs over judgment‖ (James 2:13).
You Can‘t Run From God (Jonah 1)
The story begins with Jonah‘s call by God to go to Nineveh, the capital of the Assyrian Empire, founded by
Nimrod, the great-grandson of Noah (Genesis 10:8-12). Like so many others, Jonah didn‘t want to go—but
unlike any other recorded scriptural examples of God‘s true servants, Jonah not only refused to go, but he
actually tried to run from God. Jonah later gives his reason as objection to God‘s inclination to show mercy
(Jonah 4:2)—as this could result in Nineveh, Israel‘s enemy, being shown mercy if they repented at his
preaching. But Jonah was to learn that when God gives His servants a job to do, He expects them to carry it
out.
And, of course, you can‘t run from God. As King David wrote, ―Where can I go from Your Spirit? Or where can I
flee from Your presence? If I ascend into heaven, You are there; if I make my bed in hell [i.e., sheol, ‗the
grave‘], You are there. If I take the wings of the morning, and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea, even there
Your hand shall lead me, and Your right hand shall hold me‖ (Psalm 139:7-10). Jonah surely knew these
verses, as he was familiar with the Psalms (demonstrated in the next reading). And yet he tried to defy them by
fleeing across the sea to Tarshish: ―The name means ‗to smelt,‘ and thus the city was associated with the metal
trade. The furthest known metal producing port in the 8th century B.C. was Tartessus, in Spain. Most believe
this port was Jonah‘s destination. The identification is not vital, however. What is key is that metal producing
areas along the Mediterranean were in the opposite direction from Nineveh‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note
on 1:3). ―In any case, it represents the farthest place known to the people of ancient Israel. It is similar to going
‗to the ends of the earth‘‖ (―INDepth: Jonah: A Reluctant Missionary,‖ Nelson Study Bible, sidebar on Jonah 1).
Obviously, it was not far enough—indeed, there‘s no place so far as to place us out of the reach of God.
Ironically, it is this fact that will also save Jonah from death in the sea.
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God can use all sorts of means to get His servants to do His will. In this case, He brought the real problem of
Jonah‘s attitude and disobedience into the open. Not only did it force Jonah to carry out his task, but it had a
profound impact on the sailors he sailed with (Jonah 1:16). The Bible Reader‘s Companion notes: ―Even out of
fellowship with God, Jonah had an evangelistic impact on the sailors. His admission that he was the reason why
God brought the great storm; his demand the sailors throw him overboard; the sudden stilling of the storm as
soon as Jonah left the ship; all these witnessed to God‘s greatness and led the crew to greatly fear ‗the LORD‘
and to make ‗vows‘ to Him.‘ It‘s a mistake to assume just because God is using someone in others‘ lives that
that person must be godly. The Lord uses imperfect agents and even some who are actively disobeying Him at
the very time they serve as channels of grace! So give God the glory. And do not hold His servants in awe, as
though what God does is a testimony to some human being‘s holiness‖ (note on 1:6-16). Of course, recognizing
a pattern of unrighteous conduct would be a reason to question or even reject someone as a spiritual leader.
The point is that God can use anyone—righteous or not—to direct others to His truth. (This in no way removes
the responsibility all of us have to make sure that the spiritual leaders we follow are godly and doctrinally on
track.)
Returning to the account, we next come to the saga of the ―great fish,‖ as translated from the Hebrew. When
Christ refers to this incident in the New Testament, it is interesting to note the Greek translation of what He said.
Rather than the common Greek word for ―fish,‖ ichthus, another word, ketos, is used. This is the same word the
Greek Septuagint uses in its translation of Jonah. The King James Version renders this word in the New
Testament as ―whale,‖ but it literally denotes ―a huge fish, a sea monster‖ (Vine‘s Complete Expository
Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words, 1985, New Testament Section, ―Whale‖).
This does not necessarily rule out a whale, as the word may allow for that. Many people have said that a whale
could not have swallowed a man and, even if it had, he wouldn‘t have survived. Yet the evidence against the
whale story is far from conclusive. Note this section from The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia: ―While
the throats of most whales are too narrow to swallow a man, the cachalot or sperm whale can…. Even other
species of whales could preserve a man alive, were the man able to reach the great laryngeal pouch. This
structure, with its thick, elastic walls, is large enough to contain a man and to supply him with air for breathing.
A.J. Wilson (Princeton Theological Review, 25 {1941}, 636) records the case of a man swept overboard by a
harpooned sperm whale in the vicinity of the Falkland Islands. The whale was eventually killed and cut apart.
After three days, the missing sailor was found in the animal‘s stomach, unconscious. He was successfully
revived, although the skin of his face, neck, and hands was bleached by the whale‘s gastric juices‖ (―Jonah,
Book of,‖ 1982).
Still, another source argues: ―Until the Bible was translated into English, no one had ever heard the story of
Jonah and the whale. For the great fish that‘s mentioned in Jonah 1:17 was considered by ancient and
medieval scholars to be a sea monster and was designated accordingly in Greek and Latin Bibles…. [This]
interpretation is faithful to Greek ketos, which designates a sea dragon or monster. Just what creature was in
the mind of the original writer of Jonah‘s saga remains a matter of conjecture. Probability points to some semimythical sea serpent rather than to the shark or humpback whale…. Many twentieth-century versions and
translations reject ‗whale‘ and use ‗sea monster‘ or ‗dragon‘ in rendering the ancient account‖ (Webb Garrison,
Strange Facts About the Bible, 1968, 2000, pp. 103-104). This is not out of the question. It may even be that
God specially created this creature, as we are explicitly told that He ―had prepared a great fish‖ (verse 17).
Indeed, with other biblical references to Leviathan, a sea serpent and clear type of Satan, the great dragon
(Revelation 12:9)—and considering the idea of being in his clutches as a type of death for sin—this seems a
very strong parallel with Christ‘s death.
In any event, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary adds this important comment: ―As the type of fish is not
identified and the story is told in the most general terms, we should avoid making the incident, which in itself is
physically possible, more difficult by our interpretations. Jesus placed it alongside the even greater miracle of
his own resurrection. What we must do, however, is find an adequate spiritual reason for so great a miracle‖
(introductory notes on Jonah).
This is a reference to Matthew 12:39-40. The scribes and Pharisees asked Jesus for a sign to verify His claims.
He responded: ―An evil and adulterous generation seeks after a sign, and no sign will be given to it except the
sign of the prophet Jonah. For as Jonah was three days and three nights in the belly of the great fish, so will the
Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.‖
Many theologians, believing that Christ died Friday afternoon and rose Sunday morning, interpret the period to
mean parts of three days and just two nights—a little bit of Friday afternoon, Friday night, all day Saturday,
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Saturday night and a little bit of Sunday morning. However, it is illogical to interpret the Hebrew of Jonah in the
light of an unproven theory from New Testament times. Typical of mainstream Christian thinking is this
statement from Adam Clarke‘s Commentary: ―That days and nights do not, among the Hebrews, signify
complete days and nights of twenty-four hours, see Esth. iv.16, compared with chap. v.1; Judg. xiv.17, 18. Our
Lord lay in the grave one natural day, and part of two others; and it is most likely that this was the precise time
that Jonah was in the fish‘s belly‖ (1967, note on Jonah 1:17). Actually, the references he quotes do not prove
his point.
Note this accurate explanation from The Companion Bible: ―The fact that ‗three days‘ is used by Hebrew idiom
for any part of three days and three nights is not disputed; because that was the common way of reckoning, just
as it was when used of years. Three or any number of years was used inclusively of any part of those years, as
may be seen in the reckoning of the reigns of any of the kings of Israel and Judah. But when the number of
‗nights‘ is stated as well as the number of ‗days,‘ then the expression ceases to be an idiom, and becomes a
literal statement of fact.
―Moreover, as the Hebrew day began at sunset the day was reckoned from one sunset to another, the ‗twelve
hours in the day‘ (John 11.9) being reckoned from sunrise, and the twelve hours of the night from sunset. An
evening-morning was thus used for a whole day of twenty-four hours, as in the first chapter of Genesis. Hence
the expression ‗a night and a day‘ in 2 Cor[inthians] 11.25 denotes a complete day (Gr. nuchthemeron). When
Esther says (Est. 4.16) ‗fast ye for me, and neither eat nor drink three days,‘ she defines her meaning as being
three complete days, because she adds (being a Jewess) ‗night or day.‘ And when it is written that the fast
ended on ‗the third day‘ (5.1), ‗the third day‘ must have succeeded and included the third night…. Hence, when
it says that ‗Jonah was in the belly of the fish three days and three nights‘ (Jonah 1.17) it means exactly what it
says, and that this can be the only meaning of the expression in Matt[hew] 12.40; 16.4‖ (App. 144).
Jonah Saved (Jonah 2–4)
As chapter 2 begins, we read of Jonah‘s prayer from the belly of the sea creature. The prayer of chapter 2 tells
us a great deal about Jonah—about his attitude toward God and especially his knowledge of God‘s Word. The
prayer is reminiscent of many passages from the Psalms:
Jonah 2
verse 2
verse 3
verse 4
verse 5
verse 6
verse 7
verse 8
verse 9

Psalms
3:4; 120:1; 18:4-5; 30:3
88:6-7; 42:7
31:22; 5:7
69:1-2
49:15; 56:13; 103:4
107:5; 142:3
31:6
50:14; 69:30; 107:22; 3:8; 37:39

It appears that Jonah was able to recall much Scripture and use it as the basis for his prayer and thanksgiving
to God. This should be an example for all of God‘s people today. We can never tell when we may find ourselves
alone, with no Bible, and only our remembered knowledge of God‘s Word to encourage us. Even though Jonah
was still in the belly of this creature from the deep, he was thankful that he was still alive. The apostle Paul had
a similar approach to life (Philippians 4:11).
In verse 2, Jonah prays, ―Out of the belly of Sheol I cried for help.‖ The King James Version translates Sheol as
―hell.‖ This is a confusing verse for many given the common misconception that Sheol is a place of the dead in
the spirit realm. However, the Hebrew word literally means ―grave‖ or ―pit.‖ People become confused because
they attach to death the pagan concept of going to heaven or hell, a teaching that the Bible never supports.
Hence, the idea that Sheol can mean the netherworld. It must be noted that ―nowhere in the O[ld] T[estament] is
Sheol described as a place of torment or punishment for the wicked. At most it is a place of confinement away
from the land of the living…. Not until the Hellenistic era (after 333 B.C.) was Sheol (Hades) conceived of as
compartmentalized, with places of torment and comfort‖ (International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, ―Sheol‖).
Thus, the creature in which Jonah lay was, in essence, a tomb—a watery grave. Yet even though he was ―as
good as dead,‖ Jonah understood the power of God. Notice his reference to the ―belly‖ of Sheol. Here ―Jonah
uses the Hebrews beten (=womb)… (2.2)‖ (Companion Bible, App. 144)—that is, something to be ―born‖ from.
Finally, then, God intervened. He spoke to the fish and it immediately responded, demonstrating His sovereign
power over His creation. Recall that the entire universe came into being when God spoke (Psalm 33:6-9).
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There are some important points to consider here. The disobedient Jonah being as good as dead in a watery
grave was a type of Christ, bearing our sins (though without sin Himself), being put to death and buried in the
earth. The miraculous vomiting up of Jonah to new life was a type of Jesus‘ resurrection from the grave, having
paid our sins. Moreover, Christ was ―born‖ from the ―womb‖ of the grave, being described as the ―firstborn from
the dead‖ (Colossians 1:18; Revelation 1:5). And this was accomplished by the same power that created the
universe and preserved Jonah.
Consider further: Christian baptism in a ―watery grave‖ is a figurative burial of the old, sinful self with Christ
(Romans 6:4, 6). And our emergence from the waters of baptism represents resurrection with Christ into
newness of life—looking forward to our actual future resurrection (verses 4-5). In this way, our very own
baptism is in a sense tied to what Jonah experienced!
God spoke to Jonah again and this time he obeyed, now walking in ―newness of life.‖ In Jonah‘s case it meant a
full realization that he had to serve God just as all creation ultimately serves God. As forces of the natural world
that brought him to this point had operated at the command of God, so he had to obey. Of course, God could
have used someone else to go to Nineveh, but He was showing Jonah that he couldn‘t shirk his responsibilities.
No doubt, Jonah was also grateful for his miraculous deliverance—motivating him to be more devoted in his
service to God. However, as we later see, he does not maintain a right attitude. It is the same with all
Christians. God often humbles us and brings us to repentance—but we do not continue in that frame of mind
indefinitely as we should (1 John 1:8). Still, God is patient with us—as He was with Jonah—as long as we
continue to repent and overcome.
Nineveh Repents (Jonah 2–4)
Arisen from the depths, Jonah takes God‘s message to Nineveh. The reference to ―a three-day journey in
extent‖ is probably not the distance Jonah had to travel to get there, but rather the time it took to walk around
Nineveh, demonstrating its vastness: ―The city wall of Nineveh had a circumference of about eight miles,
indicating that Nineveh was an exceedingly large city for the times. But the reference to ‗three days‘ likely refers
to the larger administrative district of Nineveh [i.e., the suburbs], made up of several cities, with a circumference
of about 55 miles‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 3:3). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary expresses a similar
view, stating that ―Diodorus Siculus (first century B.C.) gave the circumference of the city as approximately sixty
miles‖ (note on verse 3).
There is an important change in the name of God at this point. When the story talks about Jonah and his
relationship with God, the writer uses the Hebrew name YHWH (Yahweh, ―the Eternal‖, usually substituted with
―the LORD‖ in English Bible translations). In fact, it was distinctly Yahweh whom the sailors had come to fear
(Jonah 1:16). But to the people of Nineveh, Jonah uses the name Elohim (―God,‖ the All-Powerful, i.e., the
Creator). ―The obvious purpose is to bring home that Jonah had not been proclaiming Yahweh to those that did
not know him but that the supreme God, whatever his name, was about to show his power in judgment. Behind
all polytheism with its many gods and many lords, there was always the concept of one god who could enforce
his will on the others, if he chose. There is not the slightest indication that Jonah had mentioned the God of
Israel or had said that he came in his name. The Ninevites, however, recognized the voice of the supreme God,
whatever name they may have given him, and repented‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Jonah 3:510). And God did not bring upon them the announced destruction.
Was Jonah, then, a false prophet? ―If the test of a true prophet is that his words come true (Deut. 18:22), how
do we explain the failure of Jonah‘s message of judgment? The answer is that nearly every message of
judgment is conditional, a truth that Jonah clearly understood (Jonah 4:2). The principle is illustrated in 2
Sam[uel] 12:14-23; 1 Kings 21:27-29; and 2 Kings 20:1-6‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Jonah 3:1).
Indeed, God says in Jeremiah 18:7-8, ―The instant I speak concerning a nation and concerning a kingdom, to
pluck up, to pull down, and to destroy it, if that nation against whom I have spoken turns from its evil, I will relent
of the disaster that I thought to bring upon it.‖ We see in the example of the Assyrians a primary reason why
God reveals the future through His prophets—that human beings may see what is coming and repent.
Prophecy isn‘t simply a futile exercise, revealing the future as an end in itself. God reveals what is coming so
we can understand and be motivated to change—to repent—so as to avoid His pronounced punishment! The
example of the Assyrians should be an example for all humankind.
We might wonder why the inhabitants of the capital of the powerful Assyrian Empire, of all people, would
respond to God‘s call to repentance at this time. ―Events had prepared the people of Nineveh for the prophet‘s
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message. Assyria was led by weak rulers between 782 B.C. and 745 B.C., and was threatened by mountain
tribes from the north who had driven their frontiers within a hundred miles of the capital. The danger of
destruction was very real in Nineveh in this period‖ (note on 3:3).
Indeed, ―Assyria, following the reign of Adad-nirari III (810-873), was in a dismal state of affairs. Internal
upheavals and pressure from powerful enemies such as Urartu [Armenia] and the Aramaean states kept her in
a defensive holding position until mighty Tiglath-pileser III came to power in 745. This is precisely the period in
which Israel under Jeroboam II and Judah under Uzziah regained territories which had been forfeited earlier
and a great measure of their international prestige. It is also the period in which Jonah was occupied in his
prophetic ministry. Given these chronological limits, the most likely time for the mission of Jonah to Nineveh
was in the reign of Assur-dan III (772-755). Though no royal inscriptions whatsoever have survived from his
years in power, the Assyrian eponym list and other indirect witnesses attest to his tenure as a period of
unparalleled turmoil. Assur, Arrapha, Gozan, and many other rival states and dependencies revolted. In
addition, plague and famine struck repeatedly until the empire was left impoverished and in total disorder. This
would have been an ideal time for Jonah to deliver his message of judgment and of the universal redemptive
program of the God of Israel. Assyria‘s own pantheon and cult had failed miserably. Surely now, if ever, the king
and people were prepared to hear a word from the only living God‖ (Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 388).
Jesus attested to the amazing repentance of the Ninevites—and sadly, to the fact that they set a better example
than did the religious leaders of His day (Luke 11:32).
Jonah‘s Reaction—and God‘s Compassion (Jonah 2–4)
Chapter 4 tells us that Jonah did not want the Ninevites to repent. Assyria had dominated the Israelites not long
before in the days of Jehu, even collecting tribute from them. He wanted Assyria to be punished, not sustained
and given further chance of destroying Israel. Incredibly, Jonah stated that he wanted to die rather than see
God‘s mercy on Nineveh! And yet, only a few days before, he had pleaded with God to keep him alive. Such
thinking is clearly irrational. Sadly, though, the desire for retribution and revenge is commonplace. Even
Christians are not immune. Yet all of us need to learn to be as gracious and compassionate as God is. Our
desire should be for those who have done wrong to change, not for them to be punished. Again, we must
remember that ―mercy triumphs over judgment‖ (James 2:13).
Ironically, Jonah‘s message would postpone the fall of Israel. Yet Jonah‘s mission wasn‘t obvious even to the
prophet himself. As Halley‘s Bible Handbook states in its introduction to the book, Jonah‘s message ―would
prolong the life of the enemy nation that was already in the process of exterminating…his own nation. No
wonder he fled in the opposite direction—he was in patriotic dread of the brutal and relentless military machine
that was closing in on God‘s people‖ (2000, p. 459). Possibly Jonah thought that if he didn‘t go to Nineveh, God
would simply destroy Assyria, thus freeing Israel of her enemy. Of course, this was faulty reasoning. Obviously
God could still have used Assyria as a means of punishment for Israel anyway. And in actuality, rather than
further threatening Israel, Assyria‘s repentance spared Israel from conquest for a time, as the lust for violence
and conquest was one thing of which Assyria repented (Jonah 3:8). So while God strengthened Israel during
the reign of Jeroboam II (2 Kings 14:26-27), He also prevented Assyria from conquering Israel until a later
time—and this He accomplished through Jonah‘s preaching.
After finally delivering his message, Jonah went away and waited for God to do something. It‘s obvious from the
context that this was the hot season and the temperature may well have been as high as 110 degrees
Fahrenheit in the middle of the day. But God was to teach Jonah (and us) a further lesson about priorities.
Jonah was concerned about the plant dying. God showed him that if the plant was important, how much more
the people of Nineveh? The reference to 120,000 people ―who cannot discern between their right hand and
their left‖ has been the subject of debate. The Bible Reader‘s Companion states: ―The number either refers to
the entire population, or to young children. Since the maximum estimated population at that era was about
175,000, the former is the better interpretation. The saying ‗not tell their right hand from their left‘ refers to a lack
of moral knowledge, stemming from the fact that Assyria had not been granted special revelation from God‖
(note on 4:11). In that sense, it would also seem that God here views all such human beings as little children in
need of being taught.
Expositor‘s makes a fitting concluding statement: ―The declaration of God‘s loving care was made, not to
Nineveh, but to Jonah (4:11), and so to Israel. Taking the book as a whole, it is a revelation to God‘s people of
God‘s all-sovereign power and care. It had a special relevance to Israel over which the shadow of Assyria was
falling, and later to Judah, as it faced destruction at the hands of Babylon‖ (introductory notes on Jonah).
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MICAH
Introduction to Micah (Micah 1)
During Jotham‘s days, God sent yet another prophet in addition to Hosea and Isaiah. Micah, who prophesied
during the days of Jotham, Ahaz and Hezekiah, seems to have preached in Judah as well, but his message
involves the northern kingdom more directly than Isaiah‘s work did (compare Micah 1:1). And unlike Isaiah, who
apparently grew up with connections to royalty, Micah grew up far from the court life of Jerusalem—in the rural
village of Moresheth Gath (verses 1, 14), also known as Maresha (verse 15), in the Judean lowlands near
Philistia.
Nevertheless, many of his themes, actions and examples echo those of Isaiah. Compare, for example, Micah
1:8 with Isaiah 20:2-4—and Micah 1:9 with Isaiah 1:5-6. Micah also gives important details about the coming
Messiah, as Isaiah did. And Micah 4:1-5 is nearly identical to Isaiah 2:1-4. Whether Micah borrowed this
passage from Isaiah or vice versa, or both of them wrote it independently of the other, one thing is certain: God
inspired both of them in any case.
Micah Announces Judgment (Micah 1)
Micah announces that judgment is swiftly bearing down on Samaria, the capital of Israel. Yet this is not
addressed to Israel directly. Rather, the prophecy is to all the peoples of the earth (1:2). They are to observe
the punishment that is coming on God‘s people. This is to serve as a warning that a holy God will not let sin go
unpunished. Even believers today must heed this warning. As the apostle Paul wrote in Romans 11:19-22: ―You
will say then, ‗Branches were broken off [i.e., physical Israelites were rejected from being God‘s chosen people]
that I might be grafted in.‘ Well said. Because of unbelief [and resultant disobedience, compare Hebrews 3:1819] they were broken off, and you stand by faith. Do not be haughty, but fear. For if God did not spare the
natural branches, He may not spare you either. Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God: on those
who fell, severity; but toward you, goodness, if you continue in His goodness. Otherwise you also will be cut
off.‖
Of course, God always acts in love, even when He has to use a heavy hand. He enhances the natural negative
consequences of sinful action to bring home the realization that people hurt themselves and others by their
wrongdoing. His motive is to stir people to repent—that is, to change the way they live, in order that they might
receive His full benefits. But let us not allow this realization to minimize the terrible punishment coming on the
descendants of Israel—which will indeed be unimaginably severe, as this is what will be required to bring them
to repentance. And this is to be an example to all nations.
Certainly, the people of Judah should have awakened to the impending danger, which was also a threat to them
(Micah 1:9). As The Nelson Study Bible notes: ―With skillfully written wordplays on the names of Judah‘s cities,
Micah prophesied of the coming destruction of Judah (1:3-16). He turned around the meaning of a number of
town names as a way of describing the world being turned upside down. Shapir, meaning ‗Beautiful,‖ would be
shamed (1:11); and Jerusalem, a name suggesting ‗Peace,‘ would be disrupted (1:12). Lachish, a name
sounding like the Hebrew word for swift steeds, would flee on its horses. All the agitation was caused by God‘s
judgment on Judah for worshiping other gods on the high places. In fact, idolatry was so rampant that Micah
describes Jerusalem and Samaria, the capital cities of Judah and Israel, as high places themselves (1:5)‖
(―Geographical Puns in Micah,‖ 1997, p. 1503).
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Micah Speaks Out (Micah 2)
Micah‘s prophecies continued during the days of Ahaz and on into the reign of Hezekiah (Micah 1:1). Sadly,
even during Hezekiah‘s righteous reign, Judah had devolved into serious corruption.
―Imagine a society that allows powerful citizens to seize property and land whenever they want, especially from
those who are too weak or poor to defend themselves. That was happening in Micah‘s day. The wealthy and
powerful of Judah were grabbing real estate that belonged to others, by force if necessary (Mic 2.2; 3.10). The
prophet condemned this practice, which amounted to robbery and murder. But the leaders of the country
allowed it to go unchecked. In fact, they not only denied justice to the poor, but as good as skinned them alive
in order to enrich themselves (3.1-3; compare Pr 22.16).
―In seizing the lands of their countrymen, the powerful businesspeople of Judah were violating key principles of
the Law. They were openly breaking the Ten Commandments (Ex 20.13, 15, 17), the law forbidding permanent
sale of land (Lv 25.23-28), and the law against changing landmarks (Dt 19.14). The Lord promised retribution in
kind by allowing foreigners to seize the lands of Judah (Mic 2.4, 5)‖ (―Illegal Search and Seizure,‖ Word in Life
Bible, sidebar on 2:2).
But the people don‘t want to hear what Micah has to say. Notice the paraphrase in the Contemporary English
Version: ―‗Enough of your preaching!‘ That‘s what you tell me. ‗We won‘t be disgraced, so stop preaching!‘…
Get out of here you crooks! You‘ll find no rest here. You‘re not fit to belong to the LORD‘s people, and you will be
destroyed.‘ The only prophet you want is a liar who will say, ‗Drink and get drunk!‘‖ (verses 6, 10-11).
The wrongdoing and evil attitudes of the people described in this chapter could well apply to people today—and
so can the warnings. Indeed, it seems they do, for God addresses all Israel in verse 12. But here the message
takes a positive turn. God says He will eventually assemble all of Israel from all the lands to which they have
been scattered—a humbled remnant left after the great destruction that is coming—to at last walk uprightly in
His ways. The message of God is ever one of hope. Despite the wrongdoing of man and the punishment he
heaps upon himself, God is merciful beyond all imagination. And He will save His people yet.
Invasion of Sennacherib and Micah‘s Warning (Micah 3)
In 701 Sennacherib marched west to crush the Palestinian revolt. He came down the Mediterranean coast, ―and
after the surrender of Ashkelon and Ekron turned toward Judah. He made his headquarters at Lachish [28 miles
southwest of Jerusalem]; reliefs found at Nineveh [now at the British Museum] show the breaching of the
double walls and the fortifications of the gate [of Lachish] by siege rams. Traces of the intense destruction have
been found in the excavations on the site (stratum III)and also at Tell Beit Mirsim (Ashan) and Beer-sheba‖
(p.99).
In conjunction with the Assyrian invasion, Hezekiah took further precautions to protect Jerusalem. Rather than
just having the water of Gihon brought inside the city by his tunnel, it was necessary to keep enemies from
polluting the spring or preventing its waters from reaching Jerusalem—or from using it and other springs. So he
concealed the springs outside the city (compare 2 Chronicles 32:3-4). But this alone would not protect
Hezekiah‘s people.
Sadly, besides Hezekiah‘s own lapse in attitude and failure to completely rely on God, Judah had declined quite
a bit spiritually during the reign of Ahaz so that even Hezekiah‘s reforms were not sufficient to entirely reverse
the downward trend. Perhaps if Hezekiah had fully trusted in God, he could have successfully continued to
withstand the Assyrians, but God permitted Sennacherib to invade the land and capture many of its cities. It is,
of course, possible that God would have brought destruction against Judah in general anyway because of their
injustice and wrongdoing, as brought out in Micah and Isaiah‘s prophecies.
As for the scale of what happened, notice these words of Sennacherib himself from his famous clay prism: ―But
as for Hezekiah, the Jew, who did not bow in submission to my yoke, forty-six of his strong walled towns and
innumerable smaller villages in their neighbourhood I besieged and conquered by stamping down earth-ramps
and then by bringing up battering rams, by the assault of foot-soldiers, by breaches, tunneling and sapper
operations. I made to come out from them 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, innumerable
horses, mules, donkeys, camels, large and small cattle, and counted them as spoils of war‖ (quoted in
Eerdmans Handbook to the Bible,1983, p.280). It is interesting to consider, then, that many people of Judah,
Benjamin and Levi thereby joined the Assyrian captivity of the northern tribes—20 years after Samaria‘s fall.
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At these dire events, Hezekiah panics and surrenders to Sennacherib while he is still at Lachish (2 Kings
18:14). Hezekiah takes much of the gold and all the silver from the temple to pay the tribute imposed on him
(verses 15-16). Yet Sennacherib is not fully appeased. It was perhaps right around this time that the prophet
Micah delivered his powerful warning of chapter 3 to the leaders of Jerusalem, including Hezekiah.
Interestingly, years later this episode will be used by some as a defense of Jeremiah, when others want him put
to death for pronouncing judgment on Jerusalem. At this point, you should read Jeremiah 26:17-19. As you can
see, having read these verses, from the later testimony it does appear that Micah‘s warning corresponded to
events at the time of Sennacherib‘s invasion. Micah‘s preaching —probably along with Isaiah‘s and the terrible
events—brought about Hezekiah‘s humbling himself in repentance. Jerusalem would not fall.
Sennacherib sends a delegation to taunt the city (2 Kings 18:17).Whether coincidentally or not, they conduct
their business at the very place Isaiah had confronted Ahaz about 30 years earlier to warn him of the Assyrian
threat (compare Isaiah 7:3). Tartan, Rabsaris and Rabshakeh are probably titles rather than names. The NIV
translates these as supreme commander, chief officer and field commander. The field commander addresses
Hezekiah‘s representatives, speaking Hebrew in the hearing of all the people, to maximize intimidation (verse
26). He first questions their reliance on Egypt for help (verse 21). This was something God Himself had rebuked
them for (compare Isaiah 30:1-5).
Then he questions why they claim to rely on God, when Hezekiah has taken away all of the high places and
insisted that they worship only at the altar in Jerusalem (verse 22). This of course reflects a total
misunderstanding on his part on how God was to be worshiped, though it may have planted some doubts and
worries into the minds of the Jews.
The field commander then claims that God had told the Assyrians to destroy the land (verse 25). God probably
did not speak to the king of Assyria, although He apparently did move the Assyrians to war against the northern
kingdom of Israel and take its people captive—and now He was similarly moving Assyria against Judah. Yet in
his particular claim the Assyrian official was, no doubt, being rather presumptuous. But he really gets into
trouble when he challenges God Himself, saying that God is no different than the gods of the other nations he
has destroyed, and is incapable of delivering Jerusalem (verses 30-35). As we will see in the rest of the
account, God is not like the false gods of pagan nations.
The Reign of the Messiah; Judgment on Israel‘s Enemies (Micah 4–5)
It is not clear when the rest of the prophecies of Micah were delivered. It is possible that chapters 4-7 were
delivered before or during Sennacherib‘s invasion. However, there is reason to believe they were given later, as
we‘ll see. We do know from Micah 1:1 that they were given prior to Hezekiah‘s death —but this did not come
until 15 years after Sennacherib‘s invasion. Therefore, we have a fairly broad time span here.
Micah 4 begins with essentially the same words recorded in Isaiah 2:1-4 about Christ‘s millennial reign to come
in the last days. But Micah adds some other important details. First of all, he adds that ―everyone shall sit under
his vine and under his fig tree, and no one shall make them afraid‖ (Micah 4:4). This shows that everyone will
have personal property—enjoying the fruit of their own labor. It also shows that there will be no reason to fear
crime or assault. For, as God says in Isaiah 11:9, people will not be permitted to harm each other in the world
under Christ‘s reign. Indeed, the peace and harmony that will prevail is presented in Zechariah 3:10, where we
are told that ―everyone will invite his neighbor under his vine and under his fig tree.‖ This tells us that while we
are to enjoy our property and the fruit of our labors, these things are also to be shared with others.
Then notice Micah 4:5.The New King James Version translates it as, ―For all people walk each in the name of
his god, but we will walk in the name of the LORD our God forever and ever.‖ This is interpreted to mean that
while other nations followed false gods in Micah‘s day, the Israelites would forever follow the true God in the
age to come. But this comparison seems to make little sense, as all people of the coming age will also follow
the true God.
The King James translation actually makes more sense, though likely not at first glance by most people: ―For all
people will walk every one in the name of his god, and we will walk in the name of the LORD our God for ever
and ever.‖ But who are the ―gods‖ that the various peoples will follow? As incredible as it sounds, these ―gods‖
will be the converted Christians from this age made perfect in divine glory at Christ‘s return.
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Indeed, our amazing destiny is to become the same kind of beings that God the Father and Jesus Christ are,
Christ being the ―firstborn among many brethren‖ (Romans 8:29). Jesus quoted Psalm 82 in this regard, saying:
―Is it not written in your law, ‗I said, ―You are gods‖‘? If He called them gods, to whom the word of God came
(and the Scripture cannot be broken), do you say of Him whom the Father sanctified and sent into the world,
‗You are blaspheming,‘ because I said, ‗I am the Son of God ‘?‖ (John 10:34-36). The Jewish religious
authorities of Christ‘s day were accusing Him of blasphemy for saying He was the Son of God. But He turned
the tables on them by asking them why they had such a problem with this concept when the Scriptures they
accepted referred to human beings as ―gods‖—that is, man was created in God‘s image and likeness (Genesis
1:26-27) with the purpose of eventually becoming divine beings. For more on this, request our free booklets
Who Is God? and What Is Your Destiny?
In the age to come, the glorified saints of God—then divine—will be given authority over cities and nations as
kings and priests, as other prophecies show (Luke 19:11-19; 22:29-30; Revelation 5:10; 20:4, 6). So, in
essence, Micah was speaking to God‘s converted followers of this age in Micah 4:5. While human beings of the
future age will follow the glorified priest-kings of their cities or nations, we who will be those glorified priest-kings
(if we remain faithful now) will forever follow the ―LORD‖—i.e., the Eternal, a name applying to the Father and
Jesus Christ. Of course, all peoples will be following the Father and Christ too—but they will come to God in
some respects through the divine priest-kings of that future time, which again refers to Christ‘s glorified
followers from this age. Micah goes on to say that this time of peace will begin with a regathering of God‘s
afflicted people and a restoration of Israel‘s former dominion (verses 6-8).
Verses 9-10, while perhaps referring to Judah‘s anguish at the time of Sennacherib‘s invasion in 701 B.C.,
could well refer to a later time. As already mentioned, the next year following the invasion, in 700, Sennacherib
actually managed to regather his strength and put down Merodach-Baladan of Babylon once and for all—with
Sennacherib placing his son on Babylon‘s throne. This could have caused cries of anguish from the Jews. In
695, however, Sennacherib attempted a naval invasion of Elam, which failed. The Elamites attacked Assyriancontrolled Babylon and took Sennacherib‘s son prisoner. Babylon was thus returned to native Chaldean rule. A
major battle between Assyria and the Elamites in 692 ended in a stalemate. But in 689,Sennacherib sacked the
city of Babylon, reasserting Assyrian rule over the area. This may have greatly upset the Jews, who perhaps
still pinned their hopes on Babylon to overthrow the Assyrians.
Look again at verses 9-10 from this perspective. God basically says to the people of Jerusalem: What are you
crying about? You‘ve still got your king and leaders. So why do you act like you‘re in agony? Well, guess what?
You are going to be in agony. You‘re going to be taken away by the very ones in whom you‘ve hoped—the
Babylonians—to Babylon. But God promises to deliver them from there. While this probably referred to the
ancient Babylonian captivity of Judah, it seems also to refer to the end time, considering verses 11-13. In these
verses, it appears that Judah is used to beat down nations that come against Jerusalem. This could be a
reference to the Israelis‘ military power since the state of Israel was formed. However, it seems more likely to
refer to Judah‘s participation in defeating powers at the time of Christ‘s return (see Zechariah 12:6; 14:14).
Then again, ―daughter of Zion‖ in verse 13 could perhaps be taken spiritually—as a reference to the glorified
Church of God at Christ‘s return. ―I will make your horn [i.e., might] iron‖ and ―You shall beat in pieces many
peoples ‖ (verse 13) could tie in with Christ‘s promise to the Church: ―And he who overcomes and keeps My
works until the end, to him I will give power over the nations —‗He shall rule them with a rod of iron; they shall
be dashed to pieces like the potter‘s vessels ‘‖ (Revelation 2:26-27).
Micah 5:1 has been interpreted in various ways. It is not clear if the ―daughter of troops‖ refers to the Jews or
the invaders. The ―He‖ who lays siege appears to be the Lord (compare 4:13), though that is not certain. The
striking of the judge of Israel has been seen by some as the treatment of Zedekiah at Jerusalem‘s overthrow by
the Babylonians. However, others see it as a reference to the striking of the supreme Judge of Israel, Jesus
Christ, by His enemies (compare Mark 15:19). In the end, Christ will triumph.
Verse 2 of Micah 5 refers to Bethlehem Ephrathah. Ephrath was the ancient name of Bethlehem (Genesis
35:19). The verse refers, of course, to the birth of Jesus in that town (see Matthew 2:4-6; John 7:42).
Interestingly, Bethlehem means ―House of Bread,‖ and Jesus would come as the true bread of life on which we
must be sustained to have eternal life (see John 6). It should be pointed out that this verse states that Jesus is
―from everlasting‖—that is, eternity past, meaning He is without beginning (compare Hebrews 7:3; see our
booklet Who Is God?).
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Verse 3 of Micah 5 says that Jesus will give up the Jews ―until the time that she who is in labor has given birth.‖
Together with verses 4 and 5, it seems clear that this is not a reference to Judah giving birth to the Messiah—
since Judah was still given up to enemies at that time and even after. Rather, she who is in labor is likely the
spiritual Zion, who gives birth to a ―nation born at once‖ (compare Isaiah 66:8)—that is, the glorification of the
Church at Christ‘s return. Consider, then, the remainder of Micah 5:3: ―Then the remnant of His brethren [or,
more likely, the remnant of Israel who are His brethren] shall return to the children of Israel.‖ Jesus‘ brethren—
the members of God‘s Church—are the remnant of Israel, the elect according to grace (see Romans 11:5). The
glorified members of the Church will be caught up to meet Jesus in the air.
Afterward, Jesus and His brethren ―shall return to the children of Israel‖—that is, to lead and govern the
returning Israelite exiles. Jesus then feeds His flock, not as He came the first time in the flesh but in divine
power and majesty—bringing truth and peace to the ends of the earth (Micah 5:4-5). The time designated as
―when the Assyrian comes into our land‖ (verse 5) is not clear. It seems to be an end time prophecy. Perhaps
the seven shepherds and eight princes refer to leaders of a Jewish or Israelite resistance of the last days—who
help other forces bring about the destruction of Europe just prior to Christ‘s return. It is also possible that this is
a reference to events that have already occurred in our time—the utter wasting of Germany in World War II—
that is, if verses 5-6 correspond to the time of verses 7-9.
Verses 7-9 refer to the great military strength of Jacob (the nations of modern Israel) in the end time. This
appears to refer primarily to British and American military strength in its heyday. This period of strength is seen
coming before Jacob‘s military power is at last cut off during the coming great tribulation (compare verses 1014). In that awful tribulation, which is yet to come, Israel‘s cities will be destroyed (verse 14; compare Ezekiel
6:6). But in the end, God will execute vengeance on the nations (Micah 5:15).
God‘s Complaint Against Israel; Future Pardon (Micah 6–7)
Chapters 6 and 7 appear to be directed primarily to Israel rather than Judah—although this could have included
Judah. It is not clear when this prophecy was delivered. Based on the time span of Micah‘s ministry (see Micah
1:1), it is possible that it was actually given prior to Israel‘s first captivity or second captivity—and yet appended
to the end of his book. However, it is also possible that it was given late in Hezekiah‘s reign. If the latter is true,
the message would seem almost exclusively for the end time, since Israel would have already gone into
captivity (yet with perhaps some application to ancient Judah, as mentioned). Of course, even if the prophecy
was given before Israel‘s captivity, it would still clearly apply to the end time as well, based on the details in the
latter half of chapter 7.
Chapter 6 ―is in the familiar form of a lawsuit which God brings against Israel‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible
Reader‘s Companion, note on chap. 6). God calls the ―mountains‖ and ―hills‖ as witnesses (verses 1-2). While
perhaps a literal reference to the land, which existed when the covenant with Israel was first made, it is just as
likely that ―mountains‖and ―hills‖ refers to great nations and smaller nations, as is often the case in biblical
prophecy. Actually, God makes the point that the Israelites act as if they have a case against Him. But He is
clearly innocent of all charges. Just the opposite, God has repeatedly worked to save and help Israel. As an
example, Balaam caused much grief to the Israelites by leading them into idolatry—but when used by Balak in
an attempt to curse Israel, Balaam uttered many blessings and demonstrated God‘s love and protection for His
people (verse 5; Numbers 22:2 –24:25).
Micah 6:6-8 offers one of the clearest statements of a theme scattered throughout many other places in the Old
Testament, as well as the New, which places the sacrificial system in its proper perspective (see 1 Samuel
15:22; Psalm 51:16-17; Hosea 6:6). God did not want sacrifices just for the sake of sacrifices. And He did not
want the sacrifice of children at all—though many societies of that day thought this a legitimate sacrifice,
including the Israelites at times.
God‘s real goal for mankind was and is to produce righteous character. God defines true goodness, which is
what he really requires. It is, first of all, to ―do justly‖—that is, to live righteously (according to God‘s
commandments, Psalm 119:172) and to judge and deal fairly. It also includes loving mercy—having a thankful
heart for God‘s mercy and a compassionate heart that shows mercy to others, expressing itself in a willingness
to help others in need. And finally, it means to walk humbly with God, trusting Him for guidance and direction.
Christ called these things the ―weightier matters of the law—justice, mercy and faith‖ (Matthew 23:23). Justice
corresponds to living justly and judging with righteous judgment. And walking humbly with God is synonymous
with walking by faith—humble and trusting, as a little child.
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Micah 6:16 refers to the wickedness of Omri and especially his son Ahab, who were the first kings of Israel to
bring Baal worship into prominence. Of Omri the Bible states, ―Omri did evil in the eyes of the LORD, and did
worse than all who were before him‖ (1 Kings 16:25). He founded the city of Samaria (1 Kings 16:24), which
was virtually synonymous with idolatry. Israel is shown to be following Omri and Ahab‘s evil ways. Again, this
could refer to ancient Israel. But it also applies to the nations of modern Israel, as widespread false Christianity
is really a modified form of ancient Baal worship. The name Baal means ―Lord.‖ Many today worship a ―Lord‖
they believe to be the true God—yet they are sadly deceived.
As chapter 7 opens, Micah is dismayed at the lack of righteous fruit in the society. In verse 3, he mentions a
corrupt prince. This seems to be part of an end-time prophecy, and perhaps just means that all of Israel‘s
leaders in the last days are corrupt. However, if this prophecy were given late in Hezekiah‘s reign, it could
perhaps have applied to Hezekiah‘s son, Manasseh—who would eventually prove to be Judah‘s most wicked
ruler. Manasseh was coregent with Hezekiah in Judah from around 697-686 B.C.—just over a decade.
Regarding verses 5-6, Christ actually explained the meaning. Jesus often quoted His own prophets when
preaching. And such was the case when He stated that He came not to bring peace, but a sword—referring to
the fact that those who chose His way would often be greatly opposed and even betrayed by close friends and
family members. He quoted Micah 7:6 in this context (see Matthew 10:34-39; Luke 12:49-53).
Verses 7-9 of Micah 7 should be of great comfort to us. Micah appears to be describing his own predicament
and hope—but it is the same for every Christian. And it was the hope of Israel as well. God will often allow us to
experience consequences because of our sins. But upon our repentance He does forgive us—and He will
ultimately save us. ―She who is my enemy‖ (verse 10) is probably a reference to the false Christianity that has
prevailed since the second century and is to dominate the world in the end time—referred to in Revelation 17 as
―Babylon the Great, the Mother of Harlots and of the Abominations of the Earth.‖ She—that is, this evil
system—will ultimately be destroyed, God promises.
In verse 12, ―From Assyria and the fortified cities, from the fortress to the River‖ could perhaps be translated
―From Assyria and the cities of Egypt, from Egypt to the River [Euphrates]‖ (see NKJV margin). This would
parallel other verses that show the Israelites of the end time returning from both Assyria and Egypt in a great
second exodus (e.g., Isaiah 11:11). The territory of the northern kingdom will again be inhabited by the
Israelites (Micah 7:14).
The second Exodus will be accompanied by great miracles, as the original Exodus was (verse 15). All nations
will see and fear (verses 16-17). But the greatest testimony of the events is the measureless mercy of God—
who will pardon Israel‘s sins upon their repentance despite all the injustice and evil they have committed
against Him (verses 18-20).
This evokes the remark of ―Who is a God like You …?‖ in verse 18, similar to the words in Exodus 15:11, ―Who
is like You Eternal…?‖—which were part of the song that the Israelites sang to God when He delivered them
from Pharaoh at the Red Sea. The statement in Micah provides an interesting play on words because the name
Micah means, ‖Who Is Like the Eternal?‖ Micah himself stood in awe of the incredible mercy of God.
Interestingly, the Jews have a traditional practice called Tashlich, meaning, ―You will cast,‖ taken from the
Hebrew words of Micah 7:19. For most this is done on the Feast of Trumpets, although some do it on the Day
of Atonement, which seems more fitting. It involves throwing lint and bread crumbs from one‘s pocket —or
casting a stone—into a body of water. The concept is that in the same way, God will carry their sins away.
Amazingly, it is in the ultimate fulfillment of the fall Holy Days that most of the Jewish people will at last find the
redemption they seek. But for all those whom God is calling in this age, redemption is available now. Consider
the imagery of a stone sinking to the bottom of the ocean—never to be seen or heard from again. This is what
God says is done with our sins. How grateful we should all be for His unbounded grace and mercy. What a truly
wonderful God we serve.
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NAHUM

Introduction to Nahum (Nahum 1)
Little is known of the prophet Nahum, whose message concerns the coming destruction of Nineveh, capital of
the Assyrian Empire. The time of his prophecy is ascertained from two key facts. The fall of the Egyptian city of
Thebes (No Amon), which occurred in 663 B.C., is mentioned as a past event (3:8). And the fall of Nineveh,
which occurred in 612 B.C., was yet future. So Nahum must have written between these dates.
The prophet is called an Elkoshite (1:1), apparently after a native city named Elkosh, the location of which is
uncertain. Some maintain that, ―since Nahum wrote considerably after the destruction of Israel in 722 B.C., we
may assume that Elkosh was in Judah‖ (Nelson Study Bible, introductory notes on Nahum). And Nahum does
specifically address Judah in the prophecy (verse 15). Others, however, point out: ―His name is in the word
‗Capernaum‘ [modern Kfar Nahum], which means ‗village of Nahum.‘ This may indicate that he was a resident,
or founder, of Capernaum…. Elkosh, his birthplace, was probably nearby‖ (Halley‘s Bible Handbook, 1965,
―Nahum‖).
This at first glance seems odd since Capernaum was located on the north coast of the Sea of Galilee, in the
land of the former northern kingdom of Israel. But a period of residence in Capernaum could actually make
sense if Nahum preached during the time of Josiah, when Israelites known as Scythians reoccupied the area of
the northern kingdom for a decade or so prior to Assyria‘s fall. Perhaps Nahum lived for a while in the area of
Capernaum, preaching to these Israelites. The Nelson Study Bible suggests that his book was written ―under
the reform of Josiah in 622 B.C.‖ And that would fit the time frame of Scythian occupation.
He could not have been born nearby, however, as that would have been too long before the Scythian
occupation. So Elkosh may have been in Judah even if Nahum later lived in Capernaum. Smith‘s Bible
Dictionary, however, places Elkosh much farther away: ―This place is located at the modern Alkush, a village on
the east bank of the Tigris,‖ the area of ancient Assyria (―Elkosh‖). Halley‘s Bible Handbook comments on this,
―There is said to have been an Elkosh on the Tigris, 20 miles north of Nineveh, and that Nahum may have been
among the Israelite captives.‖ Surprisingly, this is quite possible. Perhaps Nahum was actually among the
Scythians who came back to the Promised Land from northern Mesopotamia. He may have given witness to
Nineveh itself of its coming destruction before later proclaiming these words to Judah. However, it should be
pointed out that there is no indication that Nahum‘s words were ever actually communicated to the ancient
Assyrians.
In any case, we can be confident that these words of Nahum were communicated to the people of Judah—for it
is the Jews who preserved his prophecy. The name Nahum means ―Comfort,‖ and his words—foretelling the
destruction of Israel and Judah‘s terrible enemy—were certainly of great comfort. Assyria, portrayed as a den of
ravaging lions feeding on the blood of the nations, was brutal beyond imagination (2:11-13). Though Nineveh
had temporarily repented at Jonah‘s preaching around 150 years before and had been spared, the capital city
of Assyria is now marked for destruction. And God will bring infinitely more power and finality than Assyria had
brought upon her enemies.
We should not miss the duality of this warning. There are clear indications that it is primarily an end-time
prophecy. First is the mention of the ―day of trouble‖ (1:7), which signifies the future Day of the Lord. Then
there‘s the fact that God‘s people will be afflicted no more (verse 11), the wicked enemy never again allowed to
pass through their land (verse 15)—which has not been true of the Jewish people in the more than 2,600 years
since the fall of ancient Nineveh. And finally, the description of Nineveh as the great harlot of sorceries ties it
directly to other prophecies of end-time Babylon (see Isaiah 47; Revelation 17–18). At the end, modern Assyria
will once again arise as the foe of Israel (Isaiah 10:5-6). As explained in the comments on Isaiah 10, it is the
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German people who are, in large part, descended from the ancient Assyrians. Nineveh may represent the seat
of power of a future Germany or of the empire this nation will come to dominate. For modern Assyria will be the
foremost nation of the coming Beast power, end-time Babylon, which will once again enslave Israel and fight
against Christ at His second coming (see Revelation 13; 17; 18). And once again she will be brought to utter
destruction!
Thus, the book of Nahum is a book of stern warning—to Germany yes, but in a larger sense to the entire
European empire it will be part of and, in an even larger sense still, to all who will oppose God and His people.
However, it is a book of blessing and great comfort to all who will stand with God and put their trust in Him
(Nahum 1:7)—including any of Assyrian descent who will forsake the ways of sin and pursue God‘s Kingdom
and righteousness. Ultimately, under the rule of Christ, the Assyrian nation will repent and serve God alongside
the Israelites (Isaiah 19:23-25). But dark times will precede this wonderful future.
The Lord Avenges His People (Nahum 1)
The book opens with a portrait of God as an avenger of His people. The term is used in different forms three
times in verse 2. He is further described as jealous and furious. The fact that He is ―slow to anger‖ in verse 3
may be a reminder of Jonah‘s visit to Nineveh long before, when God stayed His hand in response to the
citizens‘ repentance. But now they had devolved into their former conduct. In an end-time setting, we should
remember that the German people and other Europeans have been exposed to Scripture for centuries—with all
of its godly instructions and warnings against disobedience such as Jonah gave—and yet a worse regime than
Hitler‘s is going to eventually arise among them.
God‘s all-consuming power is witnessed by His control over all elements of the earth (verses 3-6)—a common
formula in the Minor Prophets. Yet His fierce anger against His enemies is contrasted with His goodness toward
those who trust in Him (verse 7). If we remain faithful, we will be preserved through the day of trouble—be it any
time of great difficulty or the worst time of trouble ever seen, which is yet to come upon the earth.
In verse 8, the end of Nineveh comes with an overflowing flood. ―It is believed that the invaders of Nineveh
entered the city through its flooded waterways‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 8). This may well be as the
city was guarded by walls 100 feet high. And it seems to be supported by Nahum 2:6. ―Archaeologists have
found evidence of flood debris that may be associated with the destruction of the city‖ (note on 2:6). Still, it
should be noted that an overwhelming flood can simply signify an invading enemy army in Scripture (see Isaiah
59:19; Jeremiah 46:7-8; 47:2; Psalm 18:16-17; 69:1-2).
In Nahum 1:9-11, the prophet directly addresses Nineveh, seen as conspiring and plotting against God. This
could apply in some sense to Assyria‘s planned invasion of Jerusalem in the days of Hezekiah—but that was
perhaps 80 years before Nahum wrote. Since this doesn‘t appear to refer to anything that transpired in Nahum‘s
own day, it seems to make more sense to view this in an end-time context—when Germany, as part of the final
Beast power, will destroy the modern Israelite nations and then oppose Christ at His return (see our free
booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy). The ―wicked counselor‖ of verse 11 could be the endtime Beast dictator or his accomplice, the false prophet—or perhaps even Satan the Devil, the dragon who
empowers their evil system (see Revelation 16:13-14; see our free booklet The Book of Revelation Unveiled).
Verses 12-13 contain a message to God‘s people. Though Assyria feels safe, she will be utterly cut off. No
more will God afflict His people with this destructive empire. The bursting of bonds shows that His people will be
enslaved by this empire in the last days (compare Jeremiah 30:8). Thankfully, God will free them—and free
them for good. In Nahum 1:14, the prophet proclaims to Nineveh the direct warning of God. Its idolatrous
religion will be brought to an end. In ancient times, this was centered on the worship of the forefather of the
Assyrians, Asshur (see Genesis 10:22; ―Assyria, Asshur,‖ Smith‘s Bible Dictionary). Yet he was, it appears, in
many respects confused with the ancient founder of Nineveh and Babylon, Nimrod (see Genesis 10:8-12). And
the worship of Nimrod has actually persisted to the present day in what the book of Revelation calls ―Mystery
Babylon,‖ a great false Christianity that dominates the world. It will come to an end with the return of Christ.
God also states that Nineveh will be buried. Concerning ancient Nineveh, ―this prophecy came true literally—the
city was destroyed so completely that its very existence was questioned until its discovery by archaeologists in
the nineteenth century ([Nahum] 3:13-15)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on 1:14). ―For all its might, Nineveh fell
quickly into ruin, leaving no trace but a mound which is known today as Tell Kuyunjik, ‗the mound of many
sheep‘‖ (Eerdmans Handbook to the Bible, note on Nahum 3). Yet that was but a forerunner of the destruction
that will ultimately come on the end-time Assyro-Babylonian superpower centered in Europe.
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In verse 15 of chapter 1, Nahum repeats a prophecy of Isaiah (see Isaiah 52:7). It applies to God‘s servants
proclaiming His gospel (meaning ―good news‖). First and foremost it is a prophecy of the coming of Jesus
Christ, who ―came to Galilee, preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God‖ (Mark 1:14). This may even refer
here to Christ‘s second coming—when He announces to the world His intention to bring peace (see Zechariah
9:10) and then brings world peace at last (following a period of terrible rebellion against Him at the end).
―Behold…!‖ the message says here in Nahum and in Isaiah. And indeed, ―every eye will see Him‖ (Revelation
1:7).
Also in Nahum 1:15, the Jews are told to keep their appointed feasts. Indeed, the feasts the Jews observe are
God‘s feasts (see Leviticus 23)—and God is telling them to keep these feasts in an end-time context, as frankly
all of mankind should. Yet, before the end, the Jews will apparently be forbidden to observe God‘s festivals by
the invading European power—a repeat of what occurred when Syrian ruler Antiochus Epiphanes took over the
land in the second century B.C. (see ―Just What Is the Abomination of Desolation?,‖ The Good News, Jan.–
Feb. 2002, pp. 8-9, 24). But God will remove the end-time invader, enabling the Jews to freely observe His
festivals again. Indeed, that is the point of this wonderful verse of Nahum.
―Woe to the Bloody City!‖ (Nahum 2–3)
―Man the fort!‖ God sarcastically says to Nineveh in verse 1 of chapter 2—as if they could defend themselves
against His judgment. It is not clear who is meant in verse 1 by ―he who scatters‖ or ―he that dasheth in pieces‖
(KJV). It could be a reference to God Himself. The returning Jesus Christ of the end-time will dash His enemies
in pieces (Revelation 2:26-28). Or it could refer to other forces God brings against Assyria. Indeed, the latter
seems to be supported somewhat by verse 2, as we will see.
The King James Version translators rendered verse 2 to say that God ―hath turned away‖ the excellence of
Jacob—perhaps seeing this from the emptied and ruined state of Israel at the end of the verse. Yet many other
versions, including the New King James and Jewish Tanakh, translate this to say God ―will restore‖ the
excellence of Jacob. In this picture, the emptiers (the Assyrians) have emptied and ruined the Israelites. But
God will restore them—and He restores ―Jacob‖ (the rejected, physical Israelites) to be like ―Israel‖ (His chosen
covenant people).
Thus, verses 1 and 2 appear to be telling Nineveh to defend itself against a restored Israel. It is fascinating to
consider that ancient Nineveh was overthrown by a coalition of Chaldean Babylonians, Medes and Scythians—
the latter being Israelites taken into captivity more than a century earlier by the Assyrians (see our free booklet
The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy). This may have been a partial fulfillment of the prophecy. But
the ancient Scythians did not represent a truly restored Israel. This would seem to apply more to the latter days.
In the future, the European Beast power is going to devastate the countries of modern Israel and empty them of
most of their people. But around the time of Christ‘s return, God will empower a resurgence of His people—and
they will be used to help bring down the end-time Beast power, to ―break [Babylon] in pieces‖ (see Jeremiah
51:19-24; compare Isaiah 41:11-16; Zechariah 12:6; 14:14). Furthermore, consider that spiritual Israel—the
Church of God—will be glorified with divine power at this time and will accompany Jesus Christ as He confronts
His enemies. Indeed, the dashing to pieces of enemies will be put in their power (see again Revelation 2:2628).
Verses 3-4 are images of warfare—perhaps even modern warfare, as chariots with flaming torches that run like
lightning could signify tanks and the like. In verse 3, the phrase ―the spears are brandished‖ is literally ―the fir
trees shall be terribly shaken‖ (KJV).
Verse 6 says the gates of the rivers are opened, as mentioned in the previous reading. This would seem to tie
back to 1:8, whether it is a literal flood or a flood of armies. In either case, the result is the same: ―The palace is
dissolved.‖ Historian Will Durant writes: ―Sennacherib [who came against Judah in the days of Hezekiah] raised
at Nineveh a royal mansion called ‗The Incomparable,‘ surpassing in size all other palaces of antiquity‖ (The
Story of Civilization, Vol. 1: Our Oriental Heritage, 1963 ed., p. 282). Through the reign of Sennacherib‘s son
Esarhaddon, the palace had deteriorated so much that, when the next emperor, Ashurbanipal—the last great
ancient Assyrian emperor—came to power, he extravagantly rebuilt it (pp. 282-283). But the great palace was
destroyed when Nineveh was invaded. Likewise, in the end time, the palace of the final dictator of the Beast
power will be ―dissolved.‖
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Nahum 2:7 in the New King James Version begins with the words ―It is decreed.‖ But this is an attempt to
translate a word of uncertain meaning, Huzzab—often perceived as a name. The immediate mention of
―she…and her maidservants‖ would seem to support this. Huzzab comes from a root meaning ―stand‖—thus the
idea of ―establish‖ or ―decree.‖ But some see it as one who ―stood by the king‖—implying a queen (Jamieson,
Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on 2:7). This may well be related to the harlot of chapter 3, which is almost
certainly to be equated with Babylon the Great, the harlot who sits as queen over the nations (see Isaiah 47;
Revelation 17–18), the great ruling false church. She, the great captor, will herself be led away captive.
In Nahum 2:8, Nineveh‘s soldiers flee away in spite of the efforts of military leaders to rally them. Nineveh
possesses enormous wealth from its plunder of other nations and the invaders are urged to take the spoil of
victory (verse 9). Amazingly, the city is finally emptied (verse 10). The powerful ravenous beast is itself
devoured because God has brought stronger forces against her (verses 10-13). (The symbolism of lions is
appropriate for Assyria here, as its ancient emperors often compared themselves to lions in power.)
Chapter 3 recaps the whole scene in a ―woe oracle,‖ pronounced over those doomed by God. Nineveh is
described as a bloody city, constantly at war, deceitful in foreign policy and plundering her neighbors (verses 13). We have seen the like in Nazi Germany. Yet that was but a forerunner of the end-time European empire yet
to appear on the world scene. But as this prophecy shows, in the end Assyria (ancient and future) will itself be
bloodied and plundered.
Verse 4 describes the ―seductive harlot, the mistress of sorceries‖—again, clearly a reference to end-time
Babylon, dominated by the Babylonian mystery religion, as described in Isaiah 47 and Revelation 17–18.
Nineveh would in this sense seem to represent the spiritual capital of the coming European empire—Rome—or
at least the great religion centered there. In Isaiah 47 God tells this ―Lady of Kingdoms‖ (verse 5) that her
punishment will come ―because of the multitude of your sorceries, for the great abundance of your
enchantments‖ (verse 9). In Nahum 3:4 she is said to have sold entire nations. This has happened and will
happen in a spiritual sense—as she has given peoples over to the ruler of this world and His evil doctrines for
her increased power and wealth. But it has also happened literally, as the Roman bishops of the Middle Ages
gave peoples over to various despots to ensure the dominions of the church. There will also be a literal
fulfillment when the end-time harlot participates in the selling of conquered peoples prior to Christ‘s return
(Revelation 18:9-13). For her abominations God will cause her to be shamed, defiled and destroyed (Nahum
3:5-7; see Revelation 17:16).
In Nahum 3:8, God refers to No-Amon—the city of Thebes in Egypt. Thebes had itself sat on a great river, the
mighty Nile. It had been the seat of many pharaohs and a major center of religious worship and sprawling
temples. Her neighbors were allied with her, yet she fell in ignominy to the Assyrians in 663 B.C., her children
slaughtered and her mighty ones taken captive (verses 9-10). Here, God announces that Nineveh will fare just
as badly before His coming onslaught. Nineveh will be taken as easily as ripe figs are shaken from a tree. The
soldiers of Assyria will be as drunken or as women in the coming battle and her fortresses useless (verses 1113). Her leaders will disappear when the need for them is greatest (verse 17). They will sleep in the dust and be
forgotten (verse 18). The peoples who are left will at last rejoice—relieved at the removal of the empire‘s
continual oppression and harsh treatment of them (verse 19). All this surely came to pass in 612 B.C. as a type
of what is yet to occur in the last days.
Notice historian Will Durant‘s account of what happened to ancient Nineveh: ―Ashurbanipal died in 626 B.C.
Fourteen years later an army of Babylonians under Nabopolassar united with an army of Medes under
Cyaxares and a horde of Scythians from the Caucasus, and with amazing ease and swiftness captured the
citadels of the north. Nineveh was laid waste as ruthlessly and completely as her kings had once ravaged Susa
and Babylon; the city was put to the torch, the population was slaughtered or enslaved, and the palace so
recently built by Ashurbanipal was sacked and destroyed. At one blow Assyria disappeared from history.
Nothing remained of her except certain tactics and weapons of war, certain voluted capitals of semi-‗Ionic‘
columns, and certain methods of provincial administration that passed down to Persia, Macedon and Rome.
The Near East remembered her for a while as a merciless unifier of a dozen lesser states; and the Jews
recalled Nineveh vengefully as ‗the bloody city, full of lies and robbery.‘ In a little while all but the mightiest of
the Great Kings were forgotten, and all their royal palaces were in ruins under the drifting sands. Two hundred
years after its capture, Xenophon‘s Ten Thousand marched over the mounds that had been Nineveh, and never
suspected that these were the site of the ancient metropolis that had ruled half the world. Not a stone remained
visible of all the temples with which Assyria‘s pious warriors had sought to beautify their greatest capital. Even
Ashur, the everlasting god, was dead‖ (pp. 283-284).
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Let this serve as a warning to the coming Europe superpower soon to dominate the globe—as the book of
Nahum is surely meant to be.
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HABAKKUK

Introduction to Habakkuk (Habakkuk 1)
Habakkuk, whose name appears to mean ―Embraced‖—that is, it is typically concluded, by God—may have
served as part of the temple music service at the time of his writing (see Habakkuk 3:19). The inscription in the
Greek Septuagint to Bel and the Dragon, an apocryphal book in which Habakkuk is mentioned, says he was a
Levite, which would fit with such musical service (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown Commentary, introductory notes
on Habakkuk).
In his prophecy, Habakkuk decries the wickedness of the Jewish society around him, and God warns that
punishment is soon going to come from the Chaldeans—the ruling class of Babylon. The prophet‘s ―reference
to the Babylonians indicates that they had already become an independent and terrifying presence, a state of
affairs which surely presupposes the accession of Nabopolassar to Babylonian kingship in 626 (1:6-11)‖
(Eugene Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, p. 455). That is, Nabopolassar must already have been on the throne and
advancing against Assyrian power. As we have seen, his forces, along with others, finally sacked Nineveh in
612 B.C. and thereupon began a mop-up operation to stamp out pockets of Assyrian resistance. In 609 a
residual Assyrian force was defeated at Haran, but Assyria‘s ally Egypt gained control over Judah and Syria
upon the death of Josiah. Four years afterward, in 605 B.C.—as we will see more about later—the Babylonian
forces under Nabopolassar‘s son Nebuchadnezzar crushed the last Assyrian holdouts and their Egyptian allies
at Carchemish on the Euphrates. Egypt retreated and Judah came under Babylonian dominion.
For this reason, Habakkuk‘s book being no later than ―605 is virtually certain since the judgment upon Judah
appears to be totally in the future. On the other hand, Judah is in such a perilous state—injustice abounds and
there is no redress—that one can hardly envision Josiah in power any longer. The description of moral and civil
anarchy fits very well the early years of Jehoiakim (608-605) just before the vils of Judah brought divine
intervention in the form of Nebuchadnezzar‖ (p.455). A date of ―somewhere around 607 or 606 B.C.‖ seems
most likely (p. 455, footnote).
Habakkuk is disturbed at the rampant sin around him—yet he is disturbed still further at the agents of
punishment God is going to use to deal with that sin. ―Some people believe that human beings should never
question the ways of God. They may even feel that it borders on sin to ask God, ‗Why?‘ But the book of
Habakkuk counters that idea. It is filled with a prophet‘s perplexing questions—and the Lord‘s penetrating
answers. God never seems to reproach his servant for asking two basic questions: Why does the Lord seem
not to respond (Hb 1.2-4) to the injustice and violence that Habakkuk sees around him?; How can God use the
vicious and idolatrous Babylonians (1.12-17) to judge his people?‖ (―Questioning God,‖ Word in Life Bible,
1998, p. 1350).
As in Psalm 73, ―this problem has troubled believers in one form or another from the beginning. Why does God
permit the wicked to succeed in this world? Why doesn‘t He act, so that the good rather than the wicked
prosper? The answers we find in Habakkuk show us that the wicked do not succeed—and that no one, good or
bad, can avoid the disciplining hand of God. There are moral and theological questions raised by sin‘s
presence, in our own lives and in the ways of the wicked. Perhaps the best and most satisfying answers to be
found in Scripture are revealed here in this small, but vital, Old Testament book‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible
Reader‘s Companion, 1991, introductory notes on Habakkuk).
It should be noted that while the book of Habakkuk was a message to the people of his day, it well applies to
our time too. Indeed, while the terrible societal problems the prophet mentions at the outset no doubt applied to
what he himself witnessed in seventh-century Judah, it is interesting that the nation of Judah is not actually
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named. Thus, it could also apply to all of Israel in the end time—which, as is clear from other prophecies, will
suffer at the hands of a modern revival of Babylon. Notice Habakkuk 2:3 regarding Babylon‘s fall: ―For the vision
is yet for an appointed time; but at the end it will speak….‖ While this could have applied to ancient Babylon, the
fall of which occurred nearly 70 years later, it seems more applicable to events much farther off in time. The
―day of trouble‖ here (3:16) is the time of the fall of Babylon—and the ultimate day of trouble, which will
accomplish the ultimate fall of Babylon, is the future Day of the Lord, immediately preceding the time of Jesus
Christ‘s return. Finally, the clearest indication of all that this is a prophecy of the last days is the mention of
Christ‘s future reign over all nations (2:14).
Habakkuk‘s Questions; Chaldean Invasion (Habakkuk 1–2)
The book begins with Habakkuk‘s first question. He asks God about the violence, lack of justice, and
lawlessness he sees (1:2-4). He does not state where these problems are occurring, but ―when these terms are
used in the O[ld] T[estament] without reference to some specific foreign enemy, they typically characterize
conditions among God‘s people‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 3). Indeed, it is likely that this is
what Habakkuk witnessed in the society of Judah in his day. However, his words ―Why do You show me…and
cause me to see…?‖ may also indicate that these were visions God gave him of the future—of our day.
Verse 4 says, ―Therefore the law is powerless.‖ This can be viewed in one of two ways. For one, all the law that
God gave is powerless to itself properly direct one‘s conduct. It is up to each person‘s choice and will whether
or not he or she will obey God. The apostle James later described how someone could look at God‘s
instructions and ignore them (James 1:22-25). Yet, while a true principle, that may not be Habakkuk‘s actual
point here. The NIV renders his words, ―Therefore the law is paralyzed.‖ The implication seems to be that the
legal system—the administration of law as given in the Law of Moses—is supposed to function so that the
innocent are vindicated and the guilty are punished. But when witnesses and those who run the system are
given over to wrong values and behavior, the law—again, the legal system—is prevented from functioning as it
should. That was true when Habakkuk wrote—and it is sadly true today (considering that numerous elements of
modern justice systems in the free world derive from Mosaic precepts).
In the face of such rampant evil and corruption, Habakkuk essentially asks God, ―Why don‘t You do something
about all this? When are You going to act?‖ God responds in verses 5-11. He has an ―astounding‖ plan
underway to punish His people. God says this will happen ―in your days‖ (verse 5). But it is not clear exactly
whom God is speaking to here. It could be Habakkuk. But God says, ―…which you would not believe, though it
were told you‖ (same verse). While this could perhaps mean that it was too horrible for any person to really
grasp even if he thought he did, it seems more likely to refer to a faithless rejection of God‘s message. Since
Habakkuk himself does believe God, as the rest of the book shows, the message would appear to be directed
at God‘s faithless people—God speaking through Habakkuk but to them. Thus, the ―your days‖ would be their
days. It likely did apply to the Jews of the prophet‘s time. But it could also be addressed to all Israel of our day.
In responding, God lays out the terrible punishment that is coming. The instruments of punishment will be the
Chaldeans, a terribly fierce people (verses 6-11). During earlier days of Assyrian rule, these people had moved
southeast from the area of Armenia down into Babylonia. The emerging Neo-Babylonian Empire was thus a
mixture of earlier Babylonians and the Chaldeans—the Chaldeans actually making up the ruling class. Babylon
was currently ruled by the Chaldean king Nabopolassar, who led the overthrow of Assyria. His son and soon-tobe successor Nebuchadnezzar would soon visit destruction on Judah—an obvious fulfillment of this prophecy.
But it was also a prototype fulfillment of a greater fulfillment to come in the end time.
As explained proviously, most of the Babylonians—original and Chaldean—later ended up in Italy and other
areas of southern Europe (see highlights for Isaiah 13:1–14:2). In the last days, they and the modern Assyrians
of north-central Europe will together form a final revival of the Roman Empire that the Bible refers to as Babylon
(see Revelation 17–18). This final Babylon—a significant portion of its population actually being Chaldean—
certainly fits the description given in Habakkuk‘s prophecy. This coming empire will be used to invade and
destroy end-time Israel and Judah and take those who are left of them into captivity.
The translation of Habakkuk 1:11 is not certain. This rendering makes sense: ―Then they sweep on like the wind
and are gone [on to some new conquest], these men whose power is their god‖ (Today‘s English Version).
This brings Habakkuk to his second question. He is glad that God is going to take action on his initial
complaint—and that God will deliver the righteous in the land. But he is confused as to why God would use the
wicked Babylonians to bring judgment. He basically asks God, ―How can you, the Holy God, use an evil,
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treacherous people for correcting your nation? The Babylonians‘ sins are worse!‖ (compare verses 12-13).
Habakkuk wants to know why God would allow it to appear ―that mankind is like fish in the sea, with no moral
governor supervising human affairs. How can God permit the wicked to prosper and thus raise questions, not
only about His moral governance of the universe, but about His very existence?‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion,
note on verses 13-17).
Habakkuk reasons with God this way: ―With the Babylonians allowed to continue conquering other nations,
they‘re not learning to worship You. They‘re worshiping their tools of conquest. So why do you let them enjoy
the fruit of their conquests and keep devouring other nations?‖ (compare verses 15-17).
Habakkuk then recommits himself to the responsibility God has given him to serve as a watchman and relate
what he sees and hears to others. He is most interested to hear what God has to say in response to what he‘s
just said (2:1). Indeed, his wording almost makes it look like he is braced for impact—knowing that he has made
some pretty bold statements. But he is in no way antagonistic toward God. In fact, he deeply wants God to set
Him straight (same verse).
The Just Shall Live by Faith; Woes for the Wicked (Habakkuk 1–2)
The rest of chapter 2 is God‘s answer. God tells Habakkuk to write it ―in large legible characters…upon tables—
boxwood tables covered with wax, on which national affairs were engraved with an iron pen, and then hung up
in public, at the prophets‘ own houses, or at the temple, that those who passed might read them‖ (Jamieson,
Fausset & Brown Commentary, note on verse 2).
―We might paraphrase the meaning here by saying ‗Write it on a billboard, so large a running man might read it.‘
What God is about to reveal to the prophet is important, and everyone [not just Habakkuk] needs to understand
the Lord‘s response‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 2). In verse 3, God is basically saying, ―Look,
what I‘m about to tell you isn‘t going to happen overnight. It‘s going to take time for the full measure of these
words to be demonstrated—indeed, that won‘t happen in an ultimate sense until the end of the age. But just
wait—you‘ll eventually see that it‘s just as I‘m saying.‖ The New Testament book of Hebrews, likely written by
the apostle Paul, quotes this verse as applying to the return of Christ, who will bring with Him the full measure
of reward to the righteous and of punishment to the wicked (10:37).
Returning to Habakkuk 2, God‘s explanation then begins. ―The proud‖ of verse 4 refers to the Babylonians,
those exalting in great conquests, as is clear from verses 5 and 8. ―His soul is not upright in him‖ could simply
mean ―His life is not straight,‖ that is, his path of life is crooked and twisted—cursed. On the other hand, ―the
just shall live by his faith.‖ In contrast to the cursed path of the wicked, the righteous have a blessed life—a
happy and hopeful life guided by faith. This doesn‘t mean nothing bad ever happens to them. But by faith they
know that God‘s way is right and will ultimately bring great reward; and this causes them to live the right way
and experience true blessings thereby—ultimately life eternal. Verse 4 is quoted in Hebrews 10:38, just after
the Hebrews quote previously mentioned, to show that faith gives us endurance to ultimately be saved (see
verses 35-39). Paul also quoted Habakkuk 2:4 in relating the fact that we as Christians must live through
believing the gospel message Christ brought—as it is the way to eternal salvation (see Romans 1:16-17). And
in another context he used it to show that justification—being right with God—comes through faith (Galatians
3:11).
Continuing in Habakkuk 2, God then runs through the cursed life of the proud such as Babylon. ―The Lord
shows Habakkuk that He does not tolerate the treacherous. Even as the wicked appear to triumph, God is in
fact at work judging them! Their success is superficial, for the wicked are never satisfied (vv. 4-5). Their
mistreatment of others creates enemies (vv. 6-8). They are driven to build ‗secure‘ retreats which will never
protect them (vv. 9-11), for they have no future (vv. 12-14).
Coming disgrace is certain (vv. 15-17), for they have no place to turn for guidance or help (vv. 18-20). When we
understand what is going on within the heart of the wicked, and when we understand that forces their wicked
acts set in motion will surely destroy them, we realize that God does not tolerate them. At the height of their
success He is in the process of judging them. Severely‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, chapter 2 summary).
In verse 5, the transgression appears to begin with wine. ―Love of wine often begets a proud contempt of divine
things, as in Belshazzar‘s case, which was the immediate cause of the fall of Babylon (Dan. 5:2-4, 30; cf. Prov.
20:1; 30:9; 31:5)‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verse 5). However, the wine here is most likely figurative—
expressive of intoxication over former success. It is also possible that it relates to false ideology, as Revelation
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17:2 mentions the ―wine‖ of Babylon‘s immorality. This is what leads them into their false pursuits. In any case,
whatever they have is not enough. They are never satisfied (Habakkuk 2:5; drawing imagery from Proverbs
27:20). ―What a terrible judgment this is. To have everything you want—except satisfaction‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on Habakkuk 2:4-5).
Verse 6 introduces a taunting song or poem: ―The ‗derisive song‘ here begins [with the word ‗woe‘], and
continues to the end of the chapter. It is a symmetrical whole, and consists of five stanzas…. Each stanza has
its own subject, and all except the last begin with ‗woe‘; and all have a closing verse introduced with ‗for,‘
‗because,‘ or ‗but‘‖ (JFB, note on verse 6).
In the first stanza (verses 6-8), God condemns Babylon‘s aggression, thievery and bloodshed. He states that
the conquered peoples who‘ve been stolen from will rise up and demand what is theirs—and seek vengeance
over the harm they‘ve been done (verses 7-8).
In the second stanza (verses 9-11), the taunt is over their covetousness and attempt to secure themselves
through wealth. In verse 10, Babylon has conquered many peoples to build its ―house‖ or empire but this will
come back on its head—for various parts of the ―house‖ will call for rebellion and others will join in (verse 11).
In the third stanza (verses 12-14), the concern is over building an empire through bloodshed and lawlessness.
The fact of the matter is that all their efforts are going into something that will ultimately be burned to the ground
(verse 13). In verse 14 God reiterates His wonderful millennial prophecy from Isaiah 11:9. ―God intends to fill
the earth with the knowledge of the Lord, not with monuments to murderers. Whatever the wicked accomplish
will crumble, and the wicked person himself will be forgotten‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on Habakkuk
2:12-14).
The fourth stanza (verses 15-17) describes the inhumanity of the evil Babylonian system, which seeks to make
others drunk in order to molest them. Ancient Babylon‘s captives suffered a condition comparable to
drunkenness—swooning, humiliation and utterly incapacitation. And this prophecy certainly ties to Revelation
17, where Babylon, the great false church of the end time, is described: ―Come, I will show you the judgment of
the great harlot who sits on many waters, with whom the kings of the earth committed fornication, and the
inhabitants of the earth were made drunk with the wine of her fornication‖ (verses1-2). This system is pictured
with ―a golden cup full of abominations and the filthiness of her fornication‖ (verse 4). Horrifyingly, it is drunk
with the blood of God‘s saints (verse 6). Well God says he has a new cup for this system to drink (Habakkuk
2:16)—one of retribution (verse 17). Babylon itself will be attacked and defiled and ultimately revealed as
uncircumcised—despite its claim to being the spiritually circumcised church of God. The ―Lebanon‖ of verse 17
most likely refers to Jerusalem (see again the highlights on Jeremiah 22:10-17). What Babylon has done to
God‘s people will be done to Babylon in return.
The fifth stanza (verses 18-20) condemns the idolatry of Babylon. Even today, the system of worship
descended from ancient Babylon still venerates idolatrous images. In contrast to lifeless idols, God is very much
alive in His holy temple in heaven—from where He sees everything and hears the constant din of billions of
false prayers to false concepts of divinity. God orders everyone to just ―shut up‖ (see verse 20)—for judgment is
about to fall (compare Zephaniah 1:7; Zechariah 2:13).
The Psalm of Habakkuk (Habakkuk 3)
Habakkuk 3 is a prayer of Habakkuk arranged as a psalm. Observe, for instance, the musical term Selah in
verses 3, 9 and 13 (which may denote a musical rest or interlude) and the liturgical note at the end of verse 19,
―To the Chief Musician,‖ which occurs in the heading of 55 psalms, and ―With my stringed instruments,‖ which
essentially appears in the heading of several psalms. In verse 1, Shigionoth is apparently the plural of
Shiggaion, which occurs in the heading of Psalm 7. ―The word shiggayon comes from shagah, ‗to wander,‘ a
wandering song‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, note on Psalm 7; see note on Habakkuk 3:1). It is ―apparently
an indication of the musical setting to be employed for this poem. It may derive from a verbal root meaning ‗to
reel‘ or ‗to err,‘ and if so points to some irregular rhythmic mode. At all events, as when such words occur in
Psalm titles, it points to the use of this hymn in Temple worship‖ (New Bible Commentary: Revised, 1976, note
on verse 1).
Having heard the details of God‘s coming judgment, Habakkuk is sobered and states his concern (verse 2)—
apparently for his own people but perhaps also for the rest of mankind, even including the Babylonians. While
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he asks that God revive His mighty works of old ―in these years‖ (same verse, Tanakh)—that He would act soon
to set things right—He pleads with God to exercise mercy in the dealing out of His judgment.
Habakkuk then reviews some of God‘s awesome works of the past: His appearance in great power and might at
Mount Sinai and His judgments through the wilderness wanderings (verses 3-7), His division of the Red Sea to
save His people and destroy the Egyptians and perhaps His division of the Jordan River so the Israelites could
invade Canaan (verses 8-10), His judgment on other nations when He intervened for Israel in battle (verses 1115). ―These poetic descriptions are intended to pull away the veil of space and time and look beyond the
material universe to sense God‘s elemental power unleashed in judgment…. The specific incidents in which
God‘s anger flared are only hinted at…. What we are to realize is that the historical events, as terrible as they
are…pale when compared to the burning anger of God which the material universe currently conceals. How
awful it will be for those who one day experience that anger face-to-face‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on
verses 3-15).
The prophet trembles at the prospect of people having to face the unleashed power of the Creator (verse 16).
But he then states that he will stand through whatever may come—making him an example to others of living
faith (verses 17-19). Habakkuk ―now trembles and melts with fear as he seems to hear the on-coming march
of…God. The end of the verse [i.e., 16] seems full of paradox. How can he tremble and totter and at the same
time quietly wait with an apparently assured calm? [Continuing in verses] 17-18 His assurance is born of the
living faith which these verses so beautifully express. Though everything which, humanly speaking, supports life
may fail, yet he can now rejoice in the Lord. Personal faith is the practical answer to life‘s discontents. The
contemplation of the history of God with His people, that all His deeds are ‗for the salvation of thy people‘ (v.
13), now leads the prophet to rejoice in the God of my salvation. [Concluding in verse] 19 Thus Habakkuk has
discovered the answer to his initial questioning, and his deep contentment with the answer is expressed in the
testimony that he makes my feet like hinds‘ feet. He feels as if he is ‗walking on air,‘ so light-hearted and surefooted is he. Not even the most trying high places (cf. Dt. 32:13) through which life‘s path may lead can daunt
the man of faith‖ (New Bible Commentary: Revised, notes on verses 16-18).
Let us all keep this focus as we face the difficult times ahead. For beyond them lie better days than mankind
has ever seen—symbolized in the festival days we are breaking now to study and observe.
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ZEPHANIAH
Introduction to Zephaniah (Zephaniah 1)
The prophet Zephaniah prophesied during the days of King Josiah. We have no knowledge of his background
except for what is given in verse 1 regarding his lineage. He was a fourth-generation descendant of Hezekiah.
Most sources believe this refers to Hezekiah the king, which would make him a cousin of Josiah, though others
correctly maintain that we can‘t know for sure. In favor, however, is the fact that his lineage is traced back four
generations. Commentator Charles Feinberg remarks, ―No other prophet has his pedigree carried back so far‖
(The Minor Prophets, 1990, p. 221). Thus, the Hezekiah mentioned would seem to be someone of distinction.
Zephaniah‘s theme is the Day of the Lord, the time of God‘s intervention and punishment on the nations. ―He
uses the expression more than any other prophet of the Old Testament‖ (p. 221).
Zephaniah prophesied for a few years, beginning some say in the same year as Jeremiah, who began to
prophesy in 627 or 626 B.C. Others place Zephaniah at a later date. Because there is no hint of Josiah‘s
reformation in his writings, most scholars believe Zephaniah prophesied before the reforms began, though
some believe the reformation was already underway. The words of the prophet in 1:2-6 do seem to indicate that
he prophesied prior to any significant repentance by the nation of Judah—though this could be because the
prophecy was meant primarily for the end time, the time of the Day of the Lord.
Indeed, Zephaniah‘s utterances have dual application. The Day of the Lord was a warning to seventh-centuryB.C. Judah that God would punish them when their sins came to a climax—but, more directly, the words of the
prophet mainly allude to the coming great Day of the Lord that is in the future. The language of 1:15 is identical
to the description of the Day of the Lord as described in Joel 2:2: ―A day of darkness and gloominess, a day of
clouds and thick darkness.‖ The prophet Ezekiel will later use language similar to Zephaniah 1:18, describing
the time of the end when a man will deem his wealth (silver and gold) as totally worthless because it provides
no shield against the terrible wrath of God (Ezekiel 7:19).
The message of doom apparently brought Judah to a degree of repentance, along with the warnings of
Jeremiah and the leadership of King Josiah. Their great reform is described in 2 Kings 22:3–23:25. The
repentance was short-lived though, lasting only through the lifetime of Josiah. After this, the people of Judah fell
back into grievous sin, and the warnings of the prophets came to pass in some measure through the
horrendous invasion by the Babylonians.
Idolatry Then and Now (Zephaniah 1)
God states that He will ―utterly consume all things from the face of the land‖ (verse 2), including the ―stumbling
blocks‖ (verse 3)—―figurative of idols‖ (NKJV margin). A large reason for God‘s anger is Baal worship (verse 4)
and because the people ―swear by Milcom‖ (verse 5), an Ammonite god known elsewhere as Molech (see
―Milcom,‖ Smith‘s Bible Dictionary). The worship of Milcom or Molech was reprehensible to God. It included
gruesome acts of infant sacrifice (2 Kings 23:10; Jeremiah 32:35).
Of course, this did fit the situation in the wake of the evil reigns of Manasseh and Amon over Judah. Yet
Zephaniah‘s prophecy, it must be remembered, is primarily for the end time, as it concerns the coming Day of
the Lord. How, then, does the prophecy apply in these last days? Notice that God is going to stretch out His
hand ―against all the inhabitants of Jerusalem‖ (verse 4). Jerusalem today is a city of Jews, Muslims and
various Christian denominations. Can these groups be labeled as idolatrous? Indeed, they can. As surprising as
it may seem, many of their doctrines and practices are derived from paganism.
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Judaism was eventually corrupted by Babylonian and Greek religion. Mainstream Christianity adopted many of
the same concepts and, to gain preeminence over the Roman Empire, embraced still more and more from
paganism. Islam arose out of a blend of Jewish and false Christian concepts and Arab mythology. Notice that
the people are guilty of syncretism—worshiping God but with pagan concepts and practices, which is viewed by
God as their worshiping false deities (compare verse 5).
Consider that Molech is ―probably to be equated with…the Roman god Saturn or Mithra‖ (Jan Knappert,
Encyclopaedia of Middle Eastern Mythology and Religion, 1993, p. 206, ―Molech‖). Mithra has been identified
with Baal, the sun god. His birthday was celebrated in ancient times on December 25. The modern holiday of
Christmas derives from this ancient celebration and the Roman Saturnalia—in honor of Saturn, essentially the
same god—which immediately preceded it. (To learn more, download or request our free booklet Holidays or
Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Keep?)
In verse 4, the phrase ―idolatrous priests‖ is left untranslated in the King James Version. It is the Hebrew
chemarim. ―The Hebrew root means ‗black‘ (from the black garments which they wore or the marks which they
branded on their foreheads)‖ (Jamieson, Fausset & Brown‘s Commentary, note on verse 4). As we will soon
read, Josiah removed the chemarim of his day (see 2 Kings 23:5). Yet it is interesting to consider that such
―black-robed priests‖ could designate various groups today—from Catholic priests to Greek Orthodox
presbyters to orthodox Jewish rabbis to many Muslim imams. This may be the ―foreign apparel‖ of verse 8—in
that case denoting gentile religious garb—although the subject of verse 8 could also be people who exploit
others to become wealthy, enabling them to purchase exotic foreign clothing.
In Zephaniah 1:9, God says He will punish ―all those who leap over the threshold.‖ The Nelson Study Bible says
this ―may refer to a pagan practice like one mentioned in 1 Samuel 5:5. The priests of Dagon would not step on
the doorway of the temple to Dagon because the hands and the head of Dagon had fallen there.‖ Are there
modern participants of Dagonism? Surprisingly, a case can be made that ―the two-horned mitre, which the Pope
wears, when he sits on the high altar at Rome and receives the adoration of the Cardinals, is the very mitre
worn by Dagon, the fish-god of the Philistines and Babylonians‖ (Alexander Hislop, The Two Babylons, 1916,
1959, p. 215).
The ―Fish Gate‖ of verse 10 ―received its name from the fish market which was near it. Through it passed those
who used to bring fish from the lake of Tiberias and Jordan‖ (JFB Commentary, note on verse 10). Perhaps this
is actually a figurative reference here to those by whom the fish-god Dagon, alluded to in the previous verse,
has come into Jerusalem. In the same context we are told of punishment to befall the ―merchant people‖—
―lit[erally], the ‗Canaanite people‘: irony: all the merchant people of Jerusalem are very Canaanites in greed for
gain and in idolatries‖ (note on verse 11).
Yet for all this, far too many sit complacently, believing ―the LORD will not do good, nor will He do evil‖ (verse
12)—meaning He won‘t do anything. The apostle Peter referred to such people as ―scoffers…in the last days‖
who say, ―Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they
were from the beginning of creation‖ (2 Peter 3:3-4). Yet, as the book of Zephaniah makes clear, the scoffers
are sorely mistaken. Those sacrificing to false gods (participating in false worship) will themselves become a
sacrifice of God if they fail to repent (verses 7-8; compare Isaiah 34:6; Revelation 19:21), slain for the sake of
all mankind.
The Meek of the Earth Hidden (Zephaniah 2–3)
In verses 1-3 of chapter 2, Zephaniah addresses an ―undesirable nation,‖ calling them the ―meek of the earth.‖
The latter expression would seem to denote the Church of God—particularly when we view the prophecy in
context as dealing mainly with the end time. Moreover, these people are described as those who have upheld
God‘s justice or righteous judgment, thus walking by His laws—again pointing to true Christians. The Church is
described as a spiritual nation in the New Testament (1 Peter 2:9-10). And it is certainly undesirable in the eyes
of the world—as God‘s people are, as Christ was, despised, hated and persecuted by the world (see John
15:18-20).
If these Christians will gather together (Zephaniah 2:1; compare Hebrews 10:25), seek God in prayer and study
of His Word (see Zephaniah 2:3), and seek righteousness (obedience) and humility (same verse), they have an
opportunity to be hidden and protected during the time of God‘s punishment—in line with other prophecies that
describe God‘s faithful people being sheltered in a place of refuge in the end time (compare Revelation 12:14).
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Interestingly, Zephaniah‘s name means ―The Eternal Hides‖ or ―Hidden of the Eternal‖—which may have
factored into the wording of Zephaniah 2:3.
Verses 4-5 foretell divine retribution to come on the people living in the land of the Philistines, here synonymous
with Canaan—which, in an end-time setting, would appear to indicate the modern Palestinian people. The
Jews, returning from captivity, will be given the former Philistine seacoast, including the Gaza Strip, which is
now occupied by the Palestinians (verses 6-7). In verses 8-10, ruin is prophesied to come upon Moab and
Ammon, which are areas of modern Jordan, still the homeland of these ancient peoples. And this is said to be
because of their pride and because they will have reproached God‘s people and threatened their borders. It is
not clear whether the reproached and threatened people of God here are the physical Israelites or the spiritual
people of God referred to in verses 1-3. If the latter, the whole passage would seem to be parallel with Isaiah
16, where Moab is apparently punished for refusing to hide God‘s outcasts (see highlights for Isaiah 16).
Verse 11 again shows the passage to be primarily an end-time prophecy, as people from all the shores of the
nations will come to worship God after He utterly wipes out idolatry.
The chapter culminates with judgment against Assyria and its capital city Nineveh (verses 13-15). Babylon and
other forces conquered ancient Assyria and laid waste to her proud capital in 612 B.C. No doubt this prophecy
did in part refer to that ancient overthrow—as it was yet a few years away when Zephaniah wrote. But realize
again that this is mainly a prophecy of the end of this age. Nineveh is directly parallel here with end-time
Babylon, speaking the same words and suffering the same penalty (verse 15; compare Isaiah 47:10-11). So it is
likely that the prophecy is primarily aimed at Assyria of the last days—a German-dominated European
superpower also known as Babylon (see highlights for Isaiah 10)—and its future seat of power. The prophet
Nahum, as we will later see, prophesied against Nineveh around this time too. And in his prophecy there is also
a very close parallel between Assyria and end-time Babylon.
Zephaniah 3 begins with an indictment against Jerusalem, probably representative of the Jewish nation as a
whole—and perhaps even of all Israel in the end time, since Jerusalem was the ancient capital of all 12 tribes.
Four specific charges are brought against the people. Verses 3-4 indict four classes of leaders for their
corruption, and God promises He will bring them to justice. The priests not only don‘t teach the laws of God,
―they have done violence to the law‖—they despise and ridicule God‘s law as being a yoke, burden and curse
that has been ―done away with‖ or ―annulled.‖ God warns that He has judged other nations and His nation
should expect no less. Yet sadly, the people continue to rebel (verse 7). In Zephaniah‘s day, there was a
measure of repentance at the time of Josiah‘s reforms. And in the future, all Israel will at last repent, as we see
later in this chapter.
Verse 8 describes the return of Jesus Christ to fight the nations gathered against Him (compare Revelation
19:19). An interesting feature about Zephaniah 3:8 is that, according to Charles Feinberg, it is the only verse in
the Old Testament that contains all the letters of the Hebrew alphabet.
The chapter then progresses forward into the wonderful, peaceful reign of Christ over all nations—that is, over
all those who are left after the cataclysmic wars of the end time. Verse 9 describes God providing a ―pure
language‖ for the peoples of the earth, much better suited for praising and serving God. Today‘s languages are
filled with pagan references and other ungodly elements. That won‘t be so in the language of the future. The
tone of the book from this point on is quite positive, as conditions that will exist on earth under the rule of the
Kingdom of God are described. Verse 15 prophesies, ―The King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst.‖
Feinberg states that the ―appointed assembly‖ of verse 18 refers to the ―feasts of the Lord‖ (p. 235). This
parallels Zechariah 14:16, which tells us that the Feast of Tabernacles will be observed at that time. The
chapter ends with the wonderful truth that, though God will bring national punishment on the Israelites, He will
still regather those who are left to at last be the model nation Israel was intended to be (verses 19-20). They will
then be, as verse 12 shows, the meek and humble people of God.
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HAGGAI
Introduction to Haggai (Haggai 1)
As Ezra 4:24–5:1 makes clear, in the second year of Darius (ca. 520 B.C.), two prophets came on the scene in
Judea exhorting the Jews who had returned from Babylonian captivity to resume work on the temple of God.
These two prophets were Haggai and Zechariah. Recall that in the Hebrew Bible, the 12 ―Minor Prophets‖
constitute a single book of Scripture—concluding the Prophets division of the Old Testament. Haggai is the 10th
book of the Minor Prophets. It is the first of the last three—Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi—which together are
known appropriately as the Postexilic Prophets.
The name Haggai means ―Festive,‖ ―Festal One‖ or ―My Feast‖—the Hebrew hag, the word for festival, coming
from the concept of moving or dancing in a circle. ―It has been suggested that the name was given him because
he was born on some feast‖ (Charles Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, 1952, p. 237). Some think this name might
be a shortened form of Haggiah (a name borne by another individual in 1 Chronicles 6:30), which means ―Feast
of YHWH‖ (see Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introduction to Haggai). It is interesting that the prophet Haggai‘s
mission was to call on the Jews to restore the temple and its worship—making it once again the center of
Jewish festivity and of God‘s sacred feasts in particular. In any event, as Expositor‘s states in a footnote to Ezra
5:1, Haggai ―was a popular name. It was borne by eleven individuals at [the fifth-century-B.C. Jewish
community at Aswan in Egypt on the Nile island of] Elephantine and by four in the Murashu texts [of Babylon]
([Michael] Coogan, [West Semitic] Personal Names [in the Murašû Documents, 1976], p. 23).‖
Nothing else is known about Haggai apart from his short book, the two occurrences of his name in the book of
Ezra (5:1; 6:14) and an allusion to him in Zechariah 8:9. Some have seen Haggai 2:3 as an indication that the
prophet himself saw the earlier temple of Solomon, which would put Haggai in his 70s or older. His old age is
given as the reason for the brevity of his work and writing—cut short, it is presumed, by death. Yet the verse in
question does not actually say that Haggai saw the former temple. Perhaps he merely knew of its dimensions—
or was afforded a glimpse of it in inspired vision. So we really have no clue as to the prophet‘s age. He could
well have been a young man. The placement of Haggai before Zechariah in Ezra and of Haggai‘s book before
Zechariah‘s in scriptural arrangement could indicate that Haggai was older, but that is not really telling of age as
Zechariah himself was young (see Zechariah 2:4). Moreover, the book placement could simply signify the fact
that Haggai‘s book began first (see Haggai 1:1; Zechariah 1:1).
Haggai‘s book was meant for the people of his own day but its scope clearly goes far beyond this. ―He begins
with the rebuilding of the temple, but goes on to speak of the shaking of all nations, the coming of the Lord, and
the glory of His millennial reign‖ (Feinberg, p. 237).
The word Haggai consistently uses for the temple in His book, as in many other places in Scripture, literally
means house, as the King James Version renders it. The idea is that of a dwelling place for God. Of course,
since God is in heaven, we realize that it is through His Spirit that He dwelt in the temple Solomon had built. We
should consider that the temple of God today is His people, the New Testament Church in which He now
resides through His Holy Spirit (see Ephesians 2:19-22; 1 Corinthians 3:16-17; 1 Timothy 3:15). And so the
book of Haggai has much to say to true Christians. Indeed, there have been times over the centuries where the
temple-building tasks God has delegated to His servants—preaching the gospel as the means by which He
calls new members and nourishing those members to steady and strengthen them in the structure—has been
neglected. And yet God has always stirred some to resume the work. Even now, we must realize that God is
still in the process of building His spiritual temple, adding people to it.
We must be careful, then, not to neglect participating in God‘s work of building His temple today. In fact, we
should consider that God considers each of us individually as His temple (1 Corinthians 6:19-20). So part of our
work is to, with God‘s help, take care of ourselves—body, mind and spirit—cooperating with Him in His work of
spiritually building each of us up personally, growing and overcoming with His help to become the kind of
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temple He desires. And in that light we must also work to serve and help the interests of every individual in
whom God‘s Spirit dwells.
God‘s Word through Haggai today is the same as it was to the people of the prophet‘s own time: ―‗…Build the
temple, that I may take pleasure in it and be glorified,‘ says the LORD‖ (Haggai 1:8). This is the message of the
whole book.
―Wages…Into a Bag With Holes‖ (Haggai 1)
The date on which Haggai‘s first message commences corresponds to August 29, 520 B.C. It is immediately
directed to the leaders of Judea—Zerubbabel the governor and Joshua or Jeshua the high priest (Haggai 1:1).
Yet it is evidently also announced to all Jews of the land (see Ezra 5:1).
The people maintained that it was not the appropriate time for reconstruction (Haggai 1:2). We can look at this
in two ways. First, circumstances did not appear ―ideal‖ to them. They had given up the reconstruction in the
face of the Samaritan antagonism. That antagonism had probably not abated. God had not seen fit to remove
the Samaritans from the land and replace them with people friendly to the Jews and their efforts. The Persian
overlords had not quashed the Samaritan resistance and given new declarations of support and provided
financing for the Jewish rebuilding effort. The Jews were waiting for some forthcoming miraculous
circumstances. But God had already given them the task and provided miraculous assistance in the past. Their
responsibility now was to step out in faith to continue in obedience to God—and He would continue to see them
through.
If we wait until circumstances are ―ideal‖ to obey God, we will never obey Him. Our faith is tested through
adversity. God wants to see how we will handle His commands even in the hard times. Moreover, we must
never put off obedience to God until some later, more ―propitious‖ time. Consider when a person has a new job
and learns that his employer expects him to work on the Sabbath. He might think, ―Well I‘d better not try to take
off on Saturdays now. My supervisors won‘t go for that. I‘d better wait until I‘ve been here a few more months or
a few more years and then press my case.‖ This attempt to ―work matters out to obey God,‖ thereby delaying
obedience, is still disobedience—sin against God. In such a situation, the person should immediately inform his
employer, politely and respectfully of course, that he henceforth will be unable to work on the Sabbath—and
then stand by his convictions. This is the attitude God will bless, not an attitude of compromise and
faithlessness.
The second sense of it not being time to renew work on the temple involves the idea of there not being enough
time. ―How modern an objection!‖ notes The Bible Reader‘s Companion, ―Sorry, there just isn‘t time right now
for prayer. I‘d like to read my Bible, but I have to get up so early for my work. And at night I‘m too tired to do
anything but read [or watch] the news [or some relaxing entertainment]. The people of Judea were also busy:
too busy with their own affairs to have time or money to invest in rebuilding the temple of God. As a result they
lost out!‖ (note on verse 2).
In verses 3-4 and 9, the Jews are chided for somehow finding enough time and money to build up and adorn
their own houses—running to serve themselves—while letting God‘s house lie in ruins. He tells them to take
stock of their situation (verse 5). All of their efforts produce little income. Their food and drink is not enough to
satisfy them. Their clothes are not sufficient to keep them warm. Their wages seem to go into a ―bag with holes‖
(verse 6). The reference here is to a money sack, which people carried before pockets and purses came into
use. The people‘s income seems to leak away. The harder they work, the further they get behind.
―Haggai rebuked the people with a…play on words…. He proclaimed that because the Lord‘s house had
remained ‗a ruin‘ (hareb, Hag 1:4, 9), the Lord would bring [or, rather, had already brought] ‗a drought‘ (horeb,
Hag 1:11) on the land‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Ezra 5:1). Indeed, God had cursed the people‘s efforts because of
their failure to honor and obey him (Haggai 1:7-11; see also 2:16-17). ―There‘s a lesson here for us. God is the
one who makes any effort bear fruit. We need to put Him first. When we do, the Lord will bless‖ (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, note on 1:5-6).
The irony is that the reason the people did not have the time or substance to expend on the work of God is that
they did not expend time and substance on the work of God first. People often feel that they ―cannot afford‖ to
support God‘s work. Yet they have it backwards. The truth is that they cannot afford to not support it. They
cannot afford to not take time to pray, to study God‘s Word, to meditate on His laws and to obey Him and
support His work. If we put God first, devoting ourselves to His service—in our hearts and minds, in our time
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and energy, in our finances, in every area of our lives—God will take care of us. If we support His work through
our time and means, He will see to it that our remaining time and means are sufficient for the rest of our needs.
God promises this in regard to His command about tithing in Malachi 3:8-12—and in regard to proper prioritizing
of life‘s demands in Matthew 6:25-34.
After presenting God‘s rebuke, Haggai has the distinction of being one of the few prophets in the Bible whose
words were positively heeded. The leaders and people, with an appropriate fear of further neglecting their
relationship with God, determine to now obey Him and renew work on His temple (Haggai 1:12). God then
encourages them with the wonderful news that He will be with them (verse 13)—a necessity for their success in
this and every spiritual venture. Verse 14 reveals that God Himself has inspired the national recommitment. The
work recommences a little more than three weeks from Haggai‘s initial message (same verse). Perhaps the
intervening time was ―spent in taking inventory of their supplies, assessing and assigning jobs, and completing
plans‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 13-15). It seems likely from the wording of Ezra 5:1-2 that Zechariah had
also preached to the people prior to their renewed work even though his book does not actually begin until
afterward.
―The Glory of This Latter Temple Shall Be Greater Than the Former‖ (Haggai 2)
The people of Judea had recommitted themselves to the work of God and had gotten off to a good new start.
Through Haggai, God had exhorted them to the task and then encouraged them with the assurance of His
presence with them. But that was of course not enough. This next message of Haggai illustrates the need for
ongoing exhortation and encouragement—just as God‘s people need today and at all times.
This next message comes just under a month from the recommencement of the temple construction.
Interestingly, it comes on the 21st day of the seventh month, the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles (see
Leviticus 23:33-44). It was at the time of the Feast of Tabernacles that Solomon had dedicated the first temple.
And for those who were old enough to remember, the annual Feast of Tabernacles was probably the time of the
greatest expression of joy before the splendor of the former temple.
In recalling these things, some measure of disappointment may have set in—just as had happened when the
foundation of the second temple was first laid, when those who remembered the former temple of Solomon
wept (see Ezra 3:12-13). This could have been part of the reason for previously quitting the reconstruction—the
idea of ―What‘s the use? It will never be as good as it was before.‖
Haggai now ―puts the discouraging sentiments into the mouths of the audience. They were all thinking it, and
now Haggai has said it. The new is inferior to the old, and that fact along with the other discouraging
circumstances had thoroughly depressed the people and stifled their initiative. One account of the effort
Solomon put into his temple is recorded in 2 Chronicles 1-4. Compare this with the meager means of the
returned exiles, whose temple must have looked small indeed‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on Haggai
2:3-5).
We can fall into this way of thinking with regards to the spiritual temple of God—His Church, considered either
collectively or personally. Perhaps we reflect on the material accoutrements and accomplishments of the
Church of God in the last century—with huge congregations, superb buildings and grounds, abundant financial
means and a powerful, globe-girdling work. We could then look on the more modest physical situation of today
and become discouraged—wondering what the use is of carrying on with the temple-building work God has
delegated to us when our physical circumstances will seemingly never match what was there before. Maybe
similar reasoning is applied to our spiritual condition if we have neglected our relationship with God: ―I was so
spiritually focused years ago. But I‘ve made some wrong choices. I‘ve done some bad things. I‘ll never be
where I was before. Why even bother?‖
God did not leave the returned exiles hopeless. As Expositor‘s notes: ―Having brought the very problem of
discouragement into focus, Haggai next offered the divine antidote: ‗Be strong...be strong...be strong... and
work. For I am with you‘ (v. 4). Notice the same imperative thrice repeated—to Zerubbabel, to Joshua, and to all
the people. Notice also the threefold repetition of the formula ‗declares the LORD.‘ The problem was essentially
one of attitude. So the primary command was to take courage. When the people did that, the command to
‗work‘ would be fulfilled quite naturally. For the Lord to have only said ‗work‘ without giving assurances would
have been inadequate motivation These people did not need to be whipped but encouraged—not cudgeled but
made optimistic. The most uplifting thing they or anyone could hear was that God was with them….
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―The thought must have passed through some minds that God was with them no longer. There must have been
those who were theologically naive and doubted that God could be with them if the temple and the ark [of the
covenant] in particular were not intact. Undoubtedly fear gripped many of the returnees—fear that God
had…[eternally abandoned] Jerusalem, fear that no amount of praying or piety would induce him to bless them
again, fear that the whole endeavor was in vain, fear that the political enemies would in fact win, fear that all
was lost. Therefore, the words of God through Haggai, which must have had a ring of authority to them, would
have been of great comfort And that encouraging word that shored up the sagging spirits of our spiritual
forefathers should serve to bolster our spirits as well when we are spiritually discouraged‖ (note on verses 3-5).
Verse 6 is the only verse of Haggai quoted in the New Testament—in Hebrews 12:26. Haggai 2:5 is a reference
to God‘s Spirit being with the ancient Israelites at Mount Sinai. This is the time when Hebrews 12:26 says God‘s
―voice then shook the earth.‖ Haggai 2:6-7 goes on to describe the time when God ―once more…will shake
heaven and earth…and…all nations.‖ Hebrews 12:26-28 shows that the final shaking to come will leave only
the Kingdom of God. This is certainly an end-time prophecy. It should be noted, though, that, as commentator
Charles Feinberg explains, some have viewed Haggai 2:6-7 as referring ―to the revolutions in the Persian and
Greek empires. There were such shakings in these governments, but they can only be considered as initial and
preparatory steps in the long process where the kingdoms are shaken from their position of rule, and finally the
kingdom of the Lord Christ is realized upon earth‖ (The Minor Prophets, pp. 243-244). Given the turmoil at the
beginning of Darius‘ reign, it is conceivable that the returned exiles took this prophecy as applying to events of
their own day—and misunderstanding this and the rest of Haggai‘s prophecy as indicating the imminence of the
messianic age.
Verse 7 mentions the ―Desire of All Nations‖ and filling the temple with glory. Many have seen in these words a
reference to the Messiah, Jesus Christ—that is, all nations desire a divine Savior and Deliverer and a
relationship with the Creator of mankind even though they do not know His actual identity or understand God‘s
will. Others link the phrase ―desire of all nations‖ to the mention of silver and gold in verse 8, seeing the ―desire‖
as the precious things of the gentile nations being brought into the millennial temple of Ezekiel 40–44. Yet the
mention of all the gold and silver in the world belonging to God may simply have been His way of telling the
people that they need not fret over the absence of such precious metals from their present construction. After
all, no matter how things look to them, God states that the glory of ―this latter temple‖ shall be greater than the
former (verse 9).
It perhaps seems odd that the millennial temple would be in view here considering that it will be a different
temple than the one Zerubbabel built. Zerubbabel‘s temple, the second temple, later renovated by King Herod,
was utterly destroyed by the Romans. The millennial temple, as described in the final chapters of Ezekiel, will
not be built until Christ‘s return. It would seem, then, that the second temple must have been intended on some
level here in Haggai 2. Consider that a comparison is being drawn with Solomon‘s temple, and God is
encouraging the people about the temple they are working on. How would it be an encouragement if the point
were that the temple they were working on would not receive the greater glory—that the greater glory was
instead reserved for a later temple to be built millennia after the one they were working on was destroyed?
Of course, Haggai‘s immediate audience would not have known any of this bad news. Moreover, we should
return to verse 3, where Haggai asks, ―Who is left among you who saw this temple in its former glory?‖
Feinberg remarks, ―From God‘s viewpoint there was only one house of the Lord on Mt. Zion, whether it was the
Temple built by Solomon, Zerubbabel, or Herod later‖ (p. 243). Indeed, there is continuity between the temples.
Nevertheless, we should recognize that a contrast is being drawn between ―this latter temple‖ and ―the former.‖
What, we might ask, did the second temple experience in the way of divine glory? After all, we‘ve already seen
that it was smaller. Moreover, factors evident upon later completion could have seemed to belie the idea of
greater glory. ―The Babylonian Talmud indicated five things were lacking in the Temple of Zerubbabel which
were present in the Temple of Solomon: (1) the Ark of the Covenant [containing the Ten Commandments]; (2)
the holy fire; (3) the Shekinah glory [the divine presence of God]; (4) the spirit of prophecy (the Holy Spirit); and
(5) the Urim and Thummim‖ (p. 240). Yet consider that to this very temple, as later renovated by Herod, would
come the Creator incarnate—God made flesh—Jesus Christ. Furthermore, as we will later consider in reading
Acts 2, there is reason to believe that the temple may have been the ―house‖ where Jesus‘ disciples were
gathered in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost following His death and resurrection—where the Holy Spirit
came and filled them in a manifestation of power and thousands of gathered witnesses from different countries
were converted as a result. This was the beginning of the New Testament Church—the spiritual temple of God
as mentioned before—again providing a sense of continuity.
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Indeed, the prophecy of the Desire of All Nations and the temple being filled with glory, while perhaps referring
in part to events surrounding Christ‘s first coming, would—given the apparent time frame of following the
shaking of all nations—seem to have more direct reference to events surrounding Christ‘s second coming. And
the temple of God of that time referred to in the prophecy could well signify the spiritual one that continued right
on beyond the destruction of the second temple and remains to this day—the New Testament Church of God.
Those elements of the first physical temple that were missing in the second have spiritual counterparts in the
spiritual temple, the Church. Rather than the ark containing the Ten Commandments, the members of the
Church of God have the law of God written on their hearts. Rather than the divinely ignited holy fire for
sacrifices, those in the Church of God are offered up as living sacrifices, and their prayers as incense.
The Shekinah (indwelling) glory of God abides within the members of His spiritual temple. The Church of God
has the ―prophetic word confirmed‖ (2 Peter 1:19). And rather than consult the Urim and Thummim, those in the
Church are able to consult the full written Word of God and His ministry and receive discernment through God‘s
Spirit. It is the Church of God, the spiritual temple, that will obtain the greatest glory of all, when it is fully
glorified—indeed, deified—at the time of Christ‘s return. The glorified Church will then dwell with Christ at the
physical millennial temple, again providing further continuity of the temple theme—that of a dwelling place, a
house, a home for God and His family.
Haggai 2:9 ends with God‘s promise, ―And in this place I will give peace‖—shalom, ultimate contentment and
satisfaction, with all as it should be. That certainly has not described the history of Jerusalem and the Temple
Mount of any age since Haggai wrote. And even the Church, while experiencing a measure of the ―peace of
God, which surpasses all understanding‖ (Philippians 4:7), has not received it in its fullness and perfection. That
is something that lies yet in the future—the wonderful hope for which we wait.
―From This Day I Will Bless You‖ (Haggai 2)
Haggai‘s last two recorded messages came on the 24th day of the ninth month in Darius‘ second year (verses
10, 20)—corresponding to December 18, 520 B.C.
Haggai‘s first message on this day opens with a discussion of holiness and defilement. The previous month,
Zechariah had issued a call to repentance, as we saw in our last reading (Zechariah 1:1-6). Though the people
were once again engaged in the work of God, they still had personal sins, including wrong attitudes, to contend
with. It was essential that they remain conformed to God‘s will.
In Haggai 2:11-13, God directs His prophet to ask the priests about issues of holiness. It was their responsibility
to teach God‘s laws to the people, and it seems likely that this exchange took place before a gathering of the
people. ―There were two distinct questions: (1) If a man were carrying sacrificial (holy) flesh [that is, a dedicated
meat offering] and happened to touch another object, would the object touched thereby become holy or set
apart to the Lord? (2) If a man who was unclean by reason of contact with a corpse should touch any such
object, would the object become unclean because of the man‘s uncleanness? The answer to the first question
is negative; to the second it is affirmative. The passages bearing on the subject should be read carefully. (Note
Lev 22:4-6; Num 19:11; and Lev 6:18.) Moral cleanness [which ritual purity symbolized] cannot be transmitted,
said the Mosaic law, but moral uncleanness can. Legal impurity is more easily transmitted than legal purity. A
healthy man cannot communicate his health to his sick child, but the sick child can communicate its disease to
the father‖ (Charles Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p. 245-246).
God explains that this is just how it had been with the Jewish nation (verse 14). When the returned exiles
arrived in Judea, they had set up the altar of God and reinstituted sacrifices (Ezra 3:1-6). Yet when the people
gave up on their duty to reconstruct the temple, the ongoing sacrifices did not purify them even in a ritual sense.
Instead, God considered these offerings unclean because the whole focus of the nation was wrong. Even the
priests to whom Haggai spoke had been guilty—and it must have stung when they understood the point he was
making.
Consider the imagery here further. Haggai‘s example was of a person, an individual, carrying sacrificial meat in
his garment and of another person, again an individual, who was unclean because of a dead body. If there were
one or a few people with right standing before God through physical and spiritual sacrifices, these could not
spread righteousness throughout the nation just by their presence. On the other hand, a person who had
become defiled through contact with a dead body would spread defilement (physical uncleanness being
symbolic of spiritual uncleanness). A little sin in a group will spread (see 1 Corinthians 5). Perhaps what started
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as the wrong attitudes of a few people spread throughout the nation, eventually leading to the disengagement
of the people from the rebuilding project.
Since Zechariah had just issued a call to repentance, we may surmise that some still had wrong attitudes even
after the recommitment of the nation. Again, all it took was a few bad apples and the whole Jewish nation was
at risk of being corrupted once again. The current rebuilding effort had to be accompanied by the right attitudes
and ongoing obedience or the result would be the same. Just having a temple would not shield them from this
reality. ―The existence of the temple itself guaranteed nothing. The hearts of the people had to be in harmony
with the sacrifices being made‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Haggai 2:13-14).
In verse 15, the New King James Version has ―consider from this day forward….‖ And yet what follows
concerns past circumstances. The Hebrew word translated ―forward‖ literally means ―upward,‖ and its meaning
here is disputed. Some translations have it as ―backward‖—as in the English idioms where ―up the chain‖
denotes an earlier episode and ―down the line‖ denotes a later one. If the meaning is ―forward,‖ the sense here
is ―From now on you need to think about these past circumstances.‖ If the meaning is ―backward,‖ the concept
is ―Think back from this day on these past circumstances.‖ (The same applies to verse 18).
But the time frame of the past circumstances is not immediately clear. When was ―stone … laid upon stone in
the temple‖? Some maintain that this refers to the laying of the foundation of the temple 16 years earlier (see
Ezra 3:8-12). Others believe the reference is to the resumption of work on the temple just three months prior
(see Haggai 1:14-15). Still others think the reference is to the day of Haggai‘s present message, the 24th day of
the ninth month—seeing verse 18 as saying that it was on this particular day ―that the foundation of the LORD‘s
temple was laid.‖
To understand, we should consider the circumstances the people were to reflect on. God had cursed their
efforts and their produce to humble them and provoke them to repentance (verses 16-17). Interestingly, verse
17 is a quote from one of the earlier Minor Prophets, Amos, who had applied these words to the nation of Israel
(see Amos 4:9). Nevertheless, the wording parallels the Lord‘s statements about the returned exiles in Haggai 1
(verses 6, 9-11). And it fits well with the point about their past defilement that He had just made in verses 10-14.
Since their alienation from God and consequent punishment are said to have come before the laying of stone
upon stone (verse 15), the stone-laying here would not seem to be the earlier laying of the foundation in Ezra
3—as the people were not then being punished for disobedience. (Unless the Exile as a whole is in view, but
the blighted crops and hail seem to denote not the experience in Babylon but rather the punishment the people
experienced in Judea after forsaking the temple reconstruction.)
How are we to reconcile the apparent contradiction of the temple foundation having been laid 16 years earlier
(Ezra 3:8-12) and now again at the time of Haggai‘s preaching (Haggai 2:18)? There are a few possibilities. It
may be that the foundation laid 16 years earlier was unfinished—and that work on it was resumed and
completed during Haggai‘s ministry. It could also be that the foundation was earlier completed and even built
upon but that, due to problems resultant from neglect, the structure had to be taken back down to the
foundations and repairs made. It is also possible ―that the first marked the subterranean foundation-laying and
the second the first building at ground level as in ancient Mesopotamian practice‖ (New Bible Commentary:
Revised, note on verse 18).
The laying of stone upon stone in verse 15, then, seems to refer to the resumption of the work on the temple
three months prior. And the day of Haggai‘s current message being the date the foundation was laid (verse 18)
would appear to mean that the foundation was finished on that day. We could perhaps loosely paraphrase
verses 15-19 like this: ―Think about how things were. Before you resumed work on the temple three months
ago, I made things really hard for you when you would not repent. But now from this 24th day of the ninth month
(on which the foundation has been completed), you may not see the results yet but I‘m turning things around for
you to bless you.‖
It is possible that there is a dual application to Haggai‘s message. A number of people have recognized the
24th day of the Hebrew ninth month, Kislev, as marking an important occasion in the modern history of the
Jewish people. In 1917 the date corresponded to December 9, the day the Turks surrendered Palestine to the
British during World War I. The British represent the leading nation of Israelite descent (see our free booklet
The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy). And Britain is subject to the British monarchy—the Jewish
dynasty of David (see our online publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future). As noted
earlier, Haggai 2:17 was quoted from Amos 4:9, which referred initially to destruction to come on the northern
kingdom of Israel.
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The words seem parallel to the national curses for disobedience in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28. These
passages seem to set forth a 2,520-year withholding of blessings—for the northern kingdom extending from
their captivity and fall in the late 700s B.C. to the late 1700s and early 1800s A.D. (see ―Birthright Blessings
Delayed for 2,520 Years‖ at www.ucg/brp/materials/index.htm). Yet what of Judah? Interestingly, 2,520 years
prior to 1917 was 604 B.C. Nebuchadnezzar initially invaded ancient Judah in 605 B.C. but then quickly
returned to Babylon to assume the throne of the Babylonian Empire upon the death of his father. As explained
in the Bible Reading Program comments on Jeremiah 36, he returned in Kislev of the next year to secure his
claim on Judah and its neighbors. It was at this time that a fast was called and Jeremiah‘s book was read to the
people—and King Jehoiakim, having one last opportunity to repent, instead burned Jeremiah‘s book.
It certainly seems more than a mere coincidence that exactly 2,520 years elapsed from this confirmed
subjugation of the Davidic dynasty in the Holy Land to Babylon until the restoration of the Davidic dynasty‘s
sovereignty over the Holy Land—and that this restoration occurred on the 24th day of Kislev. This would later
lead to the return of Jews to the Holy Land and the formation of the Jewish state of Israel. Thus, it may well be
that God‘s statement that He will bless the Jews from the 24th day of Kislev concerns, on some level at least,
the events of 1917. And there may yet be other applications, as the prophecy that follows in Haggai 2, still
connected with the 24th of Kislev, concerns the end time.
Zerubbabel Chosen as a Signet (Haggai 2)
The last four verses of Haggai 2 constitute a second message given through the prophet on the same 24th day
of Kislev. This final message of the book is addressed to Judah‘s governor, Zerubbabel.
The shaking of heaven and earth (verse 21) is repeated from verse 6—when God said greater glory than
Solomon‘s temple would fill the new temple. Unless Haggai in some unrecorded sermon disabused them of the
notion, the reference to the throwing down of the ―throne of kingdoms‖ and the destruction of the strength of the
gentile kingdoms (verse 22) would likely have been seen by the Jews of Judea as a reference to the fall of
Persia—a concept to which the turmoil at the beginning of Darius‘ reign, which was still going on at this time,
may well have lent credence.
God‘s reference to Zerubbabel as ―My servant‖ and to His choosing him as a signet (verse 23) would have had
quite an impact as well. Zerubbabel‘s grandfather was Jeconiah or Jehoiachin, whose descendants God had
banned from the throne of David (Jeremiah 22:30). In giving that ban God had declared, ―As I live…though
Coniah the son of Jehoiakim, king of Judah, were the signet on My right hand, yet I would pluck you off‖ (verse
24). Those considering Haggai‘s prophecy might easily have wrongly concluded the following: the Persian
Empire is now crumbling; God has overturned His ban on Jeconiah‘s descendants; Zerubbabel will soon reign
as king; Zerubbabel is the Messiah.
Time would soon reveal these conclusions as erroneous. Darius soon solidified his rule and strengthened and
expanded the Persian Empire. God did not negate His own word in removing the dynastic ban He had placed on
Jeconiah‘s descendants. Zerubbabel never became king. And thus he was certainly not the prophesied Messiah. In
fact, he mysteriously disappears from the storyline of Ezra shortly afterward, which we will later consider.
The book of Hebrews interprets the great shaking of Haggai 2:6 in an end-time sense. This is the reasonable
interpretation of what is apparently the same shaking in verse 21. The overthrow of the ―throne of kingdoms‖ (verse
22) will be accomplished in the same time frame. ―Notice that it is ‗throne‘ in the singular and not the plural. There is
one supreme ruler over the earth, permitted by God and carried out by Satan, and it will be replaced by that of our
Lord Jesus Christ. (See Rev 11:15)‖ (Charles Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p. 247). Enemy forces fighting among
themselves (Haggai 2:22) is another characteristic of the time of Christ‘s return (see Zechariah 14:13).
Then in verse 23 we have the exaltation of Zerubbabel, which occurs ―in that day.‖ Clearly this did not refer to the time
of Haggai‘s preaching. ―In that day‖ would here signify the day of the great future shaking just indicated—the time of
Jesus Christ‘s second coming. Moreover, the phrase ―in that day‖ is a typical formulation in prophecy for the end-time
Day of the Lord.
Given all this, how are we to understand this future exaltation of Zerubbabel? There are a few different prevalent
ideas. On one hand, Zerubbabel is seen as the predecessor of the Messiah. That is, in addressing Zerubbabel but
specifying the time as that of the great shaking, the one really being addressed is the person who will hold
Zerubbabel‘s office at that later time—the Messiah. In another view, Zerubbabel is simply seen as a representative
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type or symbol of the coming Messiah—wherein the faithful Davidic leader of the Jews stands for the ultimate faithful
Davidic leader of the Jews. Alternatively, the exaltation and choosing of Zerubbabel is viewed as a reference to the
Messiah coming from his line of descent—and Jesus is legally reckoned as a descendant of Zerubbabel through His
adoption by Joseph (see Matthew 1; we will consider the physical genealogy of Luke 3 when we come to the New
Testament).
There is, however, another very real and even likely possibility. Near the beginning of Haggai‘s short book, Zerubbabel
had led the way in the nation‘s repenting and returning to the work of God (see Haggai 1:12, 14). And here at the end,
he is promised a sure reward. Zerubbabel would indeed reign as a king before God. But not through his physical
descent from Jeconiah, as that was forbidden. Rather, at the end of this evil age, when the spiritual powers and
governments that dominate this planet are shaken and overthrown, Zerubbabel will receive a kingdom that cannot be
shaken. Spiritually born in a new body in direct descent from Almighty God, his descent will no longer be reckoned
according to the flesh. Like all the saints, He will be able to sit with Jesus Christ on the throne of David and reign.
Zerubbabel, whose name means ―the Seed of Babel‖—signifying his birth there—can thus be viewed as typical of all
God‘s servants. We have all been born in the Babylon of this world. But like Zerubbabel, we can be the ―chosen‖ of
God. We can function as God‘s signet. God may well have intended Zerubbabel to begin functioning in that capacity
while still in the flesh—from that same 24th day of Kislev. In its entry on ―signet‖ in the context of Haggai 2:23, A
Dictionary of Bible Types states: ―This unusual compliment is probably the greatest given to a man by the living God.
He informed Zerubbabel that He would touch his life in such a blessed way that he would leave on every other life he
touched the imprint of God and the impress of heaven. His conversation with others and his manner of life with them
would make an indelible impression upon their hearts and they would know that he was a man of God‖ (1999, p. 371).
This should characterize all of our lives even now. And if we remain faithful, when glorified in the Kingdom of God,
together with Zerubbabel and the rest of the saints, we will be able to serve as the perfect representatives of God the
Father and Jesus Christ for all eternity.
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ZECHARIAH
Introduction to Zechariah (Zechariah 1)
Ezra 4:24–5:2 says that in the second year of the Persian king Darius, the Judean governor Zerubbabel and the
high priest Jeshua or Joshua recommenced the work on the second temple in response to the preaching of the
prophets Haggai and Zechariah. Haggai 1:14-15 tells us that the work was resumed on the 24th day of the sixth
month (corresponding to September 22, 520 B.C.). Yet the first message of the book of Zechariah is dated to
the eighth month of the same year (late October to late November)—one to two months after the work‘s
resumption. Evidently Zechariah preached with Haggai prior to the 24th day of the sixth month but didn‘t receive
the message from God that begins his book until the eighth month. In other words, Zechariah‘s ministry began
prior to the writing of his book.
Zechariah is the 11th of the 12 Minor Prophets—the second of the three Postexilic Prophets. He refers to
himself as ―Zechariah the son of Berechiah, the son of Iddo‖ (Zechariah 1:1). Ezra refers to him as ―Zechariah
the son of Iddo‖ (Ezra 5:1; 6:14)—―son‖ in this case meaning ―grandson.‖ ―Like Jeremiah and Ezekiel,
Zechariah was not only a prophet but also a priest. He was born in Babylonia and was among those who
returned to Palestine in 539-537 B.C. under the leadership of Zerubbabel and Joshua (cf. Iddo, Neh 12:4). At a
later time, when Joiakim was high priest, Zechariah apparently succeeded his grandfather Iddo (Zech 1:1, 7) as
head of that priestly family (Neh 12:10-16).
Since it was the grandson (Zechariah) who in this instance succeeded the grandfather (Iddo), it has been
conjectured that the father (Berekiah, Zech 1:1, 7) died at an early age, before he could succeed to family
headship. Though a contemporary of Haggai, Zechariah continued his ministry long after him (cf. Zech 1:1 and
7:1 with Hag 1:1; see also Neh 12:10-16). Considering his young age in the early period of his ministry (Zech
2:4, ‗young man‘), it is possible that Zechariah continued into the reign of Artaxerxes I (465-424 B.C.)‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, introduction to Zechariah). Chapters 1–8 of Zechariah are dated to the time of
the temple‘s reconstruction. Chapters 9–14 are undated and believed by many to have been written much later.
The name Zechariah, a common one in the Old Testament, means ―YHWH Remembers.‖ Expositor‘s notes:
―The three names in the complete patronymic formula (Zechariah, Berekiah, Iddo) mean ‗the LORD remembers,‘
‗the LORD blesses,‘ and ‗timely (?).‘ [Commentator Charles] Feinberg…combining the three names, believes
they signify that ‗the LORD remembers,‘ and ‗the LORD will bless‘ at ‗the set time,‘ which, in a sense, is the
theme of the book‖ (note on 1:1). Zechariah‘s message is that God will not forget or forsake His people—He will
remember and restore them. This was already evident through the restoration God was then accomplishing.
And in due time God would send the Messiah to bring them eternal salvation and glory.
―Zechariah is frequently called the ‗prophet of hope‘…. [His] book is filled with references to Christ. Messianic
references include mentions of Christ‘s lowliness and humanity (6:12). They describe His betrayal by Judas
(11:12-13), His deity (3:4; 13:7), His priesthood (6:13), and His kingship (6:13; 9:9; 14:9, 16). Zechariah also
speaks of the Messiah‘s being struck down by the Lord[‘s command] (13:7), His second coming (14:4), His
glorious reign (9:10; 14), and His establishment of world peace (9:9-10; cf. 3:10). In few Old Testament books
do we find such constant attention given to the coming Saviour‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, introduction to
Zechariah).
In his book The Minor Prophets, Charles Feinberg states: ―The prophetic horizon of Zechariah is far broader
than that of the other minor prophets. His book has been called an apocalypse because of the presence of a
number of visions. He dwells on the Person and work of Christ more fully than all the other minor prophets
together‖ (p. 273).
Zechariah‘s message was no doubt an encouraging one. Like Haggai, he experienced a positive response from
the people of Judah. This leads to a question about what became of this particular prophet. Jesus later
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mentions the horrifying martyrdom of ―Zechariah, son of Berechiah…murdered between the temple and the
altar‖ (Matthew 23:35)—the location seeming to imply that the victim was a priest, as only priests were
permitted in this area. Yet it would seem odd for the author of the book of Zechariah to have been meant
considering that Ezra and Nehemiah make no mention of such a vile act—one that would have represented a
drastic change in the orientation of the people.
It is, however, possible that Zechariah lived beyond the completion of the books of Ezra and Nehemiah and that
his martyrdom came at that later time—perhaps by people who felt his messianic proclamations had failed.
Alternatively, commentators typically conclude that Christ was referring to Zechariah ―the son of Jehoiada‖ who
was stoned to death in the temple court (2 Chronicles 24:19-22)—seeing Jehoiada as actually his grandfather
and Berechiah as his father though not named in Scripture (or Berechiah as a second name for Jehoiada).
Chronicles was the last book of the Bible in Jesus‘ day, and it is argued that His statement ―the blood of
righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah, son of Berechiah‖ was intended to signify martyrdom ―from one end of
Scripture to the other.‖
―Return to Me…and I Will Return to You‖ (Zechariah 1)
The prophet Zechariah‘s book opens with a call to repentance (Zechariah 1:1-6). Though God had stirred the
hearts and minds of the people to resume work on the temple, it is evident that they were not fully reformed.
Working on the reconstruction was not enough. They needed to completely reorient their lives toward God,
serving Him wholeheartedly with the right attitude. And they needed to stay the course—remaining consistent in
obedience (a rather tall order for a people who did not have the indwelling strength of God through His Spirit).
Haggai had already addressed the disappointment of many over the scope of the new temple as compared with
Solomon‘s (Haggai 2:3). Discouragement could have led to neglect and giving up as it had some years before.
So Haggai urged a steady strength. Through Zechariah God urges ―return‖—repentance.
It was imperative for the people to recognize their tendency to sin and the possibility that they could fall into
their forefathers‘ pattern of rejecting God. (Indeed, as 1 John 1:7-8 makes clear, even true, converted Christians
do not always succeed in their ongoing struggle against sin—and must regularly and constantly ―return‖ to God
and His ways.) Nevertheless, the admonition that the people not follow in their forefathers‘ footsteps should
have served as an encouragement. The returned exiles had a choice in the matter—they did not have to go the
way of their ancestors.
The great God was with them to help and guide those who would trust in and submit to Him—and to correct and
chasten those who would not. ―Note the title ‗Lord of Hosts‘ [YHWH Sabaoth] throughout this passage and the
entire prophecy as well. It is the characteristic name for God in Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, occurring more
than eighty times. The Greek translation of the Old Testament renders it ‗the Almighty.‘ God is Lord of the stars,
the powers of heaven, and all the forces of the universe—a most inclusive and comprehensive name for God‖
(Feinberg, p. 275).
Zechariah 1:5-6 offers an important perspective about the prophetic pronouncements of the Bible. Many earlier
prophets had warned of future national destruction to come on Israel and Judah for their failure to obey God but
died before the destruction came to pass. Many looked on their deaths as justification for viewing their warnings
as false alarms. And yet their pronouncements came true. ―Though the messengers may be gone, God‘s words
live on to be fulfilled (cf. Isa 40:6-8)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 4-6). Many today scoff at end-time prophecy,
claiming that those who issued apocalyptic warnings are long since dead and gone—their pronouncements
nothing to worry about. This kind of thinking is foolish. Almighty God is still alive. He‘s the one who actually
made the pronouncements through His servants—and He will ensure their fulfillment.
In verse 6, the phrase ―So they returned‖ or ―‗Then they repented‘ [NIV] (‗came to themselves,‘ ‗changed their
minds‘) is apparently a reference to what happened to the preexilic forefathers and/or to their offspring during
the Exile and immediately afterward…. They had to acknowledge that they had brought the divine discipline of
the Exile on themselves because they had refused to ‗listen,‘ or ‗pay attention,‘ to the Lord and to his words of
warning through his servants the prophets. They also had to acknowledge that the Lord was just and righteous
in his judgment, for he had done to them what their ways and practices deserved, all in accord with what he had
‗determined to do‘ (cf. Lam 2:17)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Zechariah 1:4-6).
The Exile had vindicated the rejected former prophets—their words had come true. The people of Zechariah‘s
day needed to learn the lessons and live their lives according to God‘s will. Of course, the message was not
only for Zechariah‘s day. These words were written for us as well.
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Night Visions: Horses Among the Myrtle Trees (Zechariah 1)
Haggai‘s book ended on the 24th of the ninth month in Darius‘ second year. Zechariah‘s book resumes exactly
two months later, on the 24th of the 11th month (1:7)—corresponding to mid-February of 519 B.C. Zechariah
1:7–6:15 records a sequence of eight visions (or seven, depending on how they are reckoned) that the prophet
experienced that night followed by the symbolic crowning of the high priest Joshua, as we will later see. In this
section, ―Zechariah pursues the same end as Haggai, rebuilding the temple as the center of worship and world
rule, and as a place of pilgrimage for the nations (8:20-23; Hag. 2:7-9)‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on
Zechariah 1:7–6:15). Yet in going through these visions, we will likely find some of them to be among the most
cryptic and enigmatic in the entire Bible.
The first vision (1:7-17) portrays a man on a red horse standing in a hollow or ravine among myrtle trees.
―Myrtle is an evergreen tree that was once very common in the vicinity of Jerusalem (Neh. 8:15)‖ (note on
Zechariah 1:8). The ―man‖ is identified in verse 11 as ―the Angel [malakh or ‗messenger‘] of the LORD.‖ Many
have viewed this phrase here as a reference to the preincarnate Christ, as it often is in the Old Testament. This
is probably the case since the figure here is apparently the same as the Angel of the Lord in the fourth vision of
the night who, as we will later see, is evidently divine (see 3:1-4).
The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary further notes: ―In Revelation 6:4 the red horse (see also Zech 6:2) is
associated with a sword, the instrument of war and death, which may also be the significance of the color here
(cf. Isa 63:1-6)…. In Nehemiah 8:15 [cited above] myrtle trees, which are evergreen, are associated with the
Feast of Tabernacles for making booths; and in Isaiah 41:19 and 55:13 they are included in a description of
messianic kingdom blessing. Perhaps, then, they speak of the hope and promise of the future, the restoration
from Babylonian exile being but the initial stage in the progressive fulfillment of that promise. The trees are
situated in a ravine. At the foot of the Mount of Olives are myrtle groves in the lowest part of the Kidron Valley.
The ravine may picture Judah‘s lowly condition at the time; but, as suggested above, there is a ray of light or
hope for the future. Behind the horseman were red, brown, and white horses—presumably [or, rather, possibly]
with riders on them, since they report to the angel of the Lord in v. 11. These other riders or horses apparently
represent angelic messengers (cf. v. 10). White horses are associated with vengeance and triumph (cf. Rev
19:11, 14 [and the conquest aspect of 6:2])‖ (note on Zechariah 1:8).
It could be that the horses themselves represent angels, as they also may in Revelation 19:11 and verse 14
(compare Psalm 18:10). It may be that there were seven reconnoitering angels here in all who walk ―to and fro
throughout the earth‖ (Zechariah 1:11; compare 4:10). We will see the figure of horses of different colors again
at the end of Zechariah‘s night visions in chapter 6, where they are ―eager to walk to and fro throughout the
earth‖ (verse 7)—in that case to deliver divine judgment on the nations.
The report the horses or horsemen give to the Angel of the Lord in chapter 1 is that all the earth is resting
quietly (verse 9). This is not a description of the peaceful messianic Kingdom to come. Rather, we must view
this report in light of the comment God makes in verse 15: ―I am exceedingly angry with the nations at ease.‖
This description fit the circumstances of the time this prophecy was given. Recall that the first two years of the
reign of the Persian emperor Darius (522-520 B.C.) were wracked with turmoil, as he put down one rebellion
after another as recorded in his famous inscription high on the Behistun (or Bisitun) cliffs in western Iran (see
www.livius.org/be-bm/behistun/behistun01.html). But by the end of 520, he had established control throughout
the empire.
So the Persian Empire was secure and Judah remained in a lowly, oppressed position. ―The report of the
horsemen must have disappointed God‘s chosen people because it told of rest and peace among the nations,
when, instead, they were expecting the ‗shaking of all nations‘ (Hag 2:6-9, 20-23) as the sign of returning favor
and full blessing to Zion‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Zechariah 1:12).
In verse 12 the Angel of the Lord, again probably a reference to the Being who would later be born as Jesus
Christ, intercedes with God on Judah‘s behalf (compare Hebrews 7:25). In response, God declares His zeal for
Jerusalem and His anger with the nations. God had been ―a little angry‖ or, probably better translated, ―a little
while angry‖ with His sinning people (see Expositor‘s, note on verses 13-15). But now His anger turns to the
gentile powers. While He had used them to punish Israel and Judah, the personal motivation of the gentile
nations in their assault on God‘s people was evil (verse 15). Given the end-time element to the prophecies of
this section, we should recognize the peace and ease of the nations in verses 11 and 15 are probably mainly
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referring to a period in the last days—when the gentile powers seem triumphant, things seem quiet for a time
and Israel and Judah are subjugated.
God promises that He will yet show mercy to Jerusalem, the stretching of the surveyor‘s line of verse 16
demonstrating God‘s intent of rebuilding the temple and the Jewish capital.
Considering this prophecy in the light of what we‘ve already seen from Haggai and what is yet to follow in
Zechariah, it seems that God building His house in verse 16 applied on one level to the temple reconstruction in
the time of those prophets, on another level to the building of the spiritual temple, the Church (which would
begin in Jerusalem and be referred to as spiritual Jerusalem and Zion), and then on another level to the
millennial Jerusalem and temple and beyond. Note the mention of cities again expanding and prospering in
verse 17, clearly pointing to the physical, national application of the prophecy. Besides simply referring to
Judah‘s ancient return, this surely represents—considering the evident end-time focus in the series of visions
here—the future restoration of all Israel.
Commentator Charles Feinberg gives a good summary of the first vision: ―The distinctive features of comfort for
Israel in this first vision are: (1) the presence of the Angel of [YHWH] in the midst of degraded and depressed
Israel; (2) His loving and yearning intercession for them; (3) the promises of future blessings. We may say,
then, that the import of the vision is this: although Israel is not yet in her promised position, God is mindful of
her, providing the means of His judgment on the persecuting nations, and reserving glory and prosperity for
Israel in the benevolent and beneficent reign of the Messiah. The series of visions carry us through God‘s
dealings with Israel from the time of their chastisement by God under the Gentile powers until they are restored
to their land with their rebuilt city and temple under their Messiah King. The first vision gives the general theme
of the whole series; the others add the details...When the world was busy with its own affairs, God‘s eyes and
the heart of the Messiah were upon the lowly estate of Israel and upon the temple in Jerusalem‖ (quoted in
Expositor‘s, note on verses 16-17).
The same commentator also proposes that the first vision sets the stage for those that follow. ―All eight visions
form a unit, and the first is the key to all of them‖ (Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, 1952, p. 275).
Four Horns and Four Skilled Workmen (Zechariah 1)
Having in mind the above view, that the first vision is the key to the other visions of the night, Zechariah‘s
second vision (verses 18-21) is understood to be an amplification of God‘s wrath on the nations at ease in
verses 11 and 15.
Zechariah sees four horns ―that have scattered Judah, Israel, and Jerusalem‖ (verse 19) followed by four
craftsmen or workmen who come to terrify and cast out the horns (verses 20-21). The symbol of horns is a
common one in Scripture. Based on these being the implements with which many animals fight, horns
symbolize the power and strength of nations or their rulers (see Daniel 7:7-8, 24). As for the craftsmen, ―the
Hebrew word is used for any skilled workman in wood, metal, or stone‖ (p. 278). Some render the word as
―smiths.‖ Here we have an image of those who smite with the hammer, grind down, break into pieces, plunge
into fire, reshape what is usable and throw away what is not. In essence, they are workers skilled in destruction.
Who exactly the four horns are is not entirely clear. They seem to be described as having scattered (past tense)
the people of Israel and Judah, which would seem to point to events that had already happened. However, the
Hebrew verb could also be translated scatter (present tense, see Expositor‘s, note on Zechariah 1:18-19),
which could point to scatterings yet to happen.
The horns are most commonly identified either as (from a solely past-tense perspective) Egypt, Assyria,
Babylon and Persia or (from a past-to-future perspective) as identical with the four empires of Daniel 2 and 7—
Babylon, Persia, Greece and Rome. One problem with the first interpretation is that it does not continue to the
time of Israel‘s ultimate restoration in the messianic age, in line with the rest of the visions in this section. One
problem with the second interpretation is that it leaves out the nation that scattered the northern kingdom of
Israel—Assyria (see again verse 19). Another problem with both interpretations is that the Persians did not
scatter the people of Judah (see verse 21). Neither did the Greeks, even during the Seleucid persecutions.
All this being so, a more likely interpretation of the four horns would seem to be: 1) ancient Assyria, which
deported Israel and part of Judah; 2) ancient Babylon, which deported Judah; 3) ancient Rome, which would
later deport the Jews of Judea; 4) the end-time revival of all these empires in the same power bloc, which will
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deport both Israelites and Jews from their homelands. The four smiths who remove these horns would then be:
1) ancient Babylon, conqueror of Assyria; 2) ancient Persia, conqueror of ancient Babylon; 3) the Gothic hordes
who would bring down the Roman Empire; 4) the Messiah, who will ultimately defeat the end-time RomanBabylonian-Assyrian power bloc.
In the end, God tells us in Psalm 75:10, ―All the horns of the wicked I will also cut off, but the horns of the
righteous shall be exalted.‖
Measuring Jerusalem for Future Expansion (Zechariah 2)
Zechariah 2 brings us to the third vision of the night (verses 1-13). Feinberg states: ―If the second vision be
seen as an amplification of the truth of 1:15, then the third vision is an elaboration of the promise in 1:16‖ (p.
279). This seems entirely reasonable, as 1:16 related not only the temple being built but also a surveyor‘s line
being stretched out over Jerusalem, signifying the future reconstruction and expansion of the city. This is also
described in 2:1-2. Notice that Jerusalem will be like ―towns without walls‖ (verse 4). The populace will overflow
the city walls, the prophecy continues, as the people will not need to huddle within them. This is because God
Himself will serve as the people‘s defense. Yet the absence of defensive fortifications has not characterized the
city of Jerusalem from the time of Zechariah until now. Indeed, the setting is clearly the messianic age. ―The
wall of fire, indicating security and safety, is reminiscent of the pillar of fire in the Exodus. (Note Ex 14:24 [and
verses 19-20, where the pillar stood between the Israelites and Egyptians], also Is 4:5 and Zec 9:8.) God will be
her wall of salvation and protection (Is 26:1). The Shekinah glory is promised here‖ (Feinberg, p. 280).
The presence of God‘s indwelling glory also ties back to Zechariah 1:16, which this section appears to be
amplifying. It was there mentioned that God‘s house, His dwelling, would be in Jerusalem. Again, it seems likely
that there is a partial fulfillment of this verse in spiritual Jerusalem, the Church of God, which experiences God‘s
indwelling presence and miraculous protection in lieu of physical defensive fortifications. But clearly what is
written here is mainly a prophecy for the last days. As Feinberg remarks: ―Surely it will not be denied that the
fulfillment of this prophecy is in millennial times (Hab 2:14). The theme of the vision is the rebuilding and
resettlement of Jerusalem, bearing out the words of 1:16-17, and the full accomplishment of these words will be
the establishment of Jerusalem in the earth as the city of God‘s dwelling. Blessed day for Israel and all the earth
that will be‖ (p. 280).
The remainder of the third vision (2:6-13) gives more details regarding the future expansion of Jerusalem, both
spiritual and physical, and its becoming God‘s permanent dwelling.
Verses 6-7 states that more people who are to be of Zion need to flee out of Babylon. This probably has several
levels of meaning. First of all, there was an application for Zechariah‘s own time. Recall that when the Persian
king Cyrus entered the city of Babylon he preserved it intact. But it would fare worse later. Darius had just
crushed two rebellions there. And Darius‘ successor, his son Xerxes, would sack Babylon in 482 B.C. After later
rebellion, it was conquered yet again by Antiochus III Ochus around 340 B.C. It seems reasonable to believe
that, on some level, Zechariah was warning the Jews still dwelling comfortably in Babylon of these upcoming
invasions and resultant destruction.
Additionally, consider that God is addressing those He has ―spread…abroad like the four winds of heaven‖
(Zechariah 2:6). This may be speaking to Jews all throughout the Babylonian Diaspora (or Dispersion) from
Zechariah‘s time until today—that they return from a Babylonian-rooted society to dwell in Jerusalem or its
environs, thereby swelling its population. Quite likely there is also a sense of spiritual return to God intended
here. Those who would be part of spiritual Zion, the Church of God, are to come out of the ―Babylon‖ of this
world‘s false ideologies and values. And there is clearly an end-time application to escaping from Babylon, just
as with God‘s nearly identical admonitions to do so in other passages (see Jeremiah 50:8; 51:6; Isaiah 48:20;
Revelation 18:4). The terminology ―daughter of Babylon‖ (Zechariah 2:7) may even imply the end-time
counterpart of the earlier system.
In verse 8 we find the ―LORD‖ saying, ―He has sent Me…‖—that is, evidently, the preincarnate Christ is saying
that God the Father has sent Him—in this case to bring judgment on the nations that have acted against His
people. Touching—harming—God‘s people is like touching the ―apple of His eye,‖ meaning the eye‘s pupil, one
of the most important and guarded parts of a person‘s body. In short, God says, attacking His people is like
poking Him right in the eye. God will give these nations as spoil to the ones they‘ve oppressed, that is, to both
physical and spiritual Israel (verse 9).
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Yet this is not a hopeless message for the nations. For when God comes to dwell in Zion (verse 10), ―many
nations shall be joined to the LORD in that day‖ and they will become His people too (verse 11)—thereby vastly
expanding the ―city of God,‖ in both the physical and spiritual sense. Indeed Jerusalem, as in many prophecies,
represents the entire nation of Israel, and all other nations must become part of Israel spiritually to be God‘s
people and, ultimately, part of His Kingdom. In that Kingdom they will dwell with Him and He will dwell with them
as one family for all eternity. Incidentally, the phrase ―the Holy Land,‖ though rather commonly used today,
occurs in Scripture only in verse 12.
The conclusion in verse 13 for the world to be silent in anticipation of God‘s intervention and judgment is
essentially repeated from Habakkuk 2:20.
Joshua the High Priest and the Coming Branch (Zechariah 3)
Zechariah‘s fourth vision of the night concerns the high priest of his day, Joshua or Jeshua, yet as a type of the
entire nation, as we will see. Recall that the high priest Joshua and the governor Zerubbabel had led the initial
effort in resuming worship in Jerusalem and commencing construction on the temple—and later, after allowing
the construction to lapse, responded in repentance to the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah, leading the
nation then in renewed effort.
In verse 1, the ―he‖ showing the prophet the current scene is either the interpreting angel who has spoken to
him in the previous visions or God Himself, who was referred to in the preceding verse (2:13) and who was
earlier mentioned as showing images to him (see 1:20).
The high priest Joshua stands before the Angel of the Lord (3:1). As this particular figure is able to remove
iniquity (see verses 3-4), the reference is apparently to the preincarnate Christ. Indeed, in verse 2 we see the
―LORD‖ calling a rebuke down from the ―LORD‖—evidently Christ calling a rebuke down from God the Father.
The rebuke is called down on Satan. ―The Hebrew is literally ‗the Satan,‘ meaning ‗the Accuser‘‖ (Nelson Study
Bible, note on verse 1)—or, similarly, ―the Adversary‖ or ―the Opponent.‖ The word ―oppose‖ in verse 1 could
also, in a legal setting, be rendered ―accuse.‖ ―Satan‘s accusation invests [the scene] with a judicial character.
The position of standing at the right side was the place of accusation under the law (Ps 109:6). Satan knows the
purposes of God concerning Israel and therefore has always accused the Jews and accuses them still…. Satan
is the accuser, not only of Joshua (i.e., Israel), but also of all believers (Job 1-2; Rev 12:10)‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on Zechariah 3:1). It is interesting to recall that the Samaritans, as agents of Satan to thwart
the restoration of Judah and its worship, had constantly brought the Jews before the Persian imperial court
(Ezra 4:4-5).
The reason for Satan‘s accusation in Zechariah 3 is evidently Joshua‘s impurity, as symbolized by his defiled
garments. Expositor‘s states in its note on verse 3: ―The Hebrew word soim (‗filthy‘) is ‗the strongest expression
in the Hebrew language for filth of the most vile and loathsome character‘ (Feinberg…). Some interpreters
maintain that Joshua was covered with excrement—only in the vision, of course! Such clothes represent the
pollution of sin (cf. Isa 64:6). To compound the problem, Joshua (i.e., Israel), contaminated by sin, was
ministering in this filthy condition before the Angel of the Lord.‖
Joshua had been guilty of sin, having previously abandoned the reconstruction of the temple while continuing in
priestly service. ―The high priest represented the people before God (see Ex. 28:29) and under no
circumstances was to become defiled or unclean (Ex. 28:2; Lev. 21:10-15)‖ (Nelson, note on Zechariah 3:3). It
is interesting to consider the high priest as representative of the nation, for the figure of Joshua is clearly being
used that way in this passage. The whole nation, this priestly nation (see Exodus 19:6), stood guilty before God.
The national identification is clear from verse 2. Responding to Satan‘s accusation against Joshua, the One
who would later become Jesus Christ responds, ―The LORD who has chosen Jerusalem rebuke you!‖ He follows
with ―Is this not a brand plucked from the fire?‖ God had earlier told the people of Israel in Amos 4:11, ―I
overthrew some of you, as God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah, and you were like a firebrand plucked from
the burning.‖ That prophecy was dual, referring to both ancient and end-time Israel. The current vision is the
same in this regard. Expositor‘s notes: ―The reference to the burning stick snatched from the fire is an additional
indication that Israel, not Joshua, is ultimately in view. Israel was retrieved to carry out God‘s future purpose for
her (cf. Amos 4:11). The ‗fire‘ refers to the Babylonian captivity. Metaphorically, Israel was snatched as a
burning stick from that fire. However, this event may also look back to the deliverance from Egypt (cf. Deut
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4:20; 7:7-8; Jer 11:4) and forward to the rescue from the coming tribulation period (cf. Jer 30:7; Zech 13:8-9;
Rev 12:13-17)‖ (note on Zechariah 3:2).
Satan is justly rebuked by God because his accusations are, as is always the case, the pinnacle of blasphemy,
hypocrisy and twisting of fact. For one, Satan‘s accusations actually impugned God, calling into question how a
perfect and just God could accept a defiled person or nation in His service—and perhaps implying that God‘s
whole plan was a failure. Furthermore, Satan himself was the principal reason for the defilement! While the high
priest and nation did in fact stand guilty—as do the people of all Israelite nations today and in fact all of mankind
(Romans 3:9-19)—Satan, as the ―tempter‖ (see Matthew 4:3; 1 Thessalonians 3:5), is the main instigator of all
the sin in the world, in fact the very father of sin (John 8:44). Ultimately, God intends to reconcile humanity to
Himself and lay on Satan the guilt and condemnation for his leading role in mankind‘s sins (see ―The Day of
Atonement: Removal of Sin‘s Cause and Reconciliation to God‖ in our free booklet God‘s Holy Day Plan: The
Promise of Hope for All Mankind, pp. 38-43).
In Zechariah 3:4, the Angel of the Lord (see verse 3)—again evidently the One who would become Jesus
Christ—removes Joshua‘s iniquity. At the beginning of this verse, He tells ―those who stood before Him‖ to take
away Joshua‘s filthy garments. Many interpret the others standing here to be angels, tying back to the previous
visions. Yet in what way they were the instruments of removing Joshua‘s defiled garments is unclear. It could
be that God‘s other human servants are in mind here. It was through the preaching of Haggai and Zechariah
that the high priest Joshua repented. In fact, it was through their preaching that the whole nation repented. God
has always worked through such representatives. And yet, as the end of verse 4 states, it is Christ Himself who
actually removes Joshua‘s iniquity and clothes him with new garments—through His sacrifice (whereby He
would actually bear the defilement of all of humanity‘s sins as the sin-bearer and take them with Him to the
grave) and then living His resurrected life within those who will receive Him.
―Joshua was to be clothed with rich garments—God‘s representative clothed in God‘s righteousness. God‘s
servant went from filthy garments to festive garments. The festive garments (the Hebrew word is used only here
and in Isa 3:22) speak of purity, joy, and glory; but their chief significance is that they symbolize the restoration
of Israel to her original calling (Exod 19:16; Isa 61:6). There is a contrast here: Joshua in filthy garments—Israel
as a priest but defiled and unclean; Joshua in festive garments—Israel‘s future glory in reconsecration to the
priestly office‖ (note on verse 4).
The beginning of verse 5 is often seen as Zechariah‘s enthusiastic expression of wish that the priestly
restoration be completed. Yet this could be part of the quotation of God from the previous verse.
In verses 6-7, God promises Joshua (both the actual high priest and, in type, the nation of Israel) that
faithfulness to His ways will result in authority and responsibility within God‘s house and courts—in Zechariah‘s
day meaning the rebuilt temple but in an overall sense a reference to the Kingdom of God. Those standing with
God are, again, either the angels or His human servants, the saints (such as Haggai and Zechariah), who will
receive the Kingdom.
In verse 8, ―Joshua and his companions were a sign because the reinstitution of the priesthood made public
God‘s continuing intention to fulfill his promises to His people‖ (Nelson, note on verse 8). Indeed, God‘s
restoration of Joshua and the priesthood was to serve as a powerful example of how God would restore the
entire nation. The removal of Joshua‘s iniquity in verse 4 was meant to directly symbolize the future removal of
Israel‘s iniquity (verse 9)—at the commencement of the millennial Kingdom (compare verse 10).
And there is another aspect to this sign. God says Joshua and his fellow priests were ―a wondrous sign, for
behold, I am bringing forth My Servant the BRANCH‖ (verse 8). The Branch is the Messiah, Jesus Christ (see
also 6:12; Isaiah 4:2; 11:1; 53:2; Jeremiah 23:5; 33:15). ―Now it is clear why Joshua and his fellow priests are
typical [i.e., representational] persons: the act of forgiving grace and cleansing look on to that of the Messiah
whereby the nation will be not only potentially but actually redeemed, and their iniquity forever removed‖
(Feinberg, pp. 287-288). Even the name Joshua (or Jeshua, as Ezra renders it) meant ―The Eternal Is
Salvation.‖ It is from the later Greek form of this name that we derive the name Jesus—the very One through
whom redemption and salvation would come, the ultimate High Priest of whom Israel‘s human high priest was
only a type.
As we will later see, Zechariah 6:9-13 makes it clear that Joshua was, on one level, a type of the Messiah.
Indeed, there are striking parallels in chapter 3. As Joshua was defiled by sin (that of the nation and himself), so
also would Christ (though perfect Himself) bear the defilement of sin as the sinbearer of the people. As Joshua
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was opposed by Satan, so also would Jesus be. And as Joshua was, in vision, reclothed in rich garments to
serve as a fitting high priest for the nation, so would Jesus bear sin no longer and instead be clothed in glory as
the perfect and ultimate High Priest. Joshua standing before the Angel of the Lord (Jesus) in the figure would
represent Jesus Himself standing before God the Father. So we see in this amazing vision the redemptive work
of Christ in both His first and second comings—similar to a later prophecy in the book of Zechariah (see 9:917).
It should be stated that all this still fits with the aforementioned picture of Joshua as also representative of
Israel—both physical and spiritual—since the ―Servant‖ motif of 3:8 is used of both the priestly nation and its
Messiah (see the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 42).
The stone of Zechariah 3:9 could be another reference to the Messiah. Feinberg remarks: ―Many are the
interpretations given to the stone mentioned here; it is said to be the foundation stone of the Temple, the
capstone of the Temple, the jewel in Messiah‘s crown, all the stones of the Temple in building at the time,
Zerubbabel, an altar, a jewel on the breastplate of the high priest or upon a royal crown, and the finished temple
itself. The manner in which it is introduced, and because of what is stated concerning it, the reference can
scarcely be to a
ary material stone. We have already declared our position that this is the Messiah.
Scripture proof will be found in Genesis 49:24; Psalm 118:22; Isaiah 28:16; Matthew 21:42; Acts 4:11; and 1
Peter 2:6‖ (p. 287).
The stone‘s ―seven eyes‖ are thought by some to represent full or complete vision—omniscience—since the
number seven often signifies completeness in Scripture. However, the seven eyes could be those referred to in
the next chapter, the ―seven…eyes of the LORD, which scan to and fro throughout the whole earth‖ (Zechariah
4:10), possibly synonymous with or related to the angels who walk ―to and fro throughout the earth‖ and report
back to God (1:11). The phrase ―these seven…eyes‖ in 4:10 could also refer to the ―seven lamps‖ of 4:2, as
Jesus later explained that ―the lamp of the body is the eye‖ (Matthew 6:22; Luke 11:34).
We will see more of this in our next reading, but consider for now that in the book of Revelation, the apostle
John receives a vision of Jesus Christ amid seven golden lampstands with seven stars in His right hand (1:1216). He is told, ―The seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands…are the
seven churches‖ (verse 20). So perhaps the image in Zechariah 3:9 is of the spiritual temple, the Church of
God. It is built upon the foundational Rock, Jesus Christ (Matthew 16:18; 1 Corinthians 10:4; Ephesians 2:1922). As the Church is the Body of Christ, the ―lamps‖ of His Body would be ―eyes.‖ And these seven
lampstands, these seven churches (constituting the whole), are each committed to the responsibility of one of
seven representative angels—also referred to as ―seven lamps of fire burning before the throne, which are the
seven spirits of God‖ (Revelation 4:5; 3:1)—who in this sense also serve as God‘s watchful ―eyes.‖
We should also consider that while seven eyes ―upon‖ the stone can mean that the stone has seven eyes, it
could also mean that seven eyes are looking upon the stone—making it the focus of attention or the one looked
to for direction and help (compare Psalm 141:8).
Many who identify the stone with the Messiah see the engraving on it as referring—especially given the mention
that immediately follows of the removal of iniquity—to the cutting up of Jesus‘ flesh in His sacrificial offering to
provide atonement. Alternatively, the engraving could perhaps relate to Hebrews 1:2, where Jesus is said to be
the ―exact image‖ or ―imprint‖ of the Father‘s person—the Greek here being the word charakter, meaning
―engraving,‖ from which we derive our English word ―character‖ (Strong‘s No. 5481). God‘s character is also to
be engraved into the hearts of all believers.
A further possibility regarding the engraved stone laid before Joshua is that it could parallel the reference in
Revelation 2:17 to the ―white stone…[with] a new name written‖ given to believers who overcome. Such a stone
could signify acquittal from legal charges or a reward for victory (see The Nelson Study Bible‘s note on this
verse). We will examine this verse more when we come to the book of Revelation in the Bible Reading
Program. Suffice it to say for now that such a meaning would not preclude the concept of the stone also being
the Messiah Himself, as He is the source of forgiveness, new life, victory and reward for all of God‘s people.
As already explained, the removal of Joshua‘s iniquity in verse 4 was meant to typify the conclusion of verse 9,
where God says, ―I will remove the iniquity of that land in one day.‖ What Judah experienced in Zechariah‘s own
day was only a small forerunner of this prophesied event. What God is here referring to is the repentance of the
whole nation at the return of Christ (see Zechariah 12:10-14)—as well as the purging away of those who refuse
to repent. The rebuke against Satan (3:2) will be fulfilled when He is banished at that time of national atonement
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and his accusations cease (see Revelation 20:1-2). ―And so,‖ Paul writes, ―all Israel will be saved, as it is
written: ‗The Deliverer will come out of Zion, and He will turn away ungodliness from Jacob; for this is My
covenant with them, when I take away their sins‘‖ (Romans 11:26-27).
The time frame is made clear in Zechariah 3:10, which repeats the millennial prophecy of Micah 4:4 (see verses
1-5). Yet now added is the element that not only will everyone sit under his own vine and fig tree, signifying
personal prosperity, but all will invite neighbors to join them—signifying not just individuals reaching out to each
other, but all nations of the world being invited to share in Israel‘s blessings. Israel will at long last be the
righteous priestly nation God intended it to be.
―Not by Might nor by Power, but by My Spirit‖ (Zechariah 4)
In Zechariah‘s fifth vision of the night, we see that he is ―wakened…as a man who is wakened out of his sleep‖
(verse 1). This seems to imply that he was in reality still asleep, but was roused from a period of
unconsciousness to a dream state to experience the next vision—this time of the golden lampstand, two olive
trees and a message for Zerubbabel.
The description of the golden lampstand—a candelabrum with seven pipes and lamps—evokes, as it would
have for the people of Zechariah‘s day, the image of the seven-branched menorah of the temple. (The Hebrew
word menorah is the word used in both cases for lampstand.) New here, however, is the picture of a bowl
above it and an olive tree on each side of it.
As was noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on chapter 3, the book of Revelation also gives us
lampstand imagery, wherein seven lampstands symbolize the seven churches making up the whole of God‘s
Church (see 1:12-16, 20). In a heavenly vision, the apostle John also saw ―seven lamps of fire burning before
the throne, which are the seven spirits of God‖ (Revelation 4:5)—seemingly parallel to the representative angels
of the seven churches (see 1:20; 3:1).
A lamp allows people to see in the dark. It is scripturally a symbol of God‘s Word and law, the light of truth and
understanding to illuminate the path His people must walk (see Psalm 119:105, 130; Proverbs 6:23). Jesus
Christ, the living Word of God, was sent into the world as the Light (John 1:1-9, 14; 8:12; 9:5). But His light is
also to shine forth from all of God‘s people—not only in proclaiming God‘s Word but in living it. As Jesus told
His followers: ―You are the light of the world. A city that is set on a hill cannot be hidden. Nor do they light a
lamp and put it under a basket, but on a lampstand, and it gives light to all who are in the house. Let your light
so shine before men, that they may see your good works [not just knowledge and words] and glorify your Father
in heaven‖ (Matthew 5:14-16).
In Jesus‘ parable of the wise and foolish virgins in Matthew 25:1-13, God‘s servants are portrayed as carrying
lamps—the wise with sufficient oil to keep their lamps burning and the foolish lacking oil so that their lamps are
going out. The oil here—probably olive oil as in the temple menorah (see Exodus 27:20-21)—is the fuel for the
flame. In Christ‘s parable it represents the Holy Spirit in the lives of God‘s people. To further demonstrate the
symbolism, consider that oil was the consecrating agent in anointing and that Jesus was anointed with the Holy
Spirit (Acts 10:38). Returning to the parable of the virgins, we should understand that to continue shining forth
the witness of God and His Word in what we say and do, Christians require a constant supply of the Holy Spirit
(see Galatians 3:5; Philippians 1:19). And as the apostle Paul told Timothy regarding that Spirit, we must ―fan
into flame the gift of God‖ (2 Timothy 1:6, NIV). Thus, it is through God‘s Spirit that His people are able to shine
as lights and pierce the darkness of this world.
God‘s Spirit is a central element in the prophetic vision of Zechariah 4. Indeed, when Zechariah asks the
meaning of the symbols (verse 5), the first answer he receives, which we will further examine shortly, is that it
pictures the work of God‘s Spirit (verse 6). Consider the elements of the scene unfamiliar to Zechariah—the
bowl above the menorah and the olive trees standing to the right and left of it (verses 2-3). Interestingly, we
later find that the olive trees represent anointed ones—literally ―sons of fresh oil‖—who ―stand by the Lord of the
whole earth‖ (verse 14, J.P. Green‘s Literal Translation). In the vision they stood to either side of the bowl,
which would seem to identify this bowl as both a container of oil and as God Himself—or as God‘s presence
through His Spirit. Indeed, God is a container, so to speak, of His own Spirit. The bowl here is evidently the
source of the menorah‘s oil—just as God is the source of His Spirit, which He supplies to His people.
Furthermore, we should consider that this is a temple-related scene. The menorah was a temple fixture
representing the light of God as shining forth from His people—especially from His spiritual temple, the Church.
As the Shekinah glory, the divine presence through the indwelling Holy Spirit, had come down upon the Mosaic
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tabernacle and Solomon‘s temple, so this bowl representing the presence of God and the supply of His Spirit
sits over the menorah.
The response given to Zechariah‘s inquiry was no doubt intended to be of great exhortation and
encouragement to the people of his day—particularly to the Judean governor, Zerubbabel. But like Zechariah‘s
other visions of this same night, this was a prophecy for not only his own time but the last days as well.
God‘s message to Zerubbabel is that the work he is engaged in, that of building the temple, will be
accomplished not ―by might nor by power‖—that is, not by mere human strength or ability—but by God‘s Spirit
(verse 6). Zerubbabel, as we know, had had a rough go of it. He had been unsuccessful in getting past the
foundation stages due to the Samaritan resistance and his own people letting down—and apparently his
personal lack of zeal as well. Things had ground to a standstill for years. Now the work was back in full swing.
Nevertheless, if left to mere human effort, problems would set in and discouragement would win out all over
again. Satan, working to thwart God‘s people, would prevail. There were, in fact, already signs of concern.
Some ―despised the day of small things‖ (verse 10)—either viewing the lesser second temple project as nothing
compared to the former glory of Solomon‘s temple (see Haggai 2:3) or looking only at the present meager
circumstances and not envisioning the future God had promised.
But God blazes forth the wonderful truth that His Spirit is the instrument that will accomplish His will. It is the
power that works in His people to give them ultimate success—the ―oil‖ to fuel their lamps so that they can
shine forth His glory in achieving whatever He has commissioned them to do. This should serve as a great
encouragement to all of God‘s people. In the work of participating in the building of God‘s spiritual temple, His
Church, we would certainly never succeed if left to do it on our own. If left to our own devices, we would never
remotely succeed in living the kind of life God requires of us. But we are not on our own. God is ever with us to
help us. ―How timely this message is for our day with its complex and manifold committees, boards, drives,
plans, organizations, contests, budgets, sponsors, rallies, groups, and much more. These can never avail
themselves to bring about the accomplishment of the task God has entrusted to us; since it is from first to last a
spiritual work, it must be by the omnipotent and unfailing and unerring Spirit of God. The arm of flesh fails; He
never does‖ (Charles Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p. 290).
Moreover, just because something starts out small does not mean it will stay that way. Great things may well lie
in store. And that was certainly the case here. Indeed, Jesus would later explain that even God‘s great and
glorious eternal Kingdom starts out like a tiny mustard seed (Matthew 13:31-32). A day of small things is a
beginning, not the end. We must remember this in all our endeavors. With the power of God through His Spirit
added to our efforts, what starts out as seemingly small and insignificant can grow to heights unimaginable to
us. Even seemingly insurmountable obstacles can be overcome. As Jesus said, ―With men it is impossible, but
not with God; for with God all things are possible‖ (Mark 10:27).
Zechariah 4 has something to say about obstacles in this regard. After explaining that Zerubbabel‘s efforts will
bear fruit through the power of God‘s Spirit (verse 6), God further states: ―Who are you, O great mountain?
Before Zerubbabel you shall become a plain!‖ (verse 7). Jesus likewise told His disciples, ―If you have faith as a
mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, ‗Move from here to there,‘ and it will move; and nothing will be
impossible for you‖ (Matthew 17:20). In both cases, the image is one of removing whatever obstacles stand in
the way. In Zechariah‘s day, the obstacles were the Samaritan resistance, the negative spiritual influence of
Satan and the human tendency to give up in the face of antagonism.
Interestingly, the particular prophecy of Zerubbabel here seems to parallel the prophecy in Isaiah 40 of one who
would prepare the way before the Messiah: ―The voice of one crying in the wilderness: ‗Prepare the way of the
LORD; make straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be exalted and every mountain and
hill brought low; the crooked places shall be made straight and the rough places smooth…‘‖ (verses 3-5). The
idea again is one of removing obstacles from the path. As the Bible Reading Program comments on Isaiah 40
explained, this prophecy was fulfilled in part by John the Baptist, who prepared the way before Christ‘s first
coming, and yet it was to be fulfilled in a greater sense prior to Christ‘s second coming—preparing a people to
receive Him at that time. Indeed, it may well be that the reference to Zerubbabel in Zechariah 4 is to not just the
governor of Zechariah‘s day—that Zerubbabel here could also denote an end-time counterpart, as we will see.
Verse 7, in the NKJV and other versions, says that Zerubbabel would ―bring forth the capstone‖—that is, of the
temple he was building. The ―capstone‖ would be the top stone that finishes the project. This interpretation
would seem to fit with verse 9, which says, ―The hands of Zerubbabel have laid the foundations of this temple;
his hands shall also finish it.‖ Yet the word for capstone is literally ―head stone,‖ and others equate this with the
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―head stone of the corner‖ in Psalm 118:22 (KJV)—that is, the cornerstone of the foundation (compare Isaiah
28:16; Job 38:6). Yet that would seem to make no sense in the prophecy of Zerubbabel in Zechariah 4:7 since
he had already laid the foundation of the second temple—in fact he had done foundation-laying work twice and
would do no more. For this reason, most interpret ―head stone‖ here to be capstone—yet it could refer to the
foundation cornerstone if a different, future Zerubbabel and a different temple were intended.
Oddly enough, there is some question as to whether Zerubbabel remained as governor much longer beyond
the time that Zechariah gave this prophecy—some question as to whether he even was still directing the temple
reconstruction at its completion. After the intervention of the Persian emperor Darius to promote the temple‘s
rebuilding in Ezra 6, which we will soon read, there is no mention of Zerubbabel working on the project during
the period in which it was finished (see verses 13-22)—only a mention of the ―elders of the Jews‖ doing the
building (verse 14). Some have speculated that this is because Darius or one of his subordinates removed
Zerubbabel from power.
Recall that Darius, in securing his own position, had just put down a succession of revolts all over the empire—
most instigated by claimants to the royal thrones of their respective areas. And Zerubbabel was of the line of
David. In his book Old Testament History, Dr. Charles Pfeiffer writes: ―The disappearance of Zerubbabel from
his position as governor of Judah may be a result of the civil reorganization effected by Darius. There is no hint
in the Biblical records that he was removed for sedition, as some have suggested. The fact that his name
simply drops out of the Biblical record may suggest that the change of policy which Darius inaugurated resulted
in his removal‖ (1973, p. 519).
Historian John Bright, in A History of Israel, points out that some of Haggai and Zechariah‘s prophecies could
have been interpreted by the Jews of that day as pointing to Zerubbabel as the Messiah. Bright says that even
if Zerubbabel himself was not thinking in these terms, ―the talk had a seditious ring, and Zerubbabel could
scarcely control it. What the Persian authorities would have thought of it, had it come to their ears, one can
readily guess. And apparently there were those who took pains to see that it did [referring to the Samaritans]….
What happened to Zerubbabel is a mystery. It is entirely possible that the Persians ultimately got wind of the
sentiment in Judah and removed him. But we do not know. There is no evidence whatever for the assertion that
he was executed. Yet, since we hear no more of him, and since none of his family succeeded him, it is likely
that the Persians did strip the Davidic house of its political prerogatives‖ (2000, pp. 371-372). Expositor‘s says
one commentator ―suggests that Zerubbabel was probably summoned back to Persia since one of his
descendants, Hattush, returned with Ezra (8:2; 1 Chronicles 3:19-22)‖ (note on Ezra 5:15-17).
If Zerubbabel was still in office at the temple‘s completion, then Zechariah 4:9‘s statement, ―his hands shall also
finish it,‖ would certainly apply to him. But they would not have to apply exclusively to him, as there could still be
a later fulfillment wherein Zerubbabel serves as a type of someone else. On the other hand, if Zerubbabel was
gone from office when the second temple was completed, then verse 9 most likely refers not to him at all but to
a future figure fulfilling a similar office of whom Zerubbabel was a type. It should also be remembered from the
example of Elijah and Elisha that a person‘s special commission can be fulfilled by someone else—as Elijah‘s
three-fold commission at Mount Sinai (1 Kings 19:16) was only partially fulfilled by himself, the rest being
completed by Elisha and someone else whom Elisha sent.
Who would the later Zerubbabel figure be? Consider again the voice of one crying in the wilderness in Isaiah
40, preparing the way before Christ. As already explained, John the Baptist fulfilled that role on one level. He
even ―brought forth the head stone with shouts of ‗Grace, grace‘‖ (Zechariah 4:7). As several verses show,
Jesus is the foundation stone, the head of the corner (see Matthew 21:42; Acts 4:11; 1 Peter 2:7, KJV). And
John the Baptist is the one who announced Him to Judea, proclaiming His grace (John 1:14-16, 29).
Furthermore, consider that John‘s ministry prefigured another Elijah-like work of the end time that would
accomplish a great restoration and prepare a people for the second coming of Christ (see Malachi 4:5-6;
Matthew 17:11-13). Of course, the people being prepared in the latter days are part of the Church of God, the
spiritual temple. So we again see that Zerubbabel‘s work of restoring the physical temple finds its parallel in an
end-time spiritual counterpart. This end-time counterpart could even involve the laying of a foundation—for
though, as the apostle Paul explained, Jesus Christ is the ultimate foundation of His Church (1 Corinthians
3:11), he also implied that a great apostolic-type work in an area was in essence the laying of a foundation (see
Romans 15:20).
Yet we should recognize that the ultimate builder and restorer in this picture is the Messiah Himself, Jesus
Christ. This is clear from what was stated at the end of this sequence of visions in Zechariah 6:12: ―Behold, the
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Man whose name is the BRANCH! From His place He shall branch out, and He shall build the temple of the
LORD; yes, He shall build the temple of the LORD.‖ The point is repeated for emphasis. Even the work that
Zerubbabel the governor was doing was really the work of Jesus Christ—that is, Christ was the one
accomplishing it. In the case of Zerubbabel‘s end-time counterpart, again Christ is the one truly doing the work.
He accomplished the building of the physical temple. And He accomplishes the building of the spiritual temple.
As He said, ―I will build My church‖ (Matthew 16:18). And He will finish that work.
Jesus will also cause a new temple to be built in the Millennium. Indeed, besides what we‘ve already seen, the
mention of a great mountain becoming a plain before Zerubbabel in Zechariah 4:7 may be related to this. For
Zechariah 14:10 says that during the reign of the Lord, the mountainous area of Jerusalem and its surroundings
will be turned into an elevated plain. Of course, we should also consider that the original Zerubbabel, if
resurrected as one of God‘s saints, could very well play a leading role in the leveling and temple-building work
of the millennial age. It should also be noted that the great mountain becoming a plain is seen by some as
referring to the world government of Satan being blasted away at the return of Christ.
In Zechariah 4:10, the plumb line in Zerubbabel‘s hand, a device for making sure walls were vertically straight,
means that he is engaged in his building work. In the spiritual parallel, Christ makes sure that all are aligned
with Him. And those who will not be brought into alignment are purged (compare Amos 7:7; Isaiah 28:17).
―These seven‖ who rejoice to see the work in progress in the same verse—referred to as the ―eyes of the
LORD‖—have no immediate antecedent. It would have to be referring back to either the seven lamps of this
vision (verse 2) or the seven eyes of the previous vision (3:9)—or both if their meanings overlap. Indeed, seven
spirits do seem to stand as angelic representatives for the seven churches that constitute the whole of God‘s
Church. This was examined to some degree in the comments on our previous reading. While part of what is
intended here is probably God and His angels being pleased at Zerubbabel‘s restored work on the physical
temple, the depiction is also applicable to the Church and its representative angels rejoicing at the building up
of the spiritual temple and the purging of its problems. (Amos 5:7-9 describes a vision of God standing on a wall
with a plumb line, setting it in the midst of Israel to show the people as crooked and to remove whatever was
not aligned with Him and His way.)
Zechariah now returns to his inquiry, wondering at the meaning of the two olive trees in the vision (Zechariah
4:11). In verse 14, they are referred to as the two anointed ones or, literally, ―sons of fresh oil‖ (Green‘s Literal
Translation)—evidently nourished from the bowl above the scene, representing God as the reservoir of His
Spirit. But the flow of God‘s Spirit does not stop with the olive trees. In verse 12, Zechariah describes branches
of each tree—or ―two olive clusters‖ (Green‘s Literal Translation)—dripping oil into the golden pipes next to
them. Thus, these two sons of oil are not only anointed with the Spirit, they are also anointing—administering it
to others.
In his book Glory in Our Midst: A Biblical-Theological Reading of Zechariah‘s Night Visions, Dr. Meredith Kline
notes on this passage: ―The misunderstanding of the sons of oil as [simply] anointed ones has led to the
common interpretation of the two as the royal and priestly offices, represented in Zechariah‘s day by
Zerubbabel and Joshua. But if the trees are the (mediatorial) source of the oil that streams to the menorah, if
the sons of oil are not the anointed but the anointers, we must think of prophets, not kings or priests. The
prophets, outstandingly the paradigm prophet Moses, were God‘s chief agents for anointing. Moreover, in
Rev[elation] 11:4 it is the two prophetic witnesses [verse 3] that are explicitly said to be the two olive trees.
Further, the description of the sons of oil as ‗standing by the Lord of all the earth,‘ that is, as his servants,
comports with the familiar designation of the prophets as God‘s servants (cf. Amos 3:7; Jer. 7:25; 25:4; Rev.
10:7; 11:18). This description also points to prophetic identification in that it denotes the status of those
admitted into the divine council…a special privilege of prophets‖ (2001, pp. 164-165).
In Zechariah‘s own day, he and Haggai were the two prophet witnesses whom God used in a special
ministration of His Spirit to redirect the nation back to Him—to bring, through a call to repentance, Zerubbabel,
Joshua and the nation back to the work to which they were called. In that sense, Zechariah was being given a
vision concerning his own work. Yet the vision was not only for that time as we‘ve seen. God has repeated this
pattern in history. The final two witnesses of the end time will be given great power to accomplish their work
(see Revelation 11:3-6). Yet as always, the power to do the will of God will not come from themselves—indeed,
it cannot. Rather, it will be of God‘s Holy Spirit—as it must be. That is the lesson we must all learn.
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The Flying Scroll and the Ephah of Wickedness (Zechariah 5)
Chapter 5 presents us with what are commonly reckoned as Zechariah‘s sixth and seventh visions of the night.
However, it seems more likely that they constitute one vision in two parts. In his book on Zechariah‘s visions,
Dr. Meredith Kline introduces the chapter this way: ―According to the pattern of the introductory formulae (cf.
1:7-8; 1:18…2:1…3:1; 4:1-2; 5:1; 6:1) there are seven visions in Zech. 1:7-6:8, not eight [as often reckoned], for
Zechariah 5 is not to be divided into two visions but regarded as a unit, the sixth vision. The introductions to the
two triads of visions bracketing the central hinge vision (Zechariah 3) all include the phrase, ‗I saw and behold,‘
but that is absent from Zech. 5:5, where many commentators would begin a separate vision. The phrase we
find instead at v. 5 is like one which marks the middle, not beginning, of a vision at Zech 2:3.
―The unity of the two parts of Zechariah 5 is also indicated by certain interdependencies of grammar and
terminology. Thus, the suffix in ‗their appearance‘ (v. 6) has as its antecedent the thieves and perjurers of v. 3.
And the phrase ‗in all the land‘ (v. 6) resumes ‗all the land‘ in v. 3. [The NKJV has ‗the whole earth‘ in both
places.] Most compelling, however, are the clear thematic interrelationships of the two parts of the chapter and
the remarkable intermeshing of their symbolism. The sixth vision portrays the judgment curse of exile,
distinguishing its two distinct stages: destruction of the victims‘ holdings in their homeland (vv. 1-4) and
deportation with relocation in a foreign land (vv. 5-11)‖ (Glory in Our Midst: A Biblical-Theological Reading of
Zechariah‘s Night Visions, p. 177).
A major theme through Zechariah‘s visions is spiritual renewal. That includes restoring the repentant as well as
disciplining those who are yet unrepentant—both elements of which were signified by the plumb line of the
previous chapter (see 4:10). Now, in chapter 5, we see the disciplinary action actually taken.
The chapter opens with a flying scroll bearing a curse. The imagery of flying here is variously interpreted. Some
say it represents the swiftness of coming punishment (see Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p. 293). Others
suggest that the flying shows the impossibility of escaping the judgment the scroll brings (Bible Reader‘s
Companion, chaps. 5–6 summary). Still others maintain that the flying simply shows the scroll as unrolled—
unfurled—for all to read (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on 5:1-2). While it could signify all of these things,
there is probably a more specific meaning, as we will see. Note that the scroll pursues violators of God‘s law
(verse 4).
The size of the scroll is 10 by 20 cubits (verse 2). Using the smallest cubit of 18 inches, that would be 15 by 30
feet—yet it could be a little larger if a larger cubit is intended. In any case, this would be like a large billboard,
and some maintain that this is the point—that it was very large for all to see. However others point out, as
Feinberg does, ―that the holy place in the tabernacle of Moses [based on the measurements in Exodus] and the
porch of Solomon‘s Temple (where the Law was usually read) were of the same dimensions (1 Ki 6:3). The
vision would teach us that the holiness of the sanctuary of the Lord is the measure of sin and that judgment
must begin at the house of God. (See 1 Pe 4:17-18)‖ (p. 293). Notice also the possible parallel with Ezekiel 9:56, where Israel‘s punishment was to begin at God‘s sanctuary. The curse in Zechariah 5:3 then goes out over
―all the land.‖ ―The whole earth‖ could also be correct if this is denoting the Israelites of the end time scattered
all around the globe—as the people of Israel and Judah do seem to be the recipients of punishment in this
prophecy.
Kline states: ―By identifying the scroll Zechariah saw as a ‗curse‘ (Zech 5:3), the angel tells us it is a covenant
document, the Lord‘s treaty given through Moses…. A standard section of [ancient Lord-vassal] treaties was the
sanctions, which…included blessings but were heavily weighted on the curse side [for disloyalty] (see Deut 8:168; 29:16-28; cf. 27:11-26; Lev 26:3-39). It is the execution of this curse sanction of…[God‘s covenant
relationship with Israel] that is portrayed in Zechariah 5. The expression in Zech 5:3, ‗on this side…on the other
side‘ [referring to writing on both sides of the scroll], is possibly a specific allusion to the covenant tablets of
Sinai [that is, the stone tablets of the Ten Commandments], since it is used in Exod 32:15 to describe those
stone tablets as inscribed on both sides. But the idea might also be [to signify] that the curse strikes here and
there, that is, everywhere throughout ‗the whole land‘ (cf. Deut 28:16-19)‖ (p. 178).
If the reference is meant to parallel the writing on the Ten Commandments, it is interesting to consider the two
sins that are mentioned in verses 3-4—stealing and swearing falsely by God‘s name. The first is a violation of
the Eighth Commandment, which would probably have appeared on the back of the commandments tablets. As
for the second sin, while some see it as simply bearing false witness (breaking the Ninth Commandment), the
more serious aspect of perjury here is breaking an oath made in God‘s name and thus taking God‘s name in
vain—thereby violating the Third Commandment, which would have appeared on the front of the
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commandments tablets. The first four commandments summarize man‘s duty toward God and the last six
summarize man‘s duty toward fellow man. Some see the violations of the Third and Eighth Commandments as
representing the violations of both aspects of the law in general, though more specific violations could be
intended.
Notice that the penalty for the covenant breakers is expulsion (verse 3) along with destruction of dwelling places
(verse 4). While expulsion could signify death, it seems to tie in with the later part of Zechariah 5, where
wickedness is bound away and carried off to another land (verses 5-11).
Consider that Zechariah sees something ―going forth‖ from the land (verses 5-6). It is said in the New King
James Version to be a ―basket,‖ yet the actual Hebrew, as it is rendered in the King James Version, is ephah,
the largest ancient Hebrew unit of dry measure, about a half a bushel. Of course, there evidently is some kind
of basket, barrel or other container since it has a heavy lid on it (see verses 7-8). Inside the basket sits a
woman referred to as ―Wickedness‖—a personification of the sin and spiritual harlotry of the people and likely a
representation of the wicked people themselves. They have been gathered up, as it were, in full measure—that
is, all of them—and then forced down and confined. We then see the imagery of winged women coming to carry
them away to Shinar—that is, to the land of Babylon (verses 9-11).
Kline explains the vision this way, tying both parts together: ―When calling upon Israel to swear their covenant
loyalty Moses forewarned: ‗It shall come to pass, if you do not obey Yahweh your God,…that all these curses
will come upon you…They [the curses] will pursue you and overtake you until you are destroyed‘ (Deut 28:15,
45)‖ (p. 178). This seems the most likely meaning of the flying scroll. Kline continues: ―Ultimate among the
threatened curses would be the siege and destruction of their dwellings in the holy land and banishment to an
alien land. ‗Yahweh will bring a nation against you from afar…swooping down like an eagle‘ (Deut 28:49). ‗They
will besiege you in all your cities until your high and fortified walls come down throughout all your land‘ (Deut
28:52). ‗You will be plucked off the land…and Yahweh will scatter you among all peoples‘ (Deut 28:63-4). By
Zechariah‘s day such an exile judgment had befallen Israel and Judah alike [Israel at the hands of the
Assyrians and Judah at the hands of the Babylonians], and now those recently restored from that Babylonian
captivity are warned by Zechariah that again in the future such a curse would descend on the covenant
community. The houses of the covenant breakers in the promised land would be consumed (Zech 5:1-4) and
they would themselves be removed to the land of Shinar (Zech 5:5-11)‖ (p. 178). Notice that the ―house‖ in the
homeland is destroyed (verse 4) and a new ―house‖ awaits them in the land of Babylon (verse 11).
The Jews of Judea experienced such devastation and deportation nearly six centuries later at the hands of the
Roman Empire, a successor to the Babylonian Empire and essentially a continuation of the Babylonian system.
In anticipation of this disaster, Jesus had even warned them: ―See! Your house is left to you desolate‖ (Matthew
23:38)—paralleling Zechariah 5:4. Yet this was only a forerunner of destruction that will befall both Israel and
Judah in the last days at the hands of a revived Roman Empire designated in Scripture as end-time Babylon.
The two winged women represent the forces carrying the Israelites away (see verse 9). They are pictured with
wings like those of a stork. ―The stork is a migratory bird frequently seen traveling north along the Jordan valley
in the spring of the year‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 9). ―Those acquainted with the habits of this bird
inform us that in its annual migration, the stork actually traverses a longer distance than that from Judea to
Shinar‖ (Feinberg, p. 296). ―Specification of the wings as those of a stork might be due simply to the suitability
of the strong wings of the stork for this assignment, but…the stork‘s unclean status must be relevant (cf. Lev
11:19; Deut. 14:18). Unclean agents are used by the Judge of Israel to remove the defilement from his holy
land to unclean Babylon, habitation of demons and a hold of every unclean spirit and unclean bird (Rev 18:2)‖
(Kline, p. 186).
While it seems that the two winged women carry the ephah together, it could be that one takes it and then the
other—perhaps signifying the Roman deportation of the Jews in apostolic times and then the end-time
Babylonian captivity. If the women are carrying the basket together, they could represent Israel and Judah‘s
ancient captors, Assyria and Babylon, combined in the end-time in the same power bloc. Alternatively, they
could represent the two aspects of end-time Babylon, as both a religious power (Revelation 17) and a
commercial empire (Revelation 18).
God‘s main point in Zechariah 5 seems to be that wickedness has no place in His covenant community. Rather,
it will be purged and sent to where it belongs, to Babylon—the focal point of all opposition to God—which, as
the next chapter shows, will meet with His judgment. Yet as we will also see, hope remains for future
repentance.
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Four Chariots From Between Two Mountains of Bronze (Zechariah 6)
The final vision of the night, often reckoned as the eighth but most likely the seventh (see comments on
previous reading), is that of four chariots coming from between two bronze mountains (verse 1). Each drawn by
horses of a different color, they thunder forth throughout the earth, evidently to deliver judgment on the nations
(verses 2-8). This follows right on from the previous vision of the end-time captivity of Israel and Judah by a
final revival of Babylon (see Zechariah 5).
The picture of two bronze mountains is rather mysterious. In the Hebrew, the first occurrence of the word for
mountains, after the word for two, is ha-hari, containing the definite article ha and therefore meaning ―the
mountains.‖ And yet there does not appear to be any immediately preceding explanation for them—or a
following one for that matter. So is the image here literal or figurative?
Well, there are no bronze mountains in the world. Bronze is not a naturally occurring metal. It is an alloy of
copper and tin. The King James Version has ―brass‖ here (6:1), which is an alloy of copper and zinc, and there
is some dispute over which is intended, as the bronze of ancient Israel ―varied a great deal in composition, and
some contained an admixture of zinc, approaching brass. Such may have been the ‗fine shiny bronze, precious
as gold‘ (Ezra 8:27, NASB…)‖ (The New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, ―Mineral Kingdom‖). In any case, there are
no mountains of bronze or brass, yet mountains do provide the ingredients. God described the Promised Land
as a land ―out of whose hills you can dig copper‖ (Deuteronomy 8:9).
Yet bronze could also denote appearance rather than actual material composition. As explained in the Bible
Reading Program comments on Isaiah 6, the Hebrew word for bronze, nechoshet, is related to the word for
serpent, nachash, evidently because of the ―shiny‖ quality they both share. Recall Daniel‘s vision of the glorious
being with ―arms and feet like burnished bronze in color‖ (Daniel 10:6). When the apostle John described the
present appearance of Jesus Christ, he said, ―His feet were like fine brass, as if refined in a furnace‖
(Revelation 1:15). The metal, then, would seem to denote a flashing, fiery appearance, as Ezekiel describes His
legs and feet as ―the appearance of fire with brightness all around‖ (Ezekiel 1:27).
There is also the figurative usage. One of the curses on the Israelites for disobedience was that God would
make their ―earth like bronze‖ (Leviticus 26:19), meaning hard and dry and unable to produce crops. Bronze
could also signify firmness and invincibility. God set Jeremiah as ―bronze walls against the whole land‖ so that
no one would prevail against him (Jeremiah 1:18). Others point to the two massive bronze pillars that stood
before the vestibule of Solomon‘s temple (1 Kings 7:15-22)—one named Jachin (meaning ―He Will Establish‖)
and the other named Boaz (meaning ―In Him Is Strength‖ or possibly ―He Is Quick.‖) Some, pointing to the
bronze serpent Moses made and the bronze altar of sacrifice of the tabernacle and temple, see the metal as
signifying judgment.
How, then, are we to understand the bronze mountains? As the chariots that come from between them
(Zechariah 6:1) are also described as going out ―from their station before the Lord of all the earth‖ (verse 5), this
would seem to locate God in this picture either where the two mountains are or between them. Various
explanations have been proposed. Here are seven such possibilities:
1. Given that Zechariah prophesied in Jerusalem and that the work of the nation at that time was rebuilding the
temple there, many would identify one of the mountains as Jerusalem or its Temple Mount (see also 8:3). And
some would identify the other mountain as the one across the Kidron Valley from the temple—the Mount of
Olives. The picture here would be of God in the Kidron Valley unleashing His forces of devastation against the
nations, the mountains to either side of Him—Jerusalem and the Temple Mount—ablaze or illuminated like
bronze. Indeed, as other prophecies show, even those at the end of the book of Zechariah, the returning Jesus
Christ will fight the nations who oppose Him at Jerusalem. And as explained in the Bible Reading Program
comments on Joel, many equate the Valley of Jehoshaphat (meaning ―Judgment of the Eternal‖) with the
Kidron.
2. Another possibility relates to Zechariah 14:4, which says that the returning Christ will stand on the Mount of
Olives, which will then split in two, leaving a northern half and a southern half. God refers to the resultant rift
between the two halves in the literal Hebrew as ―the valley of My mountains‖ (verse 5, Green‘s Literal
Translation). The image is that the chariots of destruction then go out from this location.
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3. Others take the two mountains as meaning the heavenly Mount Zion (seat of God‘s spiritual temple) and the
earthly Mount Zion (seat of God‘s physical temple)—with Christ descending in the air between them and
sending out His forces of judgment from this location. Bronze here would seem to have the figurative sense of
firmness or strength.
4. Still others, given that ―mountain‖ often represents a kingdom in prophecy, see ―between the two mountains‖
as signifying the transition from God‘s earthly kingdom of national Israel to the millennial Kingdom of God—and
that ―between‖ them denotes the time of coming judgment.
5. There are some who would take the two mountains as signifying God‘s Kingdom and Satan‘s kingdom,
though it does not seem that both of these would be characterized by the same metal in the same prophecy.
6. Yet another theory is that ―the two mountains‖ must refer to something previously mentioned in the relating of
Zechariah‘s visions. The flying scroll of the previous chapter represented the curses for disobedience in God‘s
covenant with Israel pursuing the people to visit judgment upon them. Interestingly, God through Moses had
told the Israelites to publicly post the covenant between two mountains at Shechem—and for half the people to
proclaim the blessings from Mount Gerizim and half to proclaim the curses from Mount Ebal (see Deuteronomy
27). And this they did (Joshua 8:30-35). Yet how could this possibly relate to the punishment on the gentile
nations indicated in Zechariah 6? Notice that just after telling the Israelites of the curses that would befall them
for disobedience (see Deuteronomy 27:1–30:1), God said that they would repent and return from captivity
(verses 2-6) and that this would then happen: ―Also the LORD your God will put all these curses on your
enemies and on those who hate you, who persecuted you‖ (verse 7). So the curses that had pursued and
stricken the Israelites would turn around and strike the gentile nations. Consider also that after proclaiming the
blessings and curses between the two mountains at Shechem, Joshua and the Israelites went out from there
and conquered the Promised Land. This was figurative of the end time, when another Joshua (Jesus Christ) will
lead His hosts to victory over the nations, conquering the ―promised land‖ of the Kingdom of God—the entire
earth.
7. Another possibility that has been offered, and perhaps the simplest, is that the two bronze mountains refer
directly to the two bronze pillars (literally ―standing things‖) before the temple. Mountains are certainly symbols
of strength, just as were the bronze pillars—given their names related to strength and God establishing. Indeed,
mentioning the two bronze mountains as the place of God‘s presence to a people engaged in the work of
rebuilding the temple would quite likely have made them immediately think of the two pillars. So the picture here
would simply be of God‘s agents going out from the place of His throne (which the temple represented).
Let‘s next consider the horse-drawn chariots. The picture of red, black, white and dappled horses in Zechariah
6 recalls the red, white and brown horses of chapter 1. Though similar, the images are not the same. The
different colors in chapter 1 may have represented the different areas of oversight of some of God‘s angels in
their reconnaissance of the nations. The colors in chapter 6 seem to most closely resemble the colors of the
horses in Revelation 6: white, red, black and pale. While the order is not the same, the meanings of the colors
are probably similar. The red horse of Revelation 6 signifies war and bloodshed, the black horse signifies
famine, and the pale horse symbolizes plagues of disease and other calamities. ―Dappled‖ in Zechariah 6—or
splotchy—could fit the image of a variety of plagues. The parallel between the white horses of Zechariah 6 and
Revelation 6 is perhaps not immediately grasped, as the one in Revelation is often designated as false
religion—which does not fit with the one sent out by God in Zechariah. In fact, the white horse simply signifies
conquest—as Christ Himself arrives on a white horse (Revelation 19). In Revelation 6, it is false religion doing
the conquering: ―And he went out conquering and to conquer‖ (verse 2). In Zechariah 6, it is God‘s agents who
claim victory.
Yet the agents of God in this chapter are evidently not angels as in chapter 1. Rather, the horses and chariots
of chapter 6 evidently represent waves of judgment from God. In verse 5, ―four spirits of heaven‖ could also be
―four winds of heaven,‖ symbolizing destructive power sent out over the earth by God (see Jeremiah 49:36). In
fact, notice Revelation 7: ―After these things I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, that the
wind should not blow on the earth, on the sea, or on any tree…‗…till we have sealed the servants of our God on
their foreheads‘‖ (verses 1-3). The sealing is completed during the Great Tribulation (see verse 14) so that the
four winds are released thereafter during the day of the Lord. (There might be some relation, at least
thematically, to the releasing of four angels bound at the Euphrates during the Day of the Lord in Revelation
9:13-21 to cause vast destruction.)
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The red horses of Zechariah 6 are not designated as going to any particular place but evidently are first in going
―throughout the earth‖ (see verse 7, which applies to all the horses)—that is, to the whole world, indicating a
period of global war. In verse 6, the chariot of black horses charges into the ―north country.‖ In Zechariah‘s third
vision earlier the same night, ―the land of the north‖ was specifically equated with Babylon (Zechariah 2:6-7).
And Babylon was mentioned again in the previous vision (5:11). So it appears that end-time Babylon will be hit
with a period of devastation and famine—which it will experience in the Day of the Lord. This may parallel the
imagery in Joel 2:2-11 (see also verse 20). The black horses are followed to Babylon by the white horses of
conquest—to be ultimately fulfilled in the coming of Christ and His heavenly hosts.
The plagues of the dappled horses strike south toward Egypt and other areas that are today Muslim.
Interestingly, ―if the chariots in Zechariah‘s seventh vision are understood as moving from Zion in just the two
directions, north and south, the geo-political outlook of Zech 6:1-8 is comparable to that in Daniel 11 with its
concentration on the Ptolemies to the south and the Seleucids to the north, threatening the covenant people in
between‖ (Meredith Kline, Glory in Our Midst: A Biblical-Theological Reading of Zechariah‘s Night Visions, p.
218 footnote)—with the conflict continuing to the end-time. Later in the book of Zechariah, we are told of
plagues on Egypt following Christ‘s return if they refuse to observe the Feast of Tabernacles (14:16-19),
showing how God will work with all nations.
Yet the principal enemy of chapter 6 is Babylon. Recall that God had been ―exceedingly angry with the nations
at ease‖ (1:15)—the enemies of Israel. He had foretold their punishment (verses 18-21), particularly that of
Babylon (2:6-9). Now, with the judgment on the Babylonians accomplished, God‘s Spirit is at last able to rest
from bringing punishment on them (6:8).
The Crowning of Joshua (Zechariah 6)
Whether or not Zechariah was still experiencing his final vision when God gave Him the instructions of verses 915 is not clear. In any case, his carrying out of the instructions, including his relaying of God‘s message, would
not have been part of a vision. Evidently, the episode described here literally took place on the day following the
night of visions. The date would still have been the 24th day of the 11th month, because days were reckoned as
beginning at sunset and lasting until the following sunset.
A new group returns from Babylon (verse 9), represented by a certain Heldai (referred to in verse 14 as Helem),
Tobijah and Jedaiah. Following the vision in chapter 5 of the future captivity of Israel and Judah by Babylon,
and the vision earlier in chapter 6 of Babylon‘s coming punishment, the newly returned group represents, in the
context of the visions, the returning captives from end-time Babylon. The men of Zechariah‘s day brought gold
and silver for the temple. Even so, the captives of the end time will return and contribute to God and His work.
Regarding Josiah the son of Zephaniah, Dr. Meredith Kline identifies him as ―a treasury steward. Confirming
this identification of his role is the designation for him in v. 14. In place of the name Josiah is lehen. The l- is
usually taken as the preposition ‗for,‘ which is prefixed to each of the other three names. It should, however, be
taken together with the hn and this lhn has been shown to be an Akkadian loanword, the Neo-Assyrian lahhinu
(also attested in the Aramaic lehen), used as a title for a court or temple official, a steward of precious
commodities. Josiah was then a temple official. Such an office was occupied in the days of Hezekiah by Kore
ben Imnah, who was set over the storage and distribution of the offerings (2 Chr 31:14). Josiah‘s ‗house‘ does
not refer to his residence but to the storage or treasury room(s) connected with the temple, over which he was
in charge. It was naturally to this ‗house‘ of Josiah that the returning exiles brought their treasures for the
temple. And it would have been at that (treasury) house that Zechariah received through Josiah‘s offices the
exiles‘ donation as requisitioned by the Lord‖ (Glory in Our Midst, pp. 228-229).
With their gift Zechariah was to see to the making of a royal crown to be placed on the head of Joshua the high
priest, probably to encircle the base of his priestly miter or turban. This would signify combining the priesthood
and monarchy in one office. Yet Joshua was certainly not being actually crowned as king. Judah was still under
Persian rule and there was no provision for the line of Aaron to reign anyway. Some have speculated that this
ceremony was to signify Joshua, the ecclesiastical leader, soon taking over civil rule as well given the
conspicuous absence of Zerubbabel after this point. The event is also seen as representative of the later rise of
the Hasmonean priest-kings around four centuries later. But this episode symbolized neither of these things.
Joshua was in no way personally assuming the royal office. He would not wear the crown again beyond this
symbolic coronation. Rather, it would be kept in the temple for a memorial (verse 14). The point is that ―again,
as in chapter 3, Joshua is typical of Messiah both by name and office. The crown was to be a composite one
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(the verb is singular in v. 14), one set above another‖ (Charles Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p. 300). As in
chapter 3, the Messiah typified by Joshua is again referred to as the Branch. He is introduced with the words
―Behold, the Man…‖ (verse 12), the very words by which Pontius Pilate introduced the brutalized Jesus to the
crowd that cried out for His death (John 19:5). The prophecy states that the Branch would ―branch out‖
(Zechariah 6:12). Jesus told His followers, ―I am the vine, you are the branches‖ (John 15:5). His Church would
grow out from Him—and eventually His Kingdom throughout the earth and then the whole universe. The
Messiah, as the ultimate Zerubbabel figure, would be the one to build the temple (Zechariah 6:12-13; see 4:9).
He would accomplish the building of the second temple in Zechariah‘s day. He would build the spiritual temple
of His followers, the Church of God. And He will also build a new temple in Jerusalem in the Millennium. Church
and state will be united through His rule as both Priest and King.
Not only would the crown in the temple represent the hope of Christ‘s future coming as both ruler and
intercessor, but it would also serve as a memorial to those who had contributed to the crown and thus to the
Kingdom by their gifts to the work of God—and this as a representation of those who would come from afar in
the future (verse 15). This would include not only Israelites but also the gentiles. All would be allowed and
encouraged to ―build the temple‖ along with the Messiah Himself—though this remained, as always, contingent
on faithful obedience (same verse). Some of this is fulfilled in the Church of God today, God‘s spiritual temple,
but the ultimate emphasis here, as throughout Zechariah‘s visions, is on the incredible time of Christ‘s return.
Fasts of Mourning Turned to Joy (Zechariah 7–8)
Zechariah 7:1 is dated to the fourth day of the ninth month Kislev in the fourth year of Darius, corresponding to
late November of 518 B.C. Almost two years have passed since Zechariah‘s memorable night of visions and
the symbolic coronation of the high priest Joshua (see 1:7). With the decree of Darius in the intervening time
bringing about a sea change in the region—the Persian province of which Judea was part now helping to
provide for the temple‘s construction—the rebuilding of the temple was really on the move. The nation was now
being blessed instead of cursed, so we would presume the people were seeing bigger harvests and greater
wealth and prosperity in general. The nation‘s spiritual renewal had progressed even further. This was a time of
restoration and great joy. The 70 years since the former temple‘s destruction were nearly over—only two more
years to go! So this prompted a sensible question regarding certain national fast days that had been instituted
as times of mourning over the calamities at the beginning of the exile.
A delegation is sent to the temple in Jerusalem to pray and inquire of the priests and the prophets (the latter
referring to Zechariah and Haggai) about the matter (7:2-3). The New King James Version says the deputation
was sent ―to the house of God‖ (verse 2). Others, such as the NIV, translate this as ―from Bethel,‖ the town 12
miles north of Jerusalem. The uncertainty stems from the fact that in Hebrew Beth-El means ―house of God.‖
The town of Bethel seems more likely as the temple is nowhere else referred to in Scripture as Beth-El and
verse 3 immediately afterward refers to the temple as ―the house of the LORD of hosts.‖ ―Over two hundred
Jews from Bethel returned from Babylon in 538 B.C. (Ezra 2:28; Neh. 7:32), and the city was reoccupied during
the restoration period (Neh. 11:31)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Zechariah 7:3).
Zechariah then gives God‘s response in chapters 7–8, each of four sections beginning with the same basic
wording (see 7:4, 8; 8:1, 18). The fact that the last section returns to the matter of the fasts shows that these
are really four parts of one prophecy.
As recorded, the question was particularly concerned with the fast of the fifth month, the 9th of Av (see 7:3), as
this day commemorated the destruction of Solomon‘s temple. But perhaps the other fasts were initially
mentioned as well. God‘s first response through Zechariah also mentions the fast of the seventh month (verse
5). This does not refer to the fast God commanded in the Law for the seventh month, the Day of Atonement
(see Leviticus 16:29). Rather these and the other two mentioned in Zechariah 8:18) were all instituted through
tradition:
―Counting the beginning of the year from the month of Nisan, the Jewish sages identified these dates as follows
(in the Talmudical tractate Rosh Hashanah 18b): the fast of the fourth month fell on the ninth of Tammuz, the
day when the city walls were breached (2 Kings 25:3-4; Jer. 39:2); the fast of the fifth month was on the ninth of
Ab, when the house of God was destroyed by fire (2 Kings 25:8-10); the fast of the seventh month was on the
third of Tishri, the anniversary of the assassination of Gedaliah the son of Ahikam (ibid. 25; Jer. 41:2); and the
fast of the tenth month fell on the tenth of Tebeth, which was the day when the king of Babylon laid siege to
Jerusalem (2 Kings 25:1, Ezek. 24:2). In Zechariah‘s day, sixty-eight years after the destruction, when the
rebuilding of the Temple was almost complete, the question naturally arose whether the time had not come to
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annul these fasts, since Jeremiah‘s prophecy about the duration of the exile might well be thought to have been
fulfilled‖ (The Illustrated Family Encyclopedia of the Living Bible, Vol. 8, p. 93, quoted in Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, note on Zechariah 7:2-3).
Rather than a simple yes or no, God points out that there‘s a much larger question to look at here with regard to
what is being asked. Just what are these fast days all about anyway? He does not condemn the idea of national
fast days. Instead, the real issue is one of motive and making sure to properly prioritize what is truly important.
The exiles who have returned have undergone a period of spiritual renewal. But they still have areas to grow
in—just as Christians do many years after conversion. God wants the people of Judea—and those Jews who
were still in Babylon for that matter (as word would no doubt get back to them)—to really examine their hearts
and consider the reasons they did the things they did, including why they engaged in the particular religious
practices they did.
God asks, ―Did you really fast for Me—for Me?‖ (verse 5). The sad truth is that their fasting was selfishly
motivated. In verse 6, God says the same was true in regard to their feasting—it was all for themselves. It may
be hard, though, to understand how self-denial can be selfish. Yet consider that rather than using fasting as a
tool to draw closer to God, to realize total dependence on Him and more readily discern His will—which is the
true purpose of fasting—the people were using the fasts to both wallow in self-pity and make God feel sorry
enough for them to do something for them. Moreover, some likely fasted to feel good about themselves—and
some to prove their righteousness to others. Centuries later, Jesus Christ would condemn such impure motives
for fasting (Matthew 6:16-18).
Realize, further, that these fasts were instituted to mourn the terrible calamities that God had brought, not to
mourn over and consider the behavior that had brought the punishment—the nation‘s sins. Whereas it would
have been fitting to use these anniversaries as opportunities to reflect on just why they had gone into exile, they
merely grieved over their circumstances. Where was the searching self-examination and the depth of heartfelt
repentance that God desires? As we will see, the people continued in many of their wrong attitudes and
practices. So when they persisted in violating what God commanded, He would of course not look very highly
on their form of piety that He did not command. Again, however, traditional national fast days were not the
problem. The problem was attitude and motive. The same wrong mindset of the people could of course attach
to God‘s commanded Holy Days too—and in fact did. It was just particularly incongruous that fasting over
calamities would ignore the very reasons for the calamities!
In verses 8-10, God reminds the people to focus on what‘s really important—the weightier matters of the law,
such as justice, mercy, faith and love (compare Micah 6:8; Matthew 23:23; Luke 11:42), the true religion of
looking out for the widow and orphan (see James 1:27), and other matters of serving and helping one‘s
neighbor. It was the refusal of their forefathers to heed this message that brought about the exile (Zechariah
7:11-14). These are the kinds of contemplative thoughts the national fast days should have been stimulating.
The fact is, the relationship of the people to God could not have been right or they would have been right with
one another (compare Matthew 5:23-24). Faith without a right way of life is a mockery of everything God stands
for. The same challenge exists for God‘s people today. Fasting, prayer, Bible reading, church attendance and
the like can all become shallow rituals if they are not accompanied by a genuine desire to serve God and a
lifestyle of integrity and outgoing concern toward others.
Zechariah 8 ―continues the thought of the previous chapter. The prophet emphasized in chapter 7 the need of
obedience from the fate of their fathers [a warning]; now he exhorts them in chapter 8 to the same condition of
heart by placing before them promises of God‘s future blessing [a message of the good news of God‘s
Kingdom]. This section parallels that of 1:14-17, just as chapter 7 answered to 1:1-6‖ (Charles Feinberg, The
Minor Prophets, p. 308). The Church of God today is also to deliver a warning and call to repentance as well as
the all-important message of the gospel of the Kingdom of God.
God in the person of Christ will come to literally dwell in Jerusalem (see 8:3). Chapter 8 gives us a beautiful
picture of the security, peace and joy that will then permeate not only the Holy City but all the world.
Considering the terror and violence of the Middle East today, the imagery in verses 4-5 of people growing to
great age and children playing in Jerusalem‘s streets is an astounding contrast. Expositor‘s comments on verse
6: ―Such things may have seemed too good to be true in the eyes of the Jewish remnant living ‗at that time,‘ but
the Lord Almighty did not so regard them. Nothing is too hard for him (see Gen 18:14…). [Merrill Unger]…
explains the thought of the verse thus: ‗If the remnant of the nation in that future day will scarcely be able to
comprehend how such miraculous things just promised could become a reality, the divine reply is, ―Because
they seem difficult to you, must they also seem hard to me?‖‘ The answer is obvious.‖
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In verses 7-8, God promises the restoration of all His people. He will gather them from both east and west—that
is, from wherever they have been scattered throughout the world.
In verses 9-10, God encourages His people to be strong in their work of building the temple—and there is likely
a spiritual meaning for His spiritual people of the end time intended here too. With confidence in God‘s
promises, we should be strong in participating in God‘s spiritual-temple-building work today.
Israel will be blessed tremendously. Notice that God says He will deliver both Judah and Israel at that time—
that is, all 12 tribes (verses 11-13).
In verses 14-17 God again sets forth our moral responsibilities—as all people living by these precepts is the
way that will bring about the wonderful world of peace God proclaims.
Finally, in verses 18-19, God returns to the matter of the Jewish fasts. During the millennial reign of Christ, they
will be turned into times of joy and feasting. This would parallel Christ‘s point about His followers not fasting
while He was with them (Matthew 9:15). In the future Kingdom of God, Christ will again dwell with His people.
―Therefore,‖ God instructs at the end of Zechariah 8:19, ―love truth and peace.‖ God‘s point through all that we
have read is that our integrity and manner of life—in thought, word and deed—is what is most important. We
cannot substitute false piety for righteousness—for that will serve only to take us away from God. Instead, in
drawing close to Him by striving to obey all His commands, paying special heed to areas of life He refers to as
more important, God‘s people will ultimately live in a perfect world of peace where they will never again need to
seek of Him the reason for their national punishment through fasting. For they will be perpetually delivered.
That, Zechariah proclaims, is where the focus needs to be.
How, then, was this matter of the fasts resolved? We are not specifically told. ―According to Jewish tradition,
when the nation was in peace and prosperity the fasts were suspended; when they were in trouble the fasts
were reinstituted. Since AD 70 [when the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and its temple] the Jews keep the
principal fasts‖ (Feinberg, p. 312). This would seem to be acceptable, as long as the right focus is maintained
when participating in the fasts. As Jesus said in the same verse cited above, Matthew 9:15, His own followers
would fast when He was no longer with them. Of course, this refers more to personally chosen times. Yet
national days of prayer and fasting on traditional days would be acceptable as well as long as they don‘t
devolve into ritualism, legalism, self-pity or false piety.
While the negative aspect here sadly still often characterizes Jewish religious practice today, that will not be the
case in the world to come. Indeed, the people of other nations in the Millennium will even seek out the Jews as
those who are close to God—and who can therefore guide and teach them in the ways of true worship
(Zechariah 8:20-23).
Prophecy Against Judah‘s Neighbors (Zechariah 9-10)
Chapters 9-14 of Zechariah contain two undated oracles. They may have been written years after chapters 1-8.
Some have suggested a time in the prophet‘s old age, perhaps later than the Persian conflict with Greece
around 480 B.C. since Greece appears in this section as a dominant power—though this is not a requirement,
as God well knew that Greece would emerge as such a power. The focus of this section of prophecy is
predominantly on the end time, with 18 occurrences of the phrase ―in that day.‖ And it is a heavily messianic
section, referring to both the first and second comings of the Messiah.
Verses 1-2 of chapter 9 label the first oracle as a message against the land of Hadrach, Damascus, Hamath,
Tyre and Sidon (and verses 5-7 add the cities of Philistia). Hadrach was in Syria, ―north of Hamath on the
Orontes River, southwest of Aleppo‖ (The Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 1). Verses 3-4 describe
destruction to come on Tyre, reminiscent of Ezekiel‘s prophecies against Tyre in Ezekiel 26–28. As explained in
the Bible Reading Program comments on those prophecies, destruction of both ancient Tyre and its end-time
counterpart appears to be intended. The greatest ancient destruction of Tyre was accomplished by Alexander
the Great—as the unwitting agent of God—when he rebuilt an ancient causeway out to the island fortress,
breached its towering walls and set the city ablaze. And this was a forerunner of the destruction God will bring
against end-time Tyre—that is, the global power bloc also referred to in prophecy as ―Babylon the Great‖ (see
Revelation 18).
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Many see Zechariah 9:1-8 as descriptive of Alexander‘s march down the eastern Mediterranean coastline, as
he subdued the Persian territories there. ―His successes,‖ commentator Charles Feinberg states, ―are
recounted in verses 1-7, and verse 8 notes the deliverance of Jerusalem. After the Battle of Issus, Alexander
quickly conquered Damascus, Sidon, Tyre (after seven months it was burned), Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, and
Ekron. The course of his victories in 332 BC was from northern Syria south by the valley of the Orontes River to
Damascus, then along the Phoenician and Philistine coast‖ (The Minor Prophets, 1990, p. 314). This was more
than a century after Zechariah lived.
Verses 5-6 says, ―The king shall perish from Gaza, and Ashkelon shall not be inhabited. A mixed race [‗bastard‘
in the King James Version here is an inaccurate translation] shall settle in Ashdod.‖ In Alexander‘s conquest,
―Ashkelon lost its population, and Gaza was reduced after a siege of a few months.… Special mention is made
by a contemporary of Alexander that the king of Gaza was brought alive to the conqueror after the city was
taken; the satrap, or petty ‗king‘ of the city, was bound to a chariot and dragged around the city to his death….
Ashdod was to lose its native population during this invasion, being replaced by a…mongrel people. It was
Alexander‘s policy to mingle different conquered peoples‖ (p. 316).
Notice that verse 1 mentioned the eyes of all people, especially ―all the tribes of Israel‖ being on the Lord—that
is, on Him carrying out His will against these nations. The scattered tribes of Israel, on the northern periphery of
the Persian Empire, experienced a measure of liberation through the conquests of Alexander. Yet this could
also signify all the Israelites of the end time witnessing the coming of the Lord to deliver them—as described
later in the chapter (see verse 14).
Verse 7 describes the removal of unclean and idolatrous practices from the Philistines—and apparently their
conversion, as their remnant will be for God. This will be fulfilled at the return of Jesus Christ, demonstrating
that the earlier verses in this prophecy are likely dual—applying to both ancient and future times. Ekron,
probably representative in verse 7 of all the Philistines who are left, ―will be like the Jebusites [the former
inhabitants of Jerusalem] in a good sense. When David conquered Jerusalem, he did not destroy the Jebusites;
instead, they were absorbed into Judah (e.g., Araunah in 2 Sam 24:16; 1 Chronicles 21:18). So it will be with a
remnant of the Philistines‖ (The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 5-7).
Verse 8 further shows the end-time element of this prophecy, as God promises to never again allow a foreign
oppressor to tramp through His people‘s land. Since the time of Alexander, other oppressors have clearly
afflicted the people of God. So the prophecy must refer to the time beyond Christ‘s return.
The Messiah‘s First and Second Comings (Zechariah 9–10)
Zechariah 9:9 contains the prophecy of the saving Messiah arriving on the colt of a donkey. This was fulfilled
when Jesus rode into Jerusalem on such a donkey colt a few days before His crucifixion (Matthew 21:2-7; John
12:12-15). ―The donkey was the mount of princes (Judg. 5:10; 10:4; 12:14) and kings (2 Sam. 16:1, 2)‖ (Nelson
Study Bible, note on Zechariah 9:9). God had forbidden Israel‘s kings from multiplying horses to themselves
(Deuteronomy 17:16). Horses would have been a symbol of exaltation and conquest. Notice that Zechariah
9:10 shows horses and chariots as war implements. The donkey was to symbolize humility and peace—and
Israel‘s anointed kings were to represent the future Messiah who would humble Himself in the cause of ultimate
peace.
Yet Jesus‘ first coming is not the primary focus of the remainder of the chapter. Verse 10 will not be fulfilled until
Christ‘s second coming. Note the reference to Ephraim, as representative of the northern tribes. The end of the
verse describes the Messiah‘s global dominion. In the remaining verses, we see that God will deliver His
people.
Yet though Christ speaks peace to the nations (verse 10)—and indeed has done so through Scripture for nearly
2,000 years—they hatefully reject Him. He must therefore subdue them through means of war (verses 13-15).
God will even use the returned captives of Ephraim (representative of the northern tribes) and Judah to fight
their enemies. This is not a contradiction of the peaceful donkey imagery. Rather, it exactly parallels an ancient
prophecy given about the Messiah by the patriarch Jacob: ―The scepter [symbol of kingship] shall not depart
from Judah, nor a lawgiver from between his feet, until Shiloh [i.e., the Messiah] comes; and to Him shall be the
obedience of the people. Binding his donkey to the vine, and his donkey‘s colt to the choice vine, he washed his
garments in wine, and his clothes in the blood of grapes‖ (Genesis 49:10-11). ―The imagery in this verse
describes the warfare that the Messiah will wage to establish His reign (Ps. 2; 110; Rev. 19:11-21). Wine recalls
the color of blood‖ (Nelson, note on Genesis 49:11-12).
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Notice in verse 13 that the Israelites fight against the sons of Greece. The first part of the chapter (verses 1-8)
seemed to indicate the Greco-Macedonian ruler Alexander the Great as typical of the coming of the Messiah.
Yet here we see Greece as the enemy. Some have attempted to link verse 13 with the Jewish fight in the days
of the Maccabees against the Seleucid Greek overlords of Syria. Yet, while there may have been a forerunner
in that divinely assisted struggle, the verse here clearly mentions the presence of not just Judah but also
Ephraim, as representative of the northern tribes—and they were not present during the Maccabean period.
The actual Hebrew word for Greece is Yavan (written in English as Javan). And the sons of Javan could refer to
the nationalities listed in the table of nations in Genesis 10. ―The sons of Javan were Elishah, Tarshish, Kittim,
and Dodanim‖ (verse 4). Javan is generally understood to represent the Greeks. Elishah is typically equated
with Cyprus. Tarshish is often thought to denote southern Europeans of the western Mediterranean, such as
Spain (site of ancient Tartessus). Kittim, denoting western lands, could refer to people of Cyprus, Crete, Sicily,
Italy and perhaps other western Mediterranean areas. Dodanim (spelled ―Rodanim‖ in 1 Chronicles 1:7) may
correspond to the Rhodians and other Aegean peoples. So southern Europeans could be intended in Zechariah
9:13 by Javan and his sons. Interestingly, this is where the descendants of ancient Tyre and Sidon may be
found today—as well as the descendants of ancient Babylon. So the end-time Babylon, centered at Rome, may
well be in mind in Zechariah 9:13. Indeed, as this latter-day system descends from ancient Greece—as from
ancient Persia and Babylon before it—those who are part of it can rightly be described as descendants of
Greece.
Yet the reference here may also be to the Hellenization (spread of Greek culture) begun under Alexander. By
the time of Jesus‘ first coming, the Jews regarded all non-Jews as ―Greek‖—a term frequently used in the New
Testament for any and all gentiles. Foreseeing this divide, God in Zechariah 9:13 may simply be contrasting the
Israelites with their gentile enemies. Even today, Greece is reckoned as the birthplace of Western civilization.
The returned exiles of Israel and Judah, though reduced to mainly slingstones for weapons, will fight together
against their foes—and will miraculously gain victory as Christ returns in power and glory to save them (verses
13-16). In verse 15, ―Zechariah describes the victory banquet of God‘s people in celebration of His victory over
the nations and securing of Jerusalem. The people will be filled with drink like sacrificial basins were filled with
blood, and they will be filled with meat like the corners of the sacrificial altar (see Ps. 110)‖ (Nelson, note on
verse 15).
This mighty deliverance will come ―in that day‖ (verse 16)—the Day of the Lord. And the people of God will
experience great blessing and prosperity (verses 16-17). In 10:1, ―the latter rain (Deut. 11:14) refers to the rain
that comes in late spring and is essential for an abundant grain harvest‖ (note on Zechariah 10:1). The rains
signify all blessings, both physical and spiritual. God‘s people will pray for these—and He will answer their
prayers in abundance. Just as thunder and lightning precedes a shower of rain, so will the lightning, trumpet
and whirlwind of Christ‘s coming (9:14) precede a shower of blessings—the greatest blessing being the pouring
out of God‘s Spirit. This oracle continues through the remainder of Zechariah 10 and chapter 11—our next two
readings.
Israel and Judah Saved (Zechariah 10)
As verse 1 of chapter 10 stated, God‘s people are to pray to Him for their blessings—and He will abundantly
provide. Yet Israel has often failed to seek God—looking vainly to idols, fortunetellers and other occultists for
guidance. Interestingly, this situation did not characterize the Jews of Judea in the time of Zechariah. But it did
aptly describe the far-flung scattered Israelites—as it still does today.
Indeed, psychics, astrologers and mediums remain popular. That‘s because ―there is no shepherd‖ (verse 2)—
that is, there is no adequate leadership among the people. The ―shepherds‖ with whom God is angry in verse 3
may be a reference to false spiritual leaders such as the occult practitioners mentioned. It could also simply
denote those who have failed to lead the people so as to keep them away from such evil. However, based on
what follows in the next verses, the shepherds here could be foreign oppressors. ―While Israel lacked national
leadership, there were plenty of tyrants seeking to rule God‘s people‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 3).
These are also referred to in the same verse as ―goatherds‖ in the NKJV—―goats‖ in the KJV.
The Lord will make Judah as His royal warhorse against the oppressing enemy nations (verses 3). This will be
accomplished through His coming as Israel‘s long-awaited, much-needed Shepherd, the Messiah. ―The
cornerstone, the battle bow, and the nail [or tent peg] are figures of the Messiah to represent His qualities of
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stability, dependability, and strength. The cornerstone speaks of the ruler or leader on whom the building of
government rests figuratively. (See Judg 20:2; 1 Sa 14:38; and Is 19:13.) It is a well-known symbol of the
Messiah. (Cp. 1 Co 3:11 and 1 Pe 2:6, quoting Is 28:16.) The nail [or peg] refers to the large peg in an Oriental
[i.e., Middle Eastern] tent on which were hung many valuables. On the Messiah will rest the hope and trust of
His people. He will be the worthy support of the nation, the altogether dependable One, the true Eliakim. (Note
Is 22:23-24 [and the Bible Reading Program comments on these verses].) The battle-bow stands for all
implements of war and might. Messiah is the great military commander of His people; He is the Man of war (Ex
15:3). This will be clearly and openly manifest when He comes to rule (Ps 45:4-5)‖ (Charles Feinberg, The
Minor Prophets, p. 321).
With Jesus Christ‘s help, the Jews will overcome their enemies in the battle—infantry overcoming cavalry (verse
5), perhaps in an end-time setting signifying men on foot overcoming those in war vehicles such as tanks and
the like.
Verse 6 again makes the end-time setting clear, as we see here the deliverance and return of the house of
Joseph—representative of all the northern tribes of Israel. In verse 7, the name of Joseph‘s son Ephraim is
used in the same sense. God says He will ―whistle‖ for His scattered people (verse 8), thus continuing the figure
of the shepherd—signaling his flock.
God will bring His people back to their land—Gilead (east of the Jordan) and Lebanon (west of the Jordan) both
being in the area of the former northern kingdom (verse 10). Lebanon could also denote the whole Promised
Land (compare Joshua 1:4). God will deliver the Israelites from their end-time captivity in Egypt and Assyria
(verse 10)—enabling those returning from the south to miraculously cross the Red Sea again on dry ground
and those from the north to cross the Euphrates River in like manner (verse 11). Some identify ―the River‖ here
as the Nile, but this moniker is typically applied in the Old Testament to the Euphrates—the northern boundary
of the Promised Land. The mention of Assyria in context makes this even more likely. These same events are
described in Isaiah 11:11-16. Note particularly that Assyria again will be a national power in the last days (see
Zechariah 10:11). As the representative northern power of the end time, the Assyrians will evidently constitute
part of the final European empire known as Babylon. The scepter of Egypt departing may parallel the defeat of
the final king of the South in Daniel 11. Yet, since Egypt is also figurative of this world of sin and captivity in
general, this could denote the rule of sin and Satan coming to an end.
Israel, God tells us in Zechariah 10:12, will at last walk in His ways as His fitting representatives. Notice in this
verse that the ―LORD‖ (the Eternal) is referring to another as the ―LORD‖—that is, God the Word (who would
become Jesus Christ) is referring to God the Father.
Two Staffs, Worthless Shepherds and 30 Pieces of Silver (Zechariah 11)
The wonderful high point for the Israelites at the end of chapter 10 is followed by a description of the lowest
point of all. Whereas chapters 9-10 concerned the awesome deliverance and restoration to the Promised Land
that the Messiah would bring, chapter 11 speaks of the nation rejecting that Messiah and the resultant dire
consequences.
The first three verses of chapter 11 tell of destruction to befall Lebanon, Bashan and the Jordan Valley—that is,
most of the Promised Land. Commentator Charles Feinberg notes: ―The context of the rest of the chapter is
determining and it points unmistakably to the judgment which resulted from the rejection of the Shepherd of
Israel, that destruction which overtook the land and people [at the hands of the Romans] in AD 70‖ (The Minor
Prophets, p. 325). Yet this is likely also to be understood as a forerunner of end-time destruction, as we will
see.
―In the Talmud the Jewish rabbis identified Lebanon here [in verse 1] with the second temple, ‗which was built
with cedars from Lebanon, towering aloft upon a strong summit—the spiritual glory and eminence of Jerusalem,
as the Lebanon was of the whole country‘‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 1-3). The mighty
trees of the land, besides being literal, could also symbolize the principal men of the nation (the ―shepherds‖ of
verse 3). The roaring lions of verse 3 would seem to represent the ravaging conquerors.
The reason for this terrible situation then follows. ―In Hebrew style an effect is often stated first, then the cause
is presented afterward. So it is here. The cause of the judgment, the rejection of the Messiah by Israel, is now
elaborated upon. The charge is to the prophet [Zechariah] who performed in vision what was commanded. He
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acted representatively for the Messiah in whose personal history these transactions took place‖ (Feinberg, p.
325).
Actually, it is not entirely clear who is speaking in verse 4, saying, ―Thus says the LORD my God…‖ As we saw
in Zechariah 10:12, the preincarnate Jesus Christ was speaking of the Father. It appears that Christ is still
speaking in verse 4 of chapter 11—as what follows describes, in figurative language, His experience when He
came to earth as a human being. Yet, as the commentator above and others contend, it may well be that
Zechariah was to literally take shepherd implements and act out the role of the Good Shepherd. Indeed, this
seems likely given the instruction to later take the implements of a foolish shepherd in verse 15—since that
does not seem to be something Christ Himself did in any sense.
The Messiah was to ―feed the flock [headed] for slaughter‖ (verse 4). In verse 5 we see the abuse and
oppression of the people under foreign overlords, to whom their own leaders had essentially sold them out for
the sake of their own position and comfort. In verse 6, God says that he will give every one into his neighbor‘s
hand (indicating an internally divided, faction-ridden nation, which Judah was in Christ‘s day). God also says
that He will give the people over to their king. In John 19:15, the crowd that cried out to have Christ crucified
said, ―We have no king but Caesar!‖ Thus it would be into the Roman emperor‘s hand that they would be given.
Verse 7 describes the Messiah feeding the flock—that is, giving the nation spiritual nourishment through His
teachings. It is particularly the ―poor‖ of the flock who are fed—those of lesser means and those who are lowly
and humble of spirit. The NIV has ―oppressed.‖ Jesus quoted Isaiah in describing the commission God the
Father gave Him: ―He has anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor; He has sent me to heal the
brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who
are oppressed‖ (Luke 4:18).
The two staffs may have been literal implements taken up by Zechariah with symbolic meaning—or the
reference could be altogether figurative. ―Two staves are taken because the shepherd in the East carried a staff
to protect against wild beasts [i.e., a club], another to help the sheep in difficult and dangerous places [i.e., a
crook]‖ (Feinberg, p. 327). One staff, probably that of protection, is named ―Favor‖ or ―Grace‖ (―Beauty‖ is
apparently an imprecise translation here). The other, probably the one used to keep the flock together, is
named ―Unity‖ or ―Union‖ (as ―Bonds‖ here, according to verse 14, connotes bonds of brotherhood). Christ‘s
shepherding work was to care for and protect His people and to keep them together.
Verse 8 says, ―I dismissed [KJV has ‗cut off‘] the three shepherds in one month. My soul loathed them, and their
soul also abhorred me.‖ Many explanations have been offered here, and there is no way to be certain which is
correct. ―‗In one month‘ has been taken to refer to (1) a literal month, (2) a short period of time, and (3) a longer
period of indefinite duration‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verses 7-8). The presence of the definite
article ―the‖ (Hebrew ha) with ―three shepherds‖ would seem to indicate that that these shepherds have been
referred to already. If so, they would be synonymous with the shepherds of verse 5—that is, the nation‘s
leaders in general.
This would seem to support the contention of many that the terminology here specifies not three particular
individuals (though that is of course possible), but three classes of leaders among the people. Most suggest
civil magistrates, priests and prophets. ―Others understand it of the three sects among the Jews, of Pharisees,
Sadducees, and Herodians, all whom Christ silenced in dispute (Mt. 22) and soon after cut off, all in a little time‖
(Matthew Henry‘s Commentary on the Whole Bible, note on verses 4-14). Still others, seeing the reference as
denoting individuals, suggest Eleazar, John and Simon, the three Jewish faction leaders during the Roman
siege of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Again, there is no way to be sure.
―In v. 9 the Good Shepherd terminates his providential care of the sheep, so that they even ‗eat one another‘s
flesh.‘ According to Josephus, this actually happened during the siege of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 by the
Romans…. [One commentator] remarks: ‗By withholding his leadership the shepherd abandoned the people to
the consequences of their rejection of him: death, and mutual destruction. He simply let things take their
course‘‖ (Expositor‘s, note on verses 8b-9). In verse 10, He takes the staff representing divine favor on His
people—the one with which He fended off the nation‘s enemies—and breaks it. This signals ―the revocation of
his covenant of security and restraint, by which he had been apparently holding back the nations from his
people‖ (note on verses 10-11).
The ―poor of the flock‖ (verse 11) or ―afflicted of the flock‖ (NIV) who watch, or look to, the Messiah denote ―‗the
faithful few who recognize the word of the Lord, who know true authority [in the pronouncement of national
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punishment] when they see it in action‘…. At least part of the fulfillment of these verses is to be found in
Matthew 23 (note particularly vv. 13, 23-24, 33-39 [when Jesus excoriated the nation‘s religious leaders and
declared His work among the people over because of their unwillingness to accept Him, saying, ‗See! Your
house is left to you desolate‘ and telling them that they would see Him no more until they at last recognize Him
at His glorious return.]). Faithful believers discern that what happens (e.g., the judgment on Jerusalem and the
temple in A.D. 70) is a fulfillment of God‘s prophetic word—a result of such actions as those denounced in
Matthew 23, which led to the rejection of the Good Shepherd‖ (same note).
In Zechariah 11:12, the Messiah declares His job as the nation‘s shepherd officially at an end, saying in effect,
―Okay, I‘m done here so it‘s time to pay Me what you owe Me for My work—or just forget it.‖ The appropriate
wage, Feinberg comments, would have been ―their love, their obedience, and their devotion to God and His
Shepherd. But it was not to be a matter of compulsion; if they were so minded, they could refrain from any
manifestation of their evaluation of His ministry. They were prepared, however, to indicate their estimate of
Messiah and His work. They gave Him thirty pieces of silver (money) for His wage. According to Exodus 21:32
this was the price of a gored slave. A freeman was considered twice that amount. Think of the insult of it!‖ (p.
328). God‘s designation of the sum in verse 13 as a ―princely price‖ was evidently given in sarcasm (see
Expositor‘s, note on verses 12-13). ―The price was so disgraceful that it was to be cast to the potter who busied
himself with things of little value. Casting a thing to the potter may have been proverbial for throwing away what
was worthless‖ (Feinberg, p. 328).
Casting the money into the temple for the potter seems odd on the face of it. Why would money be cast into the
temple if it were to be for the potter? Remarkably, the specifics of this prophecy were fulfilled in detail. The
nation‘s leaders weighed out 30 pieces of silver to Judas, Jesus‘ moneykeeper, to have Jesus turned over to
them (Matthew 26:14-16). Later remorseful, Judas flung the money into the temple—but the chief priests, not
willing to put ―blood money‖ into the temple treasury, gave it to a potter to purchase his field (27:3-10). Matthew
cites Jeremiah rather than Zechariah in relating the prophetic significance of these events, though no such
reference occurs in the book of Jeremiah. It is likely that Jeremiah had earlier spoken a similar prophecy. (We
will consider this further when we come to Matthew 27 in the Bible Reading Program.)
In Zechariah 11:14, the second staff, representing the unity of God‘s people, is broken—and is interpreted as
breaking the brotherhood between Judah and Israel. While this might seem strange since these two were
already divided and remained so in Christ‘s day (and in fact remain so today), we should understand it in the
context of the prophecy of Israel and Judah‘s national restoration in the previous two chapters of Zechariah.
―The rejection of the messianic shepherd…meant that the [prophesied] national unity the Israelites hoped for
would not be achieved at this time. But one day the two nations Judah and Israel will be united (Ezek. 37:1628)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Zechariah 11:14).
With the rejection of the Messiah, the nation would be given over to foolish, worthless shepherds (verses 1517). In verse 15, the implements of a foolish shepherd, as distinguished from a good shepherd, would seem to
refer to personal attributes as expressed through behavior and the quality of food (spiritual nourishment)
provided. In verse 16, a look at what the worthless shepherds will fail to do tells us exactly what proper spiritual
leaders ought to do: 1) care for the lost or those who are in the process of being destroyed; 2) care for the
young and inexperienced or, as the word here may alternatively be understood, the scattered; 3) heal those
who are hurt; and 4) feed the healthy who, though they stand, need regular spiritual nourishment to keep them
from falling.
The bad shepherd will do none of these things. Instead of feeding the sheep, the end of verse 16 says he will
feed on them. And when times get tough, he will abandon the flock (verse 17). As Jesus explained in John
10:11-12, ―I am the good shepherd. The good shepherd gives His life for the sheep. But a hireling, he who is
not the shepherd, one who does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and flees; and
the wolf catches the sheep and scatters them. The hireling flees because he is a hireling and does not care
about the sheep.‖ God ends Zechariah 11 with a special warning directed against such worthless shepherds.
They will not escape the consequences of their failure to properly shepherd God‘s people.
There are a number of similarities in Zechariah 11 to earlier prophecies in Jeremiah 23 and Ezekiel 34. It would
be worthwhile to review those passages and the Bible Reading Program comments on them in light of the
present reading.
Finally, in the Zechariah 11 prophecy of the rejection of the Good Shepherd and the calamitous results we
should recognize a parallel between events of Jesus‘ day and those of the end time. The Jewish nation did not
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accept Jesus when He came. On the other hand, the modern nations of Israel today, led by the United States
and Britain (see our free booklet The United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy), profess to be Christian. Yet
these nations are awash in growing anti-God sentiment and godless legislation. Moreover, while many among
them accept Jesus in name, they have not really accepted the true Jesus—that is, all that He taught and stood
for. Their civil and religious leaders oppose Jesus‘ message, as the religious leaders of His own day did—and
the people follow suit. So they remain under the ―care‖ of worthless shepherds. Moreover, the continued
rejection of the Good Shepherd by the nations of Israel and Judah will result in the greatest time of calamity
ever—of which the events of A.D. 70 were only a forerunner.
Sadly, Jesus even spoke of servants given charge of His spiritual household, the Church, in the last days who
would abuse their fellow servants—and warned that they will pay the price for their callous misdeeds (see
Matthew 24:45-51).
All Nations to Come Against Jerusalem (Zechariah 12)
Chapter 12 begins the final oracle in the book of Zechariah. Verse 1 in the New King James Version refers to it
as the burden of the word of the Lord ―against Israel,‖ but this is evidently an inaccurate translation. The King
James Version and J.P. Green‘s Literal Translation both have ―for Israel.‖ The New International Version has
―concerning Israel.‖ While there is mention of punishment to come on Israel and Judah in this section, the
primary focus is obviously on their deliverance and judgment being visited on the nations.
The prophecies in chapters 12-14 for the most part concern the end time. Of the 18 occurrences in the last two
oracles of the phrase ―in that day‖—referring to the future Day of the Lord—16 appear in the second oracle.
Monumental, earth-shaking events are depicted in this section. At the outset, God is declared to be the great
Creator—both of the physical universe and the spiritual component in human beings (12:1). It is He who is able
to bring these awesome, civilization-altering events to pass.
God says that Jerusalem will be as a cup of wine or strong drink causing drunkenness to all surrounding
peoples (verses 2-3). Perhaps this implies national enemies being totally irrational about trying to control the
city, as is certainly the case today. Yet the cup is also a metaphor for God‘s wrath, as would-be conquerors are
turned into reeling and collapsing men, incoherent and confused as if drunk (compare Isaiah 51:17, 22;
Jeremiah 13:13; 25:15-28; 51:7; Ezekiel 23:33; Revelation 14:10; 16:19). The next several verses of Zechariah
12 make it clear that this is exactly what is going to happen.
What is the time frame of the siege of Judah and Jerusalem described here? After Zechariah wrote, the next
time the land of Judah would experience invasion and siege was during the time of the Seleucid Greek rulers of
Syria. The Jews under the Maccabees would eventually succeed in pushing the Seleucids out. And it could be
that the prophecy referred in small measure to those events. Yet the circumstances of those events were vastly
different than the details given in the prophecy. ―The fact is, no such coalition of nations (not even in the Roman
war of the first century) against Israel has ever occurred in the past‖ (Charles Feinberg, The Minor Prophets, p.
330). Like most of the rest of this section, this prophecy is for the future—to be fulfilled ―in that day‖ (verse 4),
the Day of the Lord. The mention of ―all peoples‖ here (verse 3) corresponds to God bringing ―all nations‖ down
to the Valley of Jehoshaphat in Joel 3:1-2. They will come to fight against the returning Jesus Christ—and will
suffer utter defeat.
In the final battle, God says He ―will strike every horse with confusion, and its rider with madness…every horse
of the peoples with blindness‖ (12:4). Seeming to parallel this, Zechariah 14:13-15 tells us that God will send a
―great panic‖ among the attacking nations, causing them to slaughter one another in the ensuing confusion.
While there may well be cavalry in the final battle over Jerusalem, perhaps horses in the end-time setting of
Zechariah 12:4 refers more broadly to military vehicles. In the context of modern warfare, ―blindness‖ and
―confusion‖ among tanks and other war vehicles could perhaps refer to electronic sensors and guidance
systems malfunctioning—leading to a flurry of ―friendly fire incidents‖ sparking uncontrolled infighting. Of
course, God can use other supernatural means to turn His enemies against one another—just as He did to
ancient gentile forces that came against Judah in the days of Kings Jehoshaphat and Hezekiah (see 2
Chronicles 20; 2 Kings 18–19)
A remnant of Judah, rising from the oppression of the Great Tribulation, will be miraculously invigorated. Even
though Jerusalem will have been occupied by enemy forces from the beginning of the Tribulation period, it is
evident from Zechariah 12 that the Jews will retake the city and its surrounding territory shortly before Christ‘s
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return—perhaps when forces of the end-time Beast power depart from Jerusalem to meet the Eastern forces
arriving at Armageddon (Mount Megiddo) in northern Israel (see Revelation 16:12-16).
God says He will make Judah‘s leaders ―like a firepan in the woodpile, and like a fiery torch in the sheaves‖
(Zechariah 12:6)—that is, ―a firepan used to carry hot coals for the purpose of starting a fire, and…a fiery torch
that could quickly ignite a field of cut grain‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 6). The Living Bible paraphrases
verse 6 this way: ―In that day I will make the clans of Judah like a little fire that sets the forests aflame—like a
burning match among the sheaves; they will burn up all the neighboring nations right and left.‖ This ties back to
the prophecies in Zechariah 9:13-15 and 10:3 and verse 5 of God using Ephraim and Judah to fight their
enemies at Christ‘s return—as well as the very clear statement in Zechariah 14:14: ―Judah also will fight at
Jerusalem‖ (see also Isaiah 41:14-15; Micah 4:13; Jeremiah 51:20-24). Of course, deliverance will come
through the Lord Himself arriving to destroy His people‘s enemies (Zechariah 12:7-9).
Verses 7-9 are quite remarkable in that they mention the ―house of David‖ as a recognizable factor in the end
time. This refers not to the Messiah (the returning Lord Himself), but to human beings in need of His
deliverance and salvation. The dynasty of David did not end with the death of Jeconiah and Zedekiah in
Babylon. Rather, it has continued through human rulers over the people of Ephraim in Great Britain. (To learn
more about this, refer to our free online publication The Throne of Britain: Its Biblical Origin and Future.)
According to verse 8, ―every ability will be enhanced, so the least individual will be like the undefeated warrior,
David, and the royal line like the Angel of the Lord [here clearly equated with God]…. W hile the hyperbole is
intended to emphasize God‘s enablement, it may have prophetic significance, for Christ, David‘s descendant, is
also the Lord‖ (Lawrence Richards, The Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 8).
Mourning Over the Pierced One (Zechariah 12)
Verse 10 makes the end-time context of the events of the chapter clear. It is the time of the pouring out of God‘s
Spirit—starting with the people of Judah. ―The prophet sets forth, as nowhere else in Scripture with such
vividness and power, the conversion of Israel to the Lord. Nothing in Israel‘s past history can be interpreted as
the fulfillment of this passage. In that coming day of Israel‘s national atonement, the Lord will pour upon the
royal house and all who dwell in Jerusalem, then throughout the whole nation, the spirit of grace and
supplication‖ (Feinberg, p. 332).
Of that time, the Lord makes this incredible statement: ―They will look on [or ‗to‘] Me whom they pierced.‖ The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The most common meaning of the Hebrew preposition translated ‗on‘ is
‗to‘ (NIV mg.), and there is no good contextual reason to depart from it here. The emphasis, then, is not on
looking ‗on‘ (or ‗at‘) the Messiah literally but on [at last] looking ‗to‘ the Messiah in faith (cf. Num 21:9; Isa 45:22;
John 3:14-15)‖ (note on Zechariah 12:10). Yet it could well be ―on,‖ especially given the specific reference to
this time in Revelation 1:7: ―Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will see Him, even they who
pierced Him. And all the tribes of the earth will mourn because of Him.‖
Regarding the pierced Messiah, Zechariah says of the people of Judah, ―Yes, they will mourn for Him as one
mourns for his only son, and grieve for Him as one grieves for a firstborn.‖ They will finally realize what God
meant through David in prophesying, ―They pierced My hands and My feet‖ (Psalm 22:16)—that is, the nailing
of the Messiah to the cross as part of His atoning suffering and death. They will at last recognize that Jesus
Christ was indeed the true Messiah—that the very One they worshiped as God was made flesh and that His
flesh was pierced with scourge, thorns, nails and spear for the sake of their sins and those of all humanity.
Early on the Jews understood the Pierced One here as a messianic designation, yet they found it difficult to
reconcile with other messianic references to the coming conquering King. ―The Talmud pronounces peace upon
one who refers the passage to [the supposed] Messiah the son of Joseph, yet to be slain. The theory of two
Messiahs, one to die and one to reign, is an invention of the rabbis without foundation in Scripture to explain the
passages which present the Messiah as suffering and as ruling. The answer is to be found in the two advents
[comings] of the one Messiah, as proved by this very passage under consideration. It is not some unknown
martyr of whom Zechariah is speaking but of the coming Messiah Himself. The oldest interpreters of the
passage, both Jewish and Christian, so understood it‖ (Feinberg, p. 333).
Sadly, ―Jewish commentators [now] often regard this as a corporate reference to the Jews killed in the defense
of Jerusalem (12:1-9)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on verse 10). That is, ―they will look to Me whom they pierced‖
is reinterpreted to mean ―they will look to Me about those whom they [the enemy] pierced.‖ The Jewish Tanakh
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says, ―They shall lament to Me about those who are slain, wailing over them as over a favorite son…‖ This
alteration is a rather convenient way of sidestepping the whole issue. Interestingly, the Tanakh has a footnote
on this verse stating, ―Meaning of Heb[rew] uncertain.‖ One day these Hebrew speakers will understand what
their own language is telling them here. And when they do, they will greatly mourn over their failure to recognize
their Messiah sooner and over their sins, which necessitated His atoning death.
The reference to the prior ―mourning at Haddad Rimmon in the plain of Megiddo‖ (verse 11) is uncertain. The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary takes ―Hadad-Rimmon as a place name (containing the names of ancient
Semitic fertility gods) near Megiddo. So understood, the simile in v. 11 refers to the people of this town
mourning the death of King Josiah (2 Chronicles 35:20-27; see v. 22 there for the plain of Megiddo and v. 24 for
the mourning)‖ (note on Zechariah 12:11). Feinberg agrees: ―The calamity referred to was Pharaoh-Necho‘s
slaying of the godly Josiah, the only ray of hope of the nation between Hezekiah and the fall of the Jewish
nation…. Even Jeremiah wrote special dirges for the occasion‖ (p. 333). This seems rather likely, especially
given that 2 Chronicles 35:25 says that mourning over Josiah became ―a custom in Israel‖—perhaps one that
was still known in Zechariah‘s day.
As in the former occasion, the whole nation will suffer intense sorrow and grief. The mention of the house of
David alongside the house of Nathan is interesting. Judah‘s kings were of the line of David‘s son Solomon. Yet
it is from David‘s younger son Nathan that Jesus Christ came. Perhaps the idea is that all the families of David,
from the highest to the lowest, will mourn. Again, this means that there will be a recognizable Davidic royal
family to speak of at the time of Christ‘s return. Listed next, ―the house of Levi speaks of the priestly family;
Shimei was of the family of Gershon, son of Levi (Num 3:17, 18, 21). Different priestly classes are
comprehended here. The leaders, who are pointed out, and the common people of the land will engage
together in the lamentation, each in his individual place‖ (p. 334).
Note the mourning of each family ―by itself, and their wives by themselves‖ (Zechariah 12:13-14). ―These words
are quoted in the Talmud as an argument for separating men and women in worship. But the verse seems to
[simply] indicate that each mourner will face his or her sorrow alone, without the comfort of companionship‖
(Nelson, note on verses 12-14). Feinberg correctly notes: ―The prophet means that the mourning will be so
intense as to transcend even the closest ties of earth, those between husband and wife. Each will want to be
alone with God in that hour‖ (p. 334).
And in the face of this great and heartfelt repentance, God, in His great mercy, will pardon the transgression of
His people. Indeed, their contrition of spirit is actually from Him. As He stated up front in verse 10, this is not a
time of condemnation, but rather the awesome pouring out on His people of His wonderful Spirit of grace. We
will see more about this in the next chapter.
Idolatry Cut Off; Shepherd Stricken and Sheep Scattered (Zechariah 13)
The prophecy of chapter 13 continues right on from that of the previous chapter. The phrase ―in that day‖ at the
beginning of verse 1 shows that what is described here will accompany the events of chapter 12—that is, the
return of Jesus Christ to defeat the enemies of Judah, the Jewish people‘s recognition of Him as their Messiah
and their heartfelt repentance over their sins. Verse 10 of chapter 12 explained that the ―house of David
and…the inhabitants of Jerusalem‖ would receive the ―Spirit of grace and supplication.‖ They would beseech
God in prayer for mercy and forgiveness.
Now, in verse 1 of chapter 13, we see what God will do in response. He again mentions the house of David and
the inhabitants of Jerusalem, saying that a fountain will be opened for them ―for sin and for uncleanness.‖ The
fountain imagery shows that this provision for cleansing away sin will be abundant and overflowing. Some see
the fountain as representative of the shed blood of the Messiah. Revelation 1:5 says that Jesus ―washed us
from our sins in His own blood.‖
This atoning agent through which sin and uncleanness is forgiven will be opened to the entire nation of Israel at
the time of Christ‘s second coming. Yet the fountain could also signify the Word of God, as Jesus ―gave
Himself…that He might sanctify and cleanse [His people]…with the washing of water by the word‖ (Ephesians
5:26). Only after Christ‘s return will Scripture truly be opened to the understanding of the Israelite nation as a
whole—teaching them the way out of sin and uncleanness. Then again, the fountain could symbolize the Lord
Himself as ―the fountain of living waters‖ (Jeremiah 2:13; 17:13; see also Psalm 36:8-9). The living waters in
this figure depict the Holy Spirit, which will be given to Israel and then all nations to empower them to depart
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from the way of sin and uncleanness. Indeed, not only will the guilt of iniquity be expunged, but iniquity itself will
be removed from the land—though not all at once of course and not entirely until all mankind is later glorified.

Zechariah 13:2 states that God will cut off the names of the idols from the land so that they will no longer be
remembered. This shows idolatry coming to an end. As noted in the Bible Reading Program comments on
Zechariah 10:2, idol worship was not a problem in Zechariah‘s day. Yet God showed the prophet that it would
yet be a problem among God‘s people. This verse might also mean that the names of false gods will be
removed from the language of the people. For instance, the fifth day of the week will no longer be called by the
English name Thursday after the god Thor. A bowl of cereal will not be referred to as such, as the word comes
from the Roman goddess Ceres. Even in Hebrew, the fourth month is named after the false Babylonian god
Tammuz. This will apparently no longer be the case when God gives His people a ―pure language‖ (Zephaniah
3:9).
God also says that He will cause the prophets and the unclean spirit to depart from the land (Zechariah 13:2).
Prophets here evidently refers to false prophets, as God will still inspire human beings to proclaim His truth and
even to have visions—indeed more at this time than in all history (see Joel 2:28). The term ―unclean spirit,‖
used a number of times in the New Testament, occurs only here in the Old. This refers obviously to demons—
the fallen angels behind much of false religion (see 1 Corinthians 10:20). They and their leader Satan will be
imprisoned at Christ‘s return (see Revelation 20:1-3).
Any human beings who then lie in claiming to speak for God will face the death penalty (Zechariah 13:3). ―In
that future day, if anyone dares to utter false prophecies (‗lies,‘ v. 3), his own parents—in obedience to
Deuteronomy 13:6-9—will take the lead in executing him [though apparently not by stoning as in ancient Israel].
The Hebrew for ‗stab‘ [in the NIV and ‗thrust…through‘ in the NKJV] is the same verb as ‗pierced‘ in [Zechariah]
12:10, thus indicating that the feelings and actions shown in piercing the Messiah will be directed toward the
false prophets‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on 13:2-3).
Those who were false prophets before—including the false preachers of nominal Christianity—will cast off their
religious-looking garb. Out of fear of humiliation and punishment, they will seek to hide their past occupation by
claiming to be average, everyday workmen from their youth (verses 4-5).
Verse 6 is understood by most commentators to refer to the former false prophets lying about how they
received ritual, self-inflicted wounds, such as those the prophets of Baal inflicted on themselves in the contest
with Elijah (see 1 Kings 18:28). While possible, there is no mention of any self-inflicted wounds prior to this
point in Zechariah 13—and it seems a stretch to bring them into the account. In fact, it is just an assumption
that the wounds of verse 6 are self-inflicted. It is also only an assumption that the description of where the
wounds were received is a lie. Furthermore, given the end-time context of this prophecy, we should consider
that false ministers do not typically cut themselves in religious ritual today.
A better explanation of this verse seems to be the minority opinion that this is a messianic reference—that the
mention of wounds ties back 10 verses to the earlier appearance of the Pierced One in Zechariah 12:10 (and
that the verses in between, 12:11–13:5, are parenthetical). Such an interpretation creates a more logical segue
to the certain messianic reference in verse 7.
Dr. Merrill Unger, author of Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, takes this view of verse 6 in his commentary on Zechariah:
―The boldness and daring of this Messianic prophecy and the dramatic abruptness with which it is introduced
have frightened most expositors away from its true import on the supposition that it is inseparably connected
with verses 2-5, and therefore, still has the false prophet in mind, and [that] to introduce the Messiah is
flagrantly to ignore the context. But…the context is not actually violated. The entire section 13:1-6 constitutes a
prophecy of Israel‘s national cleansing…. Verse 6 logically and forcefully presents the revelation of the Messiah
as the cleanser from idolatry….
―The grammatical structure of verse 6 does not [rule out] a Messianic reference. While the…[‗him‘ in the phrase]
(‗Then some one will say to him‘) apparently refers to the same person (the false prophet) as in the preceding
verse; yet grammatically it may not, and the author may conceivably have another person in mind. That he does
so and resumes the subject broached in 12:10 (‗They shall look unto me whom they pierced‘) is suggested by
the evident connection between these two passages (the intervening context being parenthetical…[describing]
the effect of Israel‘s exercising faith in the Pierced One)…. The prophetic Scriptures offer numerous illustrations
of such extended parentheses….‖ (Zechariah: Prophet of Messiah‘s Glory, 1970, p. 228).
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Unger further contends: ―The verse [13:6], accordingly, is not united to what immediately precedes [it] (an
illustration of the main subject), but to the main subject itself, Him whom they pierced, for whom they are to
mourn and by whom they are to be cleansed when they realize the wounds ‗between His hands‘ [as the Hebrew
literally reads], i.e., ‗in His hands,‘ are those which He received on Golgotha‘s cross. The wounds in the hands
are thus in harmony with the piercing of Zechariah 12:10 which precedes [13:6], and the smiting of the Good
Shepherd, which follows [13:6]…. Unsuccessful attempts have been made to make between thy hands mean
something other than ‗in thy hands‘—between the shoulders (Rashi), the breast between the hands (Wright),
the breast or chest (Feinberg, who cites II Kings 9:24 as an analogous case…but II Kings 9:24 is ‗between the
arms‘ and is not the same as ‗between the hands‘‖ (pp. 229-230).
In explaining the messianic interpretation of Zechariah 13:6, Unger says that Jesus Christ ―with infinite grace
and majestic pathos will reply to the heart-rending cry of His repentant people, with these I was wounded
{smitten} in the house of my friends (me‘ahavay, [literally] ‗in the house of those who loved Me‘). It is to be
carefully observed He does not say, ‗With these I was wounded by those who loved Me,‘ for this was not true.
The Jewish leaders who [sought to] put Him to death, on the contrary, hated Him diabolically. [And the Romans
who carried out the execution had no love for Him.] But it was dramatically, even pathetically true, that His
wounds were those with which He was wounded ‗in the house of those who loved Him,‘ for it was ‗the house of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob,‘ yes, of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Daniel, and Zechariah himself who loved Him, looked for
Him, and foretold His coming. It was the house of Simeon, Anna, His own mother Mary who bore Him and
tenderly nursed Him, of Joseph who lovingly provided for Him, and the house of Peter, James, and John, who
although they denied and forsook Him in the hour of supreme trial, nevertheless passionately loved Him,
despite their human failure and weakness‖ (p. 230).
Verse 7 brings us to the time of that trial. It explains how the Pierced One came to receive His wounds—a
logical transition from verse 6 if that verse is understood in a messianic context. God the Father is now
speaking of His Companion whom He has appointed Shepherd over His people. This is a clear reference to the
Messiah, and Jesus specifically applied this verse to Himself (see Matthew 26:31). It may be shocking to read
in Zechariah 13:7 that God actually commands the sword to strike the Messiah. Yet like Isaiah 53:10 and the
symbolism of Israel‘s sacrificial system, this verse shows that the death of Jesus Christ was no accident but
was divinely determined—even required—in His plan to redeem humanity from sin and its consequences (see
also Acts 2:23).
―When the Shepherd is struck, the sheep (cf. 10:3, 9) are scattered, in fulfillment of the curses for covenant
disobedience (Deut 28:64; 29:24-25)…. [One commentator] maintains that the thought is that the Lord ‗will
scatter Israel or His nation by smiting the shepherd; that is to say, He will give it up to the misery and
destruction to which a flock without a shepherd is exposed ... The flock, which will be dispersed in consequence
of the slaying of the shepherd, is the covenant nation…the flock which the shepherd in [Zechariah 11:4]…had to
feed.‘ This part of [chapter 13] v. 7 is quoted by Jesus not long before his arrest (Matt 26:31; Mark 14:27) and
applied to the scattering of the apostles [on the night He was delivered over to the authorities] (Matt 26:56; Mark
14:50), but they are probably intended to serve as a type of the Diaspora [i.e., Dispersion or Scattering] that
occurred [when the Romans invaded] in A.D. 70 and following [—the greatest fulfillment to come in the end
time]. Some take ‗I will turn my hand against {or ‗on‘ or ‗over‘}‘ in a negative sense, others in a positive one…
[One commentator] strikes a balance: ‗For correction, but in mercy, ver[ses] 8, 9. Comp[are] Is[aiah 1:]25 [‗I will
turn My hand against you, and thoroughly purge away your dross, and take away all your alloy‘]. ‗The little ones‘
are the remnant (vv. 8-9)‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Zechariah 13:7).
The scattering of the national flock and the refining of the remnant is the subject of the next two verses—verses
8-9—which constitute the end of chapter 13. The Roman destruction of Judea in A.D. 70 may have been
partially in view here. But the context of what follows in chapter 14 makes it clear that the end time is the
primary setting. The ―two thirds‖ and ―one third‖ of 13:8 probably refers to parts of the entire national flock,
including the northern tribes of Israel, not just Judah. The prophecy of this verse parallels that of Ezekiel 5,
which shows that in the end time one third of the nation will die of famine and pestilence, one third will die from
military weapons and one third will be taken into foreign captivity. (You may wish to review the Bible Reading
Program comments on Ezekiel 5 at this point.)
At the end of Zechariah 13:8, the phrase ―one third shall be left in it‖ can be misleading, as it seems to imply
that after two thirds of the people are killed, one third remains in the land (rather than going into captivity). Yet
the phrase is better comprehended as ―one third in it shall be left‖—that is, one third of those who are in the
land to start with will be left alive and not immediately killed (not that they will necessarily still be in the land). In
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verse 9, God says He will bring this remaining third through the fire—the fiery trial of the Great Tribulation. As
Ezekiel 5 and other passages show, they will be taken into captivity. Yet of these, we learn elsewhere that only
about a tenth will survive (see Amos 5:3; Isaiah 6:11-13, Living Bible).
In the imagery of refining silver and gold through the smelting process, we see again the theme of God purging
His people of iniquity—purifying them. And this process is not for the physical, national Israelites alone. The
spiritual people of God, those of His Church, go through trials to produce patience and a perfected character
(see James 1:2-4). Indeed, similar language to that of Zechariah 13 is used of some of God‘s spiritual people of
the end time who will have to endure the suffering of the Great Tribulation. God tells them, ―I counsel you to buy
from Me gold refined in the fire, that you may be [truly] rich‖ (Revelation 3:18). Those of both national Israel and
the Church who are purified during the Tribulation will in the end be part of the true people of God.
The Lord Will Come in Power to Reign Over All the Earth (Zechariah 14)
Chapter 14 continues the prophecy of the previous two chapters and concludes the book of Zechariah. It
portrays the coming of the Lord to take over the rule of the world.
The time frame is addressed right from the outset: ―Behold, the day of the LORD is coming…‖ (verse 1).
Actually, the literal Hebrew has ―A day of the LORD‖ here (see NIV). The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes:
―Although ‗a day of the LORD‘ is not the usual construction for ‗the day of the LORD,‘ it doubtless means the
same thing; ‗that day‘ occurs throughout the context (chs. 12-14). Perhaps this particular construction is used
here to emphasize the fact that the ‗day‘ is distinctively the Lord‘s‖ (note on verses 1-2). That is, the nations are
having their day now, but a day is coming that will belong to God.
The Day of the Lord designates the time of God‘s intervention in human affairs to bring judgment on the nations
and assume rule over the entire earth. In one sense, it denotes the final year prior to Christ‘s return—―the day of
the LORD‘s vengeance, the year of recompense for the cause of Zion‖ (Isaiah 34:8; compare Revelation 6:17).
In a broader sense it represents the Lord‘s millennial rule—which is the sense given in Zechariah 14:8. And in
the broadest sense it means that and eternity beyond.
The gathering of all nations to battle against Jerusalem (verse 2) ties directly back to the prophecy of 12:2-3.
This concerns the final siege of Jerusalem, evidently coinciding with the time of the Lord‘s coming. The rest of
Zechariah 14:2 seems to refer back to the beginning of the Great Tribulation of 13:8-9—perhaps to review the
horrible events that have led up to this final siege. During the Tribulation, ―the city will be captured, the houses
ransacked, and the women raped. Half of the city will go into exile, but the rest of the people will not be taken
from the city‖ (14:2, NIV). This final point here does not necessarily mean that half of Jerusalem‘s Jews will be
exiled and half will remain. For consider that of the current Jerusalem population of 600,000, only 400,000 are
Jews. Using such figures, perhaps 300,000 Jews (half the city but three fourths of the Jewish population) would
be evicted, leaving 100,000 Jews in the city. (If the percentage of Jews in the city‘s population changes
drastically before the Tribulation, the percentages evicted and remaining would of course change as well.)
In response to the final siege against Jerusalem at the beginning of verse 2, God will powerfully intervene on
behalf of His people, as shown in verse 3. ―Just when it seems that all hope is gone, ‗then the LORD‘ himself
appears as ‗divine warrior‘ and delivers his beleaguered people…. But who is this ‗LORD‘? When one compares
this scene, including v. 4, with [that of the coming of Jesus Christ in] Acts 1:9-12 and Revelation 19:11-16, it
would appear certain that ‗the LORD‘ here is ultimately the Messiah‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Zechariah 14:3-5).
Acts 1:11-12 shows that Jesus ascended to heaven from Mount Olivet—the Mount of Olives on the east side of
Jerusalem—and that He would return in like manner. This seems to allude to the prophecy in Zechariah 14:4
that ―His feet will stand on the Mount of Olives.‖
The mention of this rise overlooking the Temple Mount and Kidron Valley in between would have been
important symbolically to Zechariah‘s immediate audience, as they already had the imagery in Ezekiel of the
glory of God departing from the temple by route of this mountain (see Ezekiel 11:23). The divine presence, they
are now informed, would return by the same route. Interestingly, the hill‘s soil ―is well suited to the growth of
olive trees which thrust their roots down into the brittle rock. Hence, in the Mishna and Talmud it is called the
Mount of Anointing‖ (The Illustrated Family Encyclopedia of the Living Bible, Vol. 8, p. 98, quoted in Expositor‘s,
note on Zechariah 14:3-5). Recall that the figure of olive trees and olive oil as a representation of anointing with
the Holy Spirit occurs earlier in the book of Zechariah (see chapter 4).
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When the returning Jesus Christ stands on the Mount of Olives, it will split in two, one half moving north and the
other half moving south, thus creating a new valley running east to west between the two halves (14:4-5). The
site of Azal to which the valley will reach has not been identified. It may be somewhere in the desert east of the
summit of the Mount of Olives. On the other hand, it could be a place that will not exist until the valley is
created. This new valley will provide a means of escape for the besieged remnant of God‘s people. Recall that
God enabled His people to escape from ancient Egypt by parting the Red Sea for them. Now God will enable
His people to escape their end-time oppressors by parting a mountain of solid rock! This also allows them to
escape from the destruction God is about to bring on the besieging forces of the nations.
Note also the reference, ―…as you fled from the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah‖ (verse 5). The
prophet Amos dated his book with reference to that former earthquake (see Amos 1:1). As mentioned in the
Bible Reading Program‘s introductory comments on Amos, the first-century Jewish historian Josephus says that
this earthquake happened when King Uzziah sinned in attempting to offer incense (Antiquities of the Jews,
Book 9, chap. 10, sec. 4), thus dating the former earthquake to about 751 B.C. This was around two and a half
centuries before Zechariah 14 was written, so the former earthquake and the resultant evacuation of the people
from Jerusalem must have been a rather monumental event for it to have lingered so long in the national
memory (especially given the deportations of both Israel and Judah in the intervening years).
Zechariah 14, while making a comparison with the former earthquake, does not directly state that there will be
an earthquake at the time of Christ‘s return. But the splitting of the mountain will surely cause one (or be the
result of one otherwise brought about by God). We do know from elsewhere in Scripture that there will be an
earthquake at the time of Jesus‘ second coming, and it could well parallel the events of Zechariah 14. Notice
Revelation 16:18: ―And there were noises and thunderings and lightnings; and there was a great earthquake as
had not occurred since men were on the earth.‖ Interestingly, the Jordan River Valley, a few miles east of
Jerusalem and the Mount of Olives, lies along a major fault line, so the whole area has long been a significant
earthquake zone.
At the end of Zechariah 14:5, we are told that God—again, in the person of Jesus Christ—will come with ―all the
saints.‖ The word saints literally denotes ―holy ones‖ and includes both God‘s holy angels and the spiritually
converted human beings of this age resurrected to divine glory at Christ‘s coming.
Verses 6-7 describe a period of persistent darkness across many days, signifying the time of judgment. This
parallels Joel 2:1-2: ―For the day of the LORD is coming, for it is at hand: a day of darkness and gloominess, a
day of clouds and thick darkness‖ (see also Isaiah 13:9-10; Amos 5:18, 20; Zephaniah 1:14-15). But then the
darkness will be broken and light will shine even at night. We should understand this both literally in the sense
that God will clear the debris of global catastrophe from the atmosphere and figuratively in that the light of
God‘s truth and character will be manifested and taught to mankind. Indeed, Jesus Himself is described in
Scripture as the Light of the world—as are His followers.
Zechariah 14:8 describes living waters flowing from Jerusalem toward the eastern sea (the Dead Sea) and the
western sea (the Mediterranean). ―In contrast with the seasonal streams that flow only during the rainy season,
these streams will irrigate the land in both summer and winter‖ (Nelson, note on verse 8). This parallels the
description of the river of healing waters flowing from Jerusalem in Ezekiel 47 and Joel 3:18. While literal, the
reference is also figurative of the Holy Spirit and salvation flowing from the divine Messiah (see Jeremiah 2:13;
Isaiah 12:3; 44:3; 55:1; John 7:37-39; see also Revelation 22:1-2). It‘s also interesting that the city of Jerusalem
was founded on a hill atop the Gihon Spring, a freshwater source that has provided the city with water for many
centuries. Also, not very far away to the east, water flows out of the solid rock at the desert oasis of En Gedi,
where David and his men at times hid out while being pursued by Saul. The limestone hills around Jerusalem
are clearly underlain by underground water sources, so little stretch of the imagination is required to see God
bringing these prophecies to pass.
Verse 9 foretells the hope of all God‘s people who pray, ―Your Kingdom come‖ (Matthew 6:10)—the time when
Jesus Christ will at last become King over the entire earth.
Verse 10 reveals some major topographical changes that the land of Judea will experience. The land around
Jerusalem is to be leveled and the city itself raised. ―Geba was six miles northeast of Jerusalem. Rimmon was
about 35 miles southwest of Jerusalem. Benjamin‘s Gate was most likely the gate in the north wall of the city.
The First Gate has not yet been identified. The Corner Gate probably marked the northwest limit of Jerusalem.
The Tower of Hananel was probably a defensive fortification on the north wall‖ (Nelson, note on verse 10; see
also Jeremiah 31:38). ―The royal wine-presses were just south of the city‖ (Expositor‘s, note on Zechariah
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14:10-11). Verse 11 gives the comforting message that Jerusalem will be reinhabited with its citizens secure,
the great destruction of the last days having come to an end.
Verse 12 returns to the theme of the final battle over Jerusalem at Christ‘s return. God will send a ―plague‖ to
strike the enemy forces. The word plague today is often equated with disease and sickness, but it simply
connotes a divine striking with judgment. Consider the 10 plagues that God brought on ancient Egypt, most of
which were not sicknesses. The description of people‘s flesh dissolving while they stand on their feet in
Zechariah 14:12 seems similar to that of the effect of a nuclear- or neutron-bomb explosion. But the main point
is who causes the effect—―the LORD will strike all the people.‖
Verse 13 describes a great panic among the enemy forces that will lead to them attacking each other. As noted
in the Bible Reading Program comments on Zechariah 12:4, this appears to be related to God‘s statement there
that in the final battle He will strike every horse with confusion and blindness and their riders with madness. As
previously mentioned, this could refer to a malfunction in the electronic sensors and guidance systems of
modern war vehicles, leading to ―friendly fire‖ instances among the enemy, sparking uncontrolled infighting.
However it occurs, this will parallel ancient instances where God turned enemy troops besieging Jerusalem
against one another (see 2 Chronicles 20; 2 Kings 18–19).
Zechariah 14:14 states that Judah will fight at the time of the final battle, then seizing the spoil of the defeated
enemies. Yet ultimate victory will come not through force of arms but through the awesome, supernatural
intervention of Jesus Christ already mentioned. The plague of verse 12 is referred to again in verse 15 as
consuming enemy transport animals and livestock.
All to Keep the Feast of Tabernacles and Be Holy (Zechariah 14)
Verse 16 brings us to the time when the smoke of war has cleared and the reign of the Messiah has been
established. The nations will have suffered severe judgment but the people among them who remain to this
time will be given the opportunity, along with Israel, of enjoying a close relationship with the Almighty King of all
the earth.
All nations will be required to observe the annual Feast of Tabernacles. This clearly proves that this festival,
along with God‘s other feasts listed in Leviticus 23, are not just for the Israelites but are, rather, for all humanity.
Indeed, the Feast of Tabernacles pictures this wonderful future period pictured in Zechariah 14—the time when
all nations will be brought under the reign of Christ to experience joy and peace for 1,000 years. (To learn more
about God‘s feasts and our duty to observe them today, send for or download our free booklet God‘s Holy Day
Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind.)
The nations going up annually to Jerusalem to observe the Feast of Tabernacles does not mean that every
person in every nation is to go to Jerusalem every year. Rather, the Feast will be observed globally, with each
nation sending a representation to Jerusalem. The point of verse 16 is to draw a contrast. Those of the nations
who came against Jerusalem will now come to worship there. Just as God in formerly bringing ―all nations‖
against Jerusalem did not bring every single person among them there, so the nations going to Jerusalem to
worship at the Feast does not mean every single person among them will go there each year.
God ―next unfolds what will happen to the recalcitrant nations that refuse to send delegations on this annual
pilgrimage to worship the King in Jerusalem: The blessing of rain will be withheld from them (v. 17; according to
Deut 28:22-24, this was one of the curses for covenant disobedience). [One commentator] relates v. 17 to 9:1110:1, ‗where an adequate rainfall is connected with the prosperity of the Messianic era.‘ Unger…observes: ‗In
Ezekiel 34:26 the word {‗rain‘} is used figuratively of spiritual blessing, and Zechariah‘s usage, while literal, does
not exclude the spiritual connotation.‘ This principle is illustrated in v. 18 with Egypt‖ (Expositor‘s, verses 17-19).
Some read verse 18 as saying that Egypt would receive a different plague for noncompliance than lack of rain
since it depends not on regular rainfall but on the annual flooding of the Nile. Yet this inundation itself requires
sufficient rainfall upstream—and verse 19 appears to say that Egypt and other nations will receive the same
punishment if they disobey, pointing back to the lack of rainfall in verse 17.
Such measures will be for the ultimate good of those afflicted. It will wake them up to understand who Christ
really is. Also, even though they may go to learn from Him unwillingly at first, they will nevertheless be afforded
an opportunity to learn that they would have unwisely denied themselves. Eventually, most will be grateful for
this discipline and will freely and enthusiastically join in the worship of God.
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As Expositor‘s notes on verses 20-21, they ―may be summed up like this: There will be holiness in public life
(‗the bells of the horses,‘ v. 20), in religious life (‗the cooking pots in the LORD‘s house,‘ v. 20), and in private life
(‗every pot in Jerusalem and Judah,‘ v. 21). Even common things become holy when they are used for God‘s
service. So it is with our lives. ‗Holy to the Lord was engraved on the plate of gold worn on the turban of the
high priest (Ex. 28:36) as an expression and reminder of his consecration, but it was meant to be true of all
Israel (Ex. 19:6; Je. 2:3)‘…. So God‘s original purpose for Israel (Exod 19:6) will be fulfilled….
―While the Hebrew for ‗Canaanite‘ can also mean ‗merchant‘ (cf. NIV mg.)—possibly referring either to 11:5 or
to the kind of activity condemned by Jesus in Matthew 21:12-13 (cf. John 2:13-16)—‗Canaanite‘ seems the
better translation for this context [—not in the sense of physical descent but in contrast to holy purity].
‗Canaanite‘ would then represent anyone who is morally or spiritually unclean—anyone who is not included
among the chosen people of God (cf. Isa 35:8; Ezek 43:7; 44:9; Rev 21:27).‖ Indeed, God appears to be
drawing a parallel between the establishment of His Kingdom in Zechariah 14 with ancient Israel‘s conquest of
the Promised Land of Canaan. When the ultimate Joshua (Jesus) leads spiritual Israel to victory over the
nations of spiritual Canaan (this evil world)—to dispossess them from the Promised Land of this whole earth—
there will be no more spiritual Canaanites (rebellious, idolatrous nations) left to defile the house of the Lord.
Instead, all will be holy.
The end-time and millennial prophecies that God gave through Zechariah must have been wonderfully
encouraging to the Jews in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, and they are certainly sobering and inspiring for all
of us who look forward in faith to their fulfillment. We hope the fulfillment will be soon!

1090

MALACHI
Introduction to Malachi (Malachi 1)
As the last of the 12 Minor Prophets, which together make up the final book of the Prophets division of the
Hebrew Bible, the book of Malachi brings the Prophets to a close. The Jewish Talmud and scholarly consensus
place the book during Judah‘s post-Exilic period under Persian rule, following a religious lapse some time after
the restoration of the temple worship system during the days of Haggai and Zechariah. However, the book‘s
exact placement within this period is uncertain.
Some scholars date the book to the first half of the fifth century B.C., around 490-460 B.C., prior to Ezra‘s 457
B.C. arrival and reforms. Others see it set around 450, after a lapse in following Ezra‘s spiritual revival and
shortly before the arrival of Nehemiah in 444. It is worth noting that during his term as governor, Nehemiah
dealt with several problems addressed in the book of Malachi: marriages to foreign women, failure to pay tithes,
Sabbath breaking, priestly corruption, and injustice.
However, as Ezra had earlier dealt with the problem of intermarriage, it seems likely that the other problems
were around earlier as well. That the book of Malachi was not written during Ezra or Nehemiah‘s governorship
seems clear from the implication of Malachi 1:8—that the person serving as governor expected personal tribute.
Recall Nehemiah‘s statement in Nehemiah 5:14-15: ―Moreover, from the time that I was appointed to be their
governor in the land of Judah…twelve years, neither I nor my brothers ate the governor‘s provisions. But the
former governors who were before me laid burdens on the people, and took from them bread and wine, besides
forty shekels of silver. Yes, even their servants bore rule over the people, but I did not do so, because of the
fear of God.‖ Ezra had the same fear of God, and Nehemiah‘s mention of former governors surely did not
include him. The New Bible Commentary suggests: ―In v. 8 the governor could be the governor in Samaria [who
ruled over Judea prior to Nehemiah‘s arrival], and the point is that the priests were bringing offerings to the altar
which they would not dare present to the civil ruler‖ (note on verse 8).
Many have suggested that the book should be dated to the period of Nehemiah‘s absence starting around 432
B.C.—when he returned for a time to the court of Persia and national corruption set in back home (see
Nehemiah 13:6). However, Nehemiah would likely have left his trusted brother Hanani as interim governor while
he was away, which seems to argue against this period based on Malachi 1:8. Other scholars would put the
book after Nehemiah‘s time, in the later 400s B.C. (which would mean that the problems Nehemiah dealt with
resurfaced and that the scriptural account leaves them unresolved). Again, however, as mentioned in the Bible
Reading Program comments on Nehemiah 6:1–7:3, it appears from archaeological evidence that after
Nehemiah‘s second term his brother succeeded him as governor.
This leaves the first two dates as more likely—sometime before Ezra‘s arrival or shortly before Nehemiah‘s
arrival. Since the issue is uncertain, we are reading Malachi after Ezra and Nehemiah even though it may well
fit earlier chronologically.
Even more unclear than the exact dating of the book is its author. Just who is the prophet Malachi? Malachi
may not even have been his actual name, as it means ―My Messenger‖—so that verse 1 could properly be
rendered, ―The burden of the word of the LORD to Israel by My Messenger.‖ Indeed, the ―messenger‖ of the
Lord turns out to be a major theme of the book. A priest, it explains, is supposed to serve in this role (2:7). Yet
the priesthood is rebuked for failing in this responsibility. Malachi prophesies that God would send a particular
messenger—―My Messenger‖ (malachi in Hebrew), God calls him—who would prepare the way for the
―Messenger of the covenant‖ (3:1). The New Testament explains this as John the Baptist preparing for the
coming of Jesus Christ (Matthew 11:10; Mark 1:2; Luke 7:27).
In its introductory note on authorship, The Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states: ―The suggestion that ‗Malachi‘
is not a proper name but a title has ancient support in the [Greek Septuagint translation of the Old Testament],
which reads ‗his messenger.‘ To complicate the matter, the Targum [or Aramaic paraphrase] of Jonathan added

1091

after ‗Malachi‘ the words ‗whose name was Ezra the scribe.‘ [The Latin translator] Jerome concurred with this.
In the Talmud (Megillah 15a) Mordecai [of the book of Esther] is credited with writing the Book of Malachi.
Some scholars deny that Malachi is a separate book but affirm that it is actually only the last of three sections of
Zechariah, which were cut off in order to make the Minor Prophets amount to the sacred number twelve.
Though [the first-century Jewish historian] Josephus mentioned all the major characters of this period, he failed
to include Malachi among them. The total obscurity of the author of the book is underlined by the absence of
the name Malachi in all the rest of the Bible. Even where he is quoted in the N[ew] T[estament], his name does
not appear (Matt 11:10; Mark 1:2; Luke 7:27).
―On the positive side, each of the other writing prophets is named in the opening verses of his book. If a man
named Malachi did not write the book bearing this name, he would be the only exception. Moreover, Malachi is
neither an unlikely name nor an unsuitable one for the author of this last book of the prophets. After all, Malachi
was the Lord‘s messenger. His trumpet made no uncertain sound. Clearly and unmistakably he indicted his
people and the priests for their sin and summoned them to righteousness.‖
With the priesthood failing in its job, this man stood in the gap, proclaiming God‘s Word and law as God‘s
faithful messenger. He exhorted the nation to faithful service and to heartfelt sincerity in that service. Whoever
Malachi was, he served as a precursor to the messenger of Malachi 3:1 who would prepare the way before the
coming of the Lord. This figure is referred to in 4:5 as ―Elijah the prophet.‖ Again, the New Testament identifies
this figure with John the Baptist, who came on the scene during a period of spiritual letdown among the
religious leadership and the people as a whole, preparing people for the first coming of Jesus. Yet Jesus
explained that there would be an Elijah still to come (Matthew 17:11)—evidently to prepare the way before His
second coming. The work of this later messenger would also occur during a period of national spiritual decline.
The book of Malachi is therefore quite pertinent to the time of the end and to the message the people of God
are to proclaim. Note that chapters 3 and 4 refer to the end-time Day of the Lord (see 3:2; 4:1-6).
The book of Malachi is a message to ―Israel‖ (1:1). On one level, this meant the book was addressed to the
postexilic Jews of Judea. They are referred to in Scripture as Israel because they were the remnant of the
covenant nation. (The later Jewish independent state under the Maccabees was actually named Israel.) Yet
given the clear end-time focus in the book, Israel here may well also refer to the modern nations descended
from ancient Israel, including the United States, Britain, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, the nations of
Northwest Europe and the Jewish state of Israel. Furthermore, on another level, the prophecy is also directed to
the people of spiritual Israel—the Church of God.
Chosen but Unacceptable (Malachi 1)
God‘s message begins with a declaration of His love for His people. Yet they are quick to challenge this love,
asking, ―In what way have You loved us?‖ (verse 2). Whether or not this sentiment is actually voiced is not
clear. It may just be that God knows the people think this way. The Lord‘s reestablishment of the nation in the
Promised Land should have served as a testimony to His faithfulness. And the deliverance of the Jews
throughout the Persian Empire at the time of Esther was clearly miraculous. Yet the people in Judea had
experienced many problems.
The time frame here may have been prior to or shortly after Ezra‘s arrival—after many years of letting down in
following God‘s laws and, as a result, a withholding of blessings. Or it may have been several years later, after
a halt in Jewish rebuilding due to neighboring resistance (see Ezra 4:7-23). A time soon after Nehemiah‘s
successful reconstruction of Jerusalem‘s wall does not seem to fit. But it could well be that not long afterward
the same doleful self-pity gripped the people again. Indeed, we should recall the awesome events of Israel‘s
Exodus from Egypt. The people went out with a high hand and experienced the incredible and miraculous Red
Sea crossing. Yet it was not long at all before they began to complain against God, even accusing Him of
bringing them out to the desert to kill them. People often have a short memory when it comes to God‘s
blessings. When things become uncomfortable or when mere boredom sets in, there is a tendency to forget all
about the wonderful ways God has helped us and about the wonderful destiny He has in store for us. We today
are not immune to such thinking and need to combat it. One way is by regularly pondering the myriad things
God has done for us, which helps us to place our trust in His great promises.
God is very patient in His response. He presents the contrast with Esau to exemplify His commitment to His
people. Esau and Jacob were fraternal twin brothers, both of the line of Abraham. As the elder twin, Esau (also
known as Edom), was in line to inherit the family birthright
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blessings. But he sold them to Jacob for a bowl of stew. While Jacob connived to obtain the blessings in this
and a later episode, he at least saw the blessings as valuable. Esau sold the birthright away for almost nothing,
basically showing contempt for what God gave—a bad example that Christians are warned against (Hebrews
12:16-17). God chose Jacob (later renamed Israel) and his descendants as His people and rejected Esau. The
descendants of Esau, the Edomites, became Israel‘s constant enemy.
Throughout the prophets, God declared that the people of Edom would suffer severe judgment for their terrible
and ongoing hostility. And here He does so again. God says He has ―loved‖ Jacob and ―hated‖ Esau (verses 23)—referring also to their descendants. This may well seem odd, given that Jesus taught us to love even our
enemies as part of what it means to have godly character. ―Hate‖ in Scripture sometimes has the hyperbolic
meaning of ―love less by comparison.‖ Yet in this case it appears more concerned with God choosing the one
as His people and rejecting the other. The Bible Reader‘s Companion says that ―‗hated‘ here is used as a legal
term, meaning the decisive rejection of a claim‖ (Lawrence Richards, 1991, note on verses 2-5). The apostle
Paul quoted this passage in Romans 9:13 to illustrate his point about God‘s prerogative to choose whomever
He wants as His people. Yet we understand from other verses that God ultimately intends to call all people—
though not all in this present life.
God next refers to judgment that has befallen Edom—national destruction and impoverishment (Malachi 1:3-4).
While it was true that God‘s people had suffered these things at the hands of the Babylonians, the Edomites
evidently did not escape either. And it would yet be worse for the Edomites. God had many times promised to
restore Israel and Judah—and had taken powerful steps in that direction with the reestablishment of the Jewish
nation in the Promised Land. But his was not to be the case with Edom. Instead, while the Edomites would
attempt to regain what they had lost, God would not permit it (verses 4-5).
The prophecy against Edom here seems to stretch into the last days, as in other prophecies. God‘s indignation
against Esau lasting ―forever‖ in verse 4 probably means that the judgment continues as long as the conditions
under which it is given exist—that is, as long as Esau exists as a nation. Moreover, given Paul‘s example
above, Jacob here could also represent all those called of God while Esau could signify the rest of mankind,
which is presently rejected. Eventually, all gentile peoples must become part of the covenant nation Israel in
order to have a relationship with God and escape perpetual indignation.
Despite His clear providential care for His people, God then points out that He is receiving neither the honor
due Him as the nation‘s Father nor the reverence due Him as the people‘s true Lord and Master. Worse, this
message is specifically directed not to the common people but to the priests (verse 6), who were supposed to
be teaching the people God‘s ways and leading by godly example. While the priesthood of the fifth century B.C.
was surely in mind, this message was likely intended for later times as well—continuing through the entire
second temple period as problems resurfaced. While the prophecy is directed to the descendants of Levi, as
chapter 2 makes clear, the priests here may on some level, in a modern context, symbolize the religious
teachers of the nation in general and perhaps even represent some among the ministry of the true Church—
spiritual Levites, so to speak.
Instead of honoring Him, God says the priests are actually despising His name. In an ancient context, one‘s
name signified all that he was and stood for. Again, the insolent retort comes: ―In what way…?‖ (verse 6). God
says the priests are offering defiled food on His altar—which means they are treating Him in a defiling way—to
which they yet again respond with, ―In what way…?‖ (verse 7). God explains that they show contempt for Him in
the offering of blemished sacrifices.
People were supposed to present their best to God when giving offerings (see Leviticus 1:3). Offerings were not
to be blemished or unclean (7:19-21; Deuteronomy 15:21). Even their human rulers would not accept such
tribute, probably referring to taxation by Persian overlords (compare Malachi 1:8). Yet God is a ―great King‖
(verse 14). Indeed, He is the King of all kings—the infinite and almighty Creator. ―We can apply Malachi‘s test
today. If we would be embarrassed to offer what we intend to give to God or do for Him to a person that we
respect, our offering is unworthy of the Lord‖ (Bible Reader‘s Companion, note on verse 8). Furthermore,
consider that a sacrifice of something with little or no value to the one offering it is really no sacrifice at all.
Verse 9 in the New King James Version is better understood with the following bracketed insert: ―But now [if
you] entreat God‘s favor that He may be gracious to us, while this is being done by your hands, will He accept
you favorably?‖ (compare Moffatt Translation; New American Bible). The answer is obviously no (see verse 10).
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Verse 11 looks forward to the future when God‘s name would be honored with proper prayerful praise and
offerings—even by the gentiles. This perhaps foresees in small part the spiritual sacrifices of the people of
God‘s Church today, yet God‘s name being truly great among the nations is more directly applicable to the time
when His Kingdom will be set up on the earth after Jesus Christ‘s return.
But for now, here were God‘s own people—His own priesthood in fact—profaning His name by their unholy
attitude and service. Instead of having an attitude of humility and regarding God with awe, they had an arrogant
attitude and regarded Him with contempt. These religious leaders view their duties as mere wearisome toil
(verse 13). ―Malachi put into words the thoughts of the priests.
For them the holy service of God had become a bore, a labor of duty rather than of love, a yoke around their
necks. The very men who were the mediators between God and his people (Exod 28:1, 43), the teachers of
Israel (Lev 10:11; Deut 33:10; 2 Chronicles 15:3), and the court of appeal (Deut 19:17-19) were, by their own
choice, profaning their office and bringing shame on the name of Yahweh‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note
on Malachi 1:12-13).
Applying this prophetic message to today, we must give our best to God. While there are no longer animal
sacrifices today, each of us is literally a ―living sacrifice‖ and our service must be ―acceptable to God‖ (Romans
12:1). We must not become casual or sloppy in matters such as keeping God‘s Sabbath, in tithing, in our
commitment to the Church‘s work of preaching the gospel and in modeling God‘s way of life every day. There
are some for whom participating in worship services and even typical Christian responsibilities such as prayer
and helping others become tiresome chores. When the time comes for Sabbath services, we must make sure
our attitude is not one of, ―Oh, no, not church again.‖ For indeed, God looks on all His people as a special,
chosen priesthood (1 Peter 2:5, 9). Are we fulfilling our spiritual duties with proper care and reverence? Do we
give God our best, or are we just going through the motions?
There is an even stronger application to those who have the responsibility of preaching and teaching God‘s
Word. Those called to the ministry must not wilt in their dedication to first living and then teaching it accurately.
Their example and their message must be compelling, as they serve Christ. When they fail to do so, their bad
example will over time infect the congregants as well. Let us all take to heart the criticism God levels in this
opening chapter of Malachi and examine ourselves accordingly.
The next chapter pronounces judgment on the priests for profaning their office and leading others astray.
―You Have Corrupted the Covenant of Levi‖ (Malachi 2)
Continuing on from the previous chapter, God warns the priests that even though they are part of His blessed
chosen people, if they refuse to repent of their wrong attitude and behavior, He will curse their blessings.
Indeed, He says He has already done so (verse 2)—showing that some of the problems the nation was facing
were really their fault (despite the people‘s insinuation in 1:2 that God was unfaithful to His covenant, failing to
bless as He promised).
The ―refuse‖ of 2:3 was the ―offal‖ (NIV) or ―dung‖ (KJV) still within sacrificial animals that should have been
removed and taken outside the community prior to sacrificing. It may be that, in their careless attitude toward
their duties, the priests were not removing it. In any case, they were certainly not removing the spiritual filth
from themselves. So God threatens that this disgusting uncleanness will mark their faces so that they and their
corrupt descendants, like such refuse, will be taken away and disposed of.
In verses 3-4, we see that God‘s judgment is intended for the positive effect of restoring His relationship with
the priests. He recalls here His ―covenant with Levi.‖ The actual person Levi, the son of Jacob, was not in mind
here. Rather Levi‘s descendants collectively, the tribe of Levi, is meant—despite the use of the pronouns ―him‖
and ―he.‖ The Levites were chosen for special divine service after their stand with Moses following the golden
calf incident. Moses himself was a Levite.
And from Moses‘ brother Aaron sprang the line of the nation‘s priesthood. So all priests were Levites, but not all
Levites were priests, the other Levitical sub-tribes having other responsibilities in God‘s service. Some see the
covenant with Levi as a reference to the provisions of Numbers 3:45-48 and 18:21-24. God refers to it as a
covenant ―of life and peace,‖ which seems to refer to what God said of Aaron‘s son Phinehas: ―Behold, I give to
him My covenant of peace; and it shall be to him and his descendants after him a covenant of an everlasting
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priesthood, because he was zealous for his God, and made atonement for the children of Israel‖ (Numbers
25:12-13). God also refers to His unbreakable covenant with the Levites in Jeremiah 33:19-22.
Verses 4-7 give an idealized vision of how the priesthood should be. It appears from this passage that in the
early days there were times when the priests did perform their duties as they should have and with the right
attitude. No doubt others through the centuries shared the convictions of Phinehas. But the ideal here was a far
cry from the general picture of things when the book of Malachi was written.
The priests were to proclaim God‘s truth and law to the people, each serving as God‘s ―messenger‖ (verses 67)—this word pointing back to the name of the book (as the book‘s author is fulfilling this responsibility that the
priests ought to have been carrying out). Yet instead of turning people to the law and away from sin, the priests
here are leading people to stumble over the law—that is, to sin! (verse 8). This is an atrocious and appalling
situation, and God says He will bring these leaders down in humiliation. In the New Testament we are warned,
―My brethren, let not many of you become teachers, knowing that we shall receive a stricter judgment‖ (James
3:1).
Breaking Up the National Family (Malachi 2)
The book of Malachi next addresses a problem with the nation as a whole (see verse 11)—the issue of
intermarriage with neighboring pagans and men divorcing their first wives. Malachi first refers to all having one
father and one God (verse 10). One father could refer to Abraham or Jacob as a common ancestor. But as God
declared Himself the nation‘s Father in 1:6, He seems to be the One referred to. The point is that the nation is a
family with a common system of values and that those who are part of this family should treat each other with
the care and respect one would expect in a proper family relationship.
But the people of Judah have violated the sanctity of the national family ―home.‖ For one, they have ―married
the daughter of a foreign god‖ (verse 11). God had repeatedly warned Israel and Judah against intermarriage
with pagans as these could influence His people into pagan false worship. Those who, knowing better, betrayed
God in this way yet still persisted in forms of true worship were an utter affront to Him—and would be cut off
from the nation either through death or expulsion (verse 12).
If this were not bad enough, God accuses them of making a great hypocritical show of repentance (verse 13).
He informs them that He will not accept such worship. Once more, the people give an impudent retort—feigning
as if they can‘t understand what the problem is: ―For what reason?‖ (verse 14). God then calls them to account.
Not only had the men of the nation married foreign wives, but they had evidently divorced their first wives in the
process. ―The reference to ‗wife of your youth‘ in this verse suggests that the men were divorcing their aging
wives in favor of younger women‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note on verse 14).
This callous betrayal wrought terrible evil throughout the land. Broken homes made a mess of families and
served to rip the nation apart in countless ways—made worse by the introduction of a pagan value system to
influence the next generation. In verse 15, God explains that in marriage two spouses are to become one—
unified in mind and values, as well as in flesh so as to procreate. And the relationship is supposed to last until
death separates them. This spiritually healthy environment enables the upbringing of godly children. Indeed,
society is built on the foundation of the family.
When families are devastated on a wide scale, a society‘s downfall is not far off. In verse 16, God states
unequivocally that He hates divorce. Some translators see covering one‘s garment with violence in the verse as
a separate reference—that is, that God hates violence also. Yet it makes more sense in context to understand
the verse as the New King James Version interprets it—that is to say, divorce itself does violence to people‘s
lives. Indeed, note the reference to one‘s garment. Commentator Charles Feinberg explains: ―The reference is
to the old custom of putting a garment over a woman to claim her as wife. (Note particularly Deu[teronomy]
22:30; Ruth 3:9; and Eze[kiel] 16:8.) Instead of spreading their garment to protect their wives, they covered their
garment with violence toward their wives. The garment symbolized wedded trust and protection‖ (The Minor
Prophets, 1990, p. 258).
―Take heed to your spirit,‖ or as some translations have it, ―Guard your spirit,‖ is a richly informative phrase, for
unfaithfulness to the marriage covenant begins in the thoughts and impulses of the mind, and they in turn
produce the actions that break up the marriage. Conversely, one remains faithful in marriage by ruling his
thoughts. Paul wrote to the Corinthians, ―For the weapons of our warfare are not carnal but mighty in God for
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pulling down strongholds, casting down arguments and every high thing that exalts itself against the knowledge
of God, bringing every thought into captivity to the obedience of Christ‖ (2 Corinthians 10:4-5).
So this pointed counsel from God certainly still applies today in a culture filled with divorce. All of us should, as
God says, take heed.
Two Messengers; Robbing God (Malachi 2–3)
Regarding Malachi 2:17, Charles Feinberg states in his book The Minor Prophets: ―The third offence of the
ungodly in Israel was an evil skepticism. By their ungodliness and unbelief they had wearied God; they had
exhausted his patience [and still they again are quick to retort with ―In what way…?‖]. They brought forward the
old argument against the providence of God from the prosperity of the wicked and the suffering of the righteous.
They had endured so many trials in exilic and postexilic times, that they were ready to believe that God
delighted in and favored the cause of the wicked, the heathen who enjoyed prosperity, over against the
ungodly.
―They complained that God did not judge wickedness severely enough. And if such were not the case, where
indeed is the God of justice of whom they heard continually. Many connect this verse with the next chapter (and
it is related in thought), because the answer to 2:17 is found in 3:1 [or, rather, starts in 3:1 and continues
through chapter 4 in the description of the coming Day of the Lord]. God never fails to answer such a question
put forth in such skeptical spirit. It rounded out the tale of their misdeeds and revealed them to be ripe for
judgment‖ (pp. 258-259).
In Malachi 3:1, God says, ―Behold, I send My messenger, and he will prepare the way before Me.‖ The
beginning of this verse could also be translated as ―Behold, I send Malachi…‖ Certainly, the work of Malachi,
God‘s messenger, was one of preparing the people for the coming of God—and His work continues even today,
for his words are so preparing us who read and respond to them. Yet the reference, as the New Testament
explains, was more directly to another, John the Baptist (Matthew 11:10; Mark 1:2; Luke 7:27). The ―Lord‖
whom the people sought was the long-promised Messiah. As the temple is said to be ―His,‖ we should
understand Him to be the very God who was worshiped in it. Yet He Himself is also referred to as a messenger,
having been sent by God the Father. He would come as ―the Messenger of the covenant.‖ He had presented
the various covenants of the Old Testament, yet this probably refers to His coming to mediate the New
Covenant.
―The phrase ‗whom you [seek or] desire‘ [NIV] is interesting. Even in their sin, suggests 2:17, the people longed
for deliverance through the Messiah. Amos, too, had people in his audience who ‗desired‘ the Day of the Lord;
but he bluntly told them that the Day of the Lord would be darkness and not light (Amos 5:19-20). So, too,
Malachi asked in 3:2, ‗Who can endure the day of his coming?‘ The coming Messiah would bring judgment—
viz., vindication and exoneration for the righteous but condemnation and punishment for the wicked‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, note
on verse 1).
The question ―But who can endure the day of His coming?‖ recalls Joel 2:11: ―For the day of the LORD [i.e.,
God] is great and very terrible; who can endure it?‖ This again identifies the messianic Messenger as being
God. In this context, the question ―Who can stand when He appears?‖—essentially repeated in Revelation
6:17—also very clearly points to the coming of God.
The likening of the Messenger to a refiner‘s fire and launderer‘s soap (Malachi 3:2) shows Him to be a purifier
of His people. The reference to His being a refiner and purifier of silver, purging the sons of Levi so that they
may offer acceptable offerings, recalls Isaiah 1, where God decried Israel‘s unacceptable worship and offerings
(verses 10-15) and proclaimed, ―Your silver has become dross…I will turn My hand against you, and thoroughly
purge away your dross‖ (verses 22, 25).
In Malachi 3:5, the word translated ―judgment‖ is probably better rendered ―justice‖ here. That is, God will set
the nation on the right track again and then actively intervene to righteously deal with those who don‘t follow His
laws. Again, this is in answer to the issue of 2:17, where God is accused of rewarding evil.
Malachi 3:6 provides great comfort. God is not fickle. His character is always constant. It is because of this that
the people of Israel, both physical and spiritual, are not consumed. Though they often deserve to be destroyed
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for their sins, God‘s great mercy and compassion, as well as the working out of His plan and purpose, are
unswerving.
But God‘s faithfulness has not been returned in kind. So He encourages the people to ―return‖—that is, repent.
Yet they don‘t see the need, now asking, ―In what way shall we return?‖ (verse 7). God then gives them an
example of their disobedience—stating that they have robbed Him.
―In what way…?‖ they come back with again (verse 8). Then He makes clear that the issue is their failure to
tithe and give offerings.
Holding back from God what rightfully belongs to Him amounts to stealing. This brought the people of Malachi‘s
day under a curse. The modern nations descended from ancient Israel experience this curse even still. The
Expositor‘s Bible Commentary notes: ―Most churches still fall under this indictment [of robbing God]; their
budgets are generally nowhere near 10 percent of the income of the members‖ (note on verse 9). And God‘s
tithing law applies to all, not only to those who choose to attend church.
If people complied with God‘s laws in this regard, they would be greatly blessed. After paying tithes and giving
offerings, God would help their remaining income stretch to cover all their needs and more. They would
experience no lack of provisions. And there would be many tangible and intangible blessings besides (verses
10-12). Indeed, God told the people of Malachi‘s day—and all people since, including us—to test Him in this
matter (verse 10). God will demonstrate His faithfulness by keeping His promise. We, of course, must make
sure we are remaining faithful to Him.
The Righteous Spared, the Wicked Destroyed (Malachi 3–4)
In Malachi 3:13-15, we again see the people having the attitude expressed in 2:17—that God rewards evil and
punishes righteousness. But as the rest of chapter 3 and chapter 4 show, this notion is utterly false. The
righteous will ultimately receive great reward. And those who persist in
wickedness will be destroyed.
God presents the righteous, those with a proper fear of Him, in verse 16. Here it says that they ―spoke to one
another‖—demonstrating the regular fellowship and communication that God‘s people are supposed to have
with one another. God takes great interest in the fellowship of His people, listening to what they have to say.
The implication of the end of the verse is that their conversation revolved around Him and His ways. And for
their proper attitude and practice, God says that they are written up in a special book of remembrance before
Him. He of course needs no records for recollection, so this is perhaps more for our encouragement. God
further states that those who fear Him will be His special treasure and that they will be spared from destruction
when it comes (verse 17).
God certainly draws a distinction between the righteous and the wicked—as the final outcome will make clear
(verse 18).
Chapter 4 describes what will befall those who persist in rejecting God and His ways. They will be completely
burned up and reduced to ashes (verses 1, 3), utterly annihilated during the reign of Christ (see also Matthew
10:28). This truth may surprise those who anticipate that the wicked will be tormented forever in a fire that never
goes out. In spite of its widespread acceptance, that doctrine doesn‘t come from the Bible. (For more
information, request, download or read online our free booklet Heaven and Hell: What Does the Bible Really
Teach?).
Blessing is again promised to the faithful, for whom ―the Sun of Righteousness will arise with healing in His
wings‖ (verse 2). Many reject this as a messianic reference because the figure is not used in the New
Testament. However, since the word ―sun‖ here would seem to denote the source of righteousness, then God is
most likely intended. It employs a simple metaphor, comparing the comforting warmth that the rising sun brings
upon the cold earth to the comforting healing that the Messiah brings upon a world cut off from God. And His
arising on the world to bring healing is certainly the mission of God the Son, Jesus Christ. As for healing in the
wings, Christ is compared to ―a bird whose comforting wings bring healing to the chicks that gather underneath
(see Ps. 91:1-4)‖ (Nelson Study Bible, note on Malachi 4:2). Jesus, Himself used this analogy in Matthew 23:37.
In verse 3 of Malachi 4, the righteous are shown to be ultimately victorious over the wicked.
The Coming Elijah (Malachi 3–4)
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In closing, the book‘s message calls on readers to remember the law God gave through Moses (verse 4) and
then describes the coming of Elijah in the future (verses 5-6). As stated in the Bible Reading Program‘s
introduction to Malachi, the New Testament shows that John the Baptist fulfilled this prophecy in part, preparing
people for Jesus‘ first coming. However, Jesus stated that another Elijah was still to come (Matthew 17:11)—
apparently to prepare the way before Jesus‘ second coming.
This Elijah, we are told, would turn the hearts of the fathers to the children and the hearts of the children to the
fathers lest God strike the earth with a curse—that is, wipe out its inhabitants. In an end-time setting, the people
to be prepared are those being brought into the Church of God. So the mission here would seem to involve the
building up of families—teaching parents the importance of loving and properly rearing their children as well as
providing godly training for the Church‘s young people, turning their hearts to their parents. Yet there may be
more intended by the prophecy.
In the context of John the Baptist‘s mission, turning the hearts of the children to the fathers is specifically
interpreted in Luke 1 to mean turning ―many of the children of Israel to the Lord their God‖ and turning ―the
disobedient to the wisdom of the just‖—again, to ―make ready a people prepared for the Lord‖ (verses 16-17).
This may be why immediately before giving the Elijah prophecy in Malachi 4, God says to remember the law He
gave through Moses (verse 4). It could be, then, that the ―fathers‖ in the prophecy are the patriarchs and
prophets, whose hearts‘ desire was for their descendants to be blessed through obedience to God, which they
taught. The coming Elijah would then direct the ―hearts‖ (or hearts‘ desire) of the patriarchal fathers to the
children by proclaiming the wisdom and instruction of the fathers about obeying God to the disobedient
descendants of Israel in his generation—as the original Elijah did in his day among the Northern Kingdom of
Israel and as John the Baptist did in his day among the Jews of Judea.
Thereby, the Elijah would in turn direct the hearts of many of these ―children‖ to the ―wisdom of the just‖—to
obeying God. This is the work that God‘s Church is to be carrying out today, as it preaches the gospel to the
entire world and cares for those whom God calls.
With the close of the book of Malachi, we come to the end of the Prophets section of the Old Testament. We
turn next to the Writings section. Having already read many items from this section, we will pick up those we
have missed.
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ACTS
Introduction to Acts (Acts 1)
―Acts is the logical sequence (part two) to the Gospel narrative‖ (Young‘s Compact Bible Dictionary, 1989, p.
29). It is a ―sequel‖ to the book of Luke, again written to Theophilus (Acts 1:1; cf. Luke 1:5). Luke describes the
book of Acts as a historical reckoning of events after the former account he had made—that is, the book of
Luke—which contained ―all that Jesus began both to do and teach, until the day in which He was taken up‖
(Acts 1:1-2). From his use of the first person ―we‖ in chapters 16, 20–21 and 27–28, it is evident that Luke was
an eyewitness to and participant in many of the incidents he records. ―The events of Acts cover approximately
the thirty years from the resurrection of Christ to the imprisonments of Paul at Rome‖ (Young‘s, p. 29).
Speaking in Tongues (Acts 1-2)
When the Holy Spirit came upon the apostles on the day of Pentecost, they spoke in understandable tongues.
The Greek word for ―tongue‖ is glossa, which means a ―particular language or dialect spoken by a particular
people‖ (Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p. 1,294). The Greek heterais glossais, or ―other tongues,‖ shows that the
Holy Spirit empowered the disciples to speak in many different languages that they did not know. An alternate
understanding of this passage is that the apostles spoke in their native tongue, but that God miraculously
allowed the many visitors to the temple from foreign lands to hear what was said in their own, different
language. Whichever is the case, those visiting Jerusalem for the Feast of Pentecost heard the disciples speak
clearly in the visitors‘ own languages ―the wonderful works of God‖ (Acts 2:9-11).
David Not in Heaven (Acts 2-3)
In two of his prophetic psalms, David stated that God would not abandon His Holy One to decay in the grave
but would elevate Him to a position of honor until all enemies were overcome (Ps. 110:1; 16:8-11). Peter told
the men of Israel that this prophecy referred to Jesus Christ—the same Christ they had just crucified. But what
about David himself? What about this king, who was the only person in the Bible referred to as a man after
God‘s own heart? (cf. Acts 13:22). The Bible tells us that even he has not yet ascended into heaven—even
since Christ‘s resurrection. That should put to rest the concept that Christians go to heaven immediately upon
death. Rather, like David, we all await the resurrection of the saints, which will occur at Christ‘s return.
Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 4-5)
From time to time, members of the Jerusalem Church voluntarily sold or shared their belongings to help those
with special needs. The disciple Barnabas, for example, sold a field and gave the money to the apostles for
distribution to needy brethren (Acts 4:36-37). Ananias and his wife Sapphira also sold a possession. But when
they gave the proceeds to the apostles, they pretended the amount was the full price of the sale, when, in fact,
they had kept some back for themselves. Peter confronted this deception that was no doubt rooted in their vain
desire for the praise and admiration of others. He said, ―Ananias, how is it that Satan has so filled your heart
that you have lied to the Holy Spirit and have kept for yourself some of the money you received for the land?‖
Ananias and his wife were not required to sell their property, nor were they required to donate all of the money
they received from the sale. However, they were required to be honest about the matter. God revealed their
deception and dealt with them accordingly, as a lesson that ―brought great fear upon the church‖ (Acts 5:11; cf.
Deut. 17:12-13).
Gamaliel (Acts 5-6)
When the Sanhedrin sought to kill the apostles for preaching in the name of Jesus, Gamaliel wisely calmed
their anger. He told them to leave the apostles alone. Their efforts would fail in time, he said, as had all the
other previous uprisings—unless ―it be of God‖ (Acts 5:39). If these men had God‘s approval, however, no one
could stop them. Gamaliel was highly respected for his wisdom and character. Unger‘s Bible Dictionary states
that Gamaliel was known as ―the Beauty of the Law,‖ and that when he died, it was said that ―the glory of the
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law ceased‖ (p. 454). It was this same Gamaliel who taught the Apostle Paul (22:3). Some scholars speculate
that he may secretly have been a believer. It is also speculated that he may have been baptized by Peter and
Paul.
Stephen and Saul (Acts 7-8)
Acts 6 describes Stephen—one of the original seven deacons appointed by the apostles—as a ―man full of faith
and the power of the Holy Spirit‖ (v. 5), ―full of grace and power‖ (v. 8) and possessing wisdom (v. 10).
Stephen‘s ―great wonders and miracles‖ antagonized some of the Greeks and they brought him before the
Sanhedrin on a charge of blasphemy (vv. 9-14). Before the council, Stephen recounted the history of God‘s
dealings with Israel. He ended his defense by telling the members of the Sanhedrin that they were ―stiffnecked
and uncircumcised in heart,‖ always resisting the Holy Spirit just as their ―idolatrous and apostate ancestors‖
had done (Acts 7:51-53; Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol. 9, p. 348). In fury, the Sanhedrin rushed Stephen
out of the city and stoned him to death—in the presence of Saul (who later became Paul). Before his
conversion, Saul persecuted the Church with such zeal that his ―fame as an inquisitor was notorious far and
wide‖ (Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p. 969).
Stephen was by no means the only Christian to suffer death in his persecution of the Church. Paul said, ―I
persecuted this Way to the death, binding and delivering into prisons both men and women…. and when they
were put to death, I cast my vote against them‖ (Acts 22:4; 26:10). The reference to casting his vote seems to
indicate that Paul had himself been a member of the Sanhedrin during his years of persecuting Christians. ―I
punished them often in every synagogue and compelled them to blaspheme; and being exceedingly enraged
against them, I persecuted them even to foreign cities‖ (v. 11). Later in life he said, ―Beyond measure I
persecuted the church of God, and wasted it‖ (Gal. 1:13 KJV; cf. Acts 8:3). He described himself to Timothy as
―a blasphemer, and a persecutor, and injurious‖ (1 Tim. 1:13 KJV), who had persecuted the Church out of
ignorance and unbelief.
Paul later reflected on God‘s love and mercy toward him: ―Jesus Christ came into the world to save sinners—of
whom I am the worst. But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ
Jesus might display his unlimited patience as an example for those who would believe on him and receive
eternal life‖ (1 Tim. 1:15-16 NIV).
Peter‘s Vision (Acts 10-11)
In reading Acts 10, some infer that Peter‘s vision (vv. 10-16) was meant to do away with biblical dietary laws of
clean and unclean meats. A careful reading of Peter‘s explanation of the vision reveals that God was giving the
Church new understanding—but not about food! Through this vision, Peter understood that he should not
consider any man to be unclean (v. 28). For God ―is no respecter of persons, but in every nation he that fears
him and works righteousness, is accepted with him‖ (Acts 10:34-35 KJV). Peter took this to mean that he could
go to the house of Cornelius, a Gentile, for the Holy Spirit was now available to both Jews and Gentiles. Peter‘s
own understanding of the vision makes it clear that God was not even addressing the dietary laws of Leviticus
11 and Deuteronomy 14.
Overview of Paul‘s First Missionary Journey (Acts 13-14)
Acts 13–14 cover Paul‘s first missionary journey to the Gentile world. He and Barnabas departed from Antioch
of Syria around A.D. 47 or 48 and sailed to the island of Cyprus. John Mark accompanied Paul and Barnabas to
Cyprus (Acts 13:5) but parted company with them when they sailed on to Asia Minor (v. 13). Paul and Barnabas
visited the cities of Perga, Antioch of Asia, Iconium, Lystra, Derbe, and Attalia. After two years they returned to
the Church in Antioch of Syria and declared ―all that God had done through them; and how he had opened the
door of faith to the Gentiles‖ (14:27).
Mistaken Identity (Acts 14-15)
When Paul and Barnabas entered the city of Lystra, Paul healed a man crippled from birth. The people who
witnessed this miracle assumed that their gods Zeus and Hermes (Roman equivalents being Jupiter and
Mercury) had come down to earth. The Lystrans thought Zeus was the king of gods, a noble and majestic figure
whom Barnabas resembled. They assumed Paul to be Hermes, messenger of the gods, because Paul did most
of the talking. The Lystrans intended to honor ―Zeus‖ and ―Hermes‖ with floral wreaths and animal sacrifices,
though Paul and Barnabas would have nothing to do with their adoration.
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An ancient Galatian legend told of a time when Zeus and Hermes disguised themselves as men and came to
earth in search of hospitality. After being turned away from a thousand homes, they were received and
entertained by a poor elderly couple. To show their appreciation, Zeus and Hermes changed the couple‘s
cottage into a temple and granted them a ―pass‖ from death (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol. 9, p. 435).
Perhaps the Lystrans remembered this story as they greeted Paul and Barnabas with such excitement.
At the same time, dissident Jews from Antioch in Pisidia (Acts 14:19) followed Paul to Lystra, stirring up trouble
as they had already done in Antioch (13:45, 50). When the Lystrans realized Paul and Barnabas were
―imposters‖ followed by contentious Jews, they stoned Paul and left him for dead. Note: Lystra was the home of
Timothy (16:1). Paul later indicated that Timothy may have seen or known about the stoning (2 Tim. 3:10-11).
Jerusalem Conference (Acts 15)
Paul, Barnabas and others from the Church of God in Antioch brought a matter of dispute to the apostles and
elders in Jerusalem. Christians from Jerusalem had come to Antioch teaching that physical circumcision was
necessary for salvation. These teachers argued that God had always worked through the nation of Israel. They
expected God to bring the Gentiles into Mosaic ritual before they became Christians. The Gentile delegation
from Antioch wanted the conference to straighten out this matter.
The Scriptures revealed that salvation would come to the Gentiles (Is. 2:2-3; 11:10; 60:2-3), but in what
manner? Would the Gentiles first become ―good Jews‖ and only then Christians, or was God beginning a direct
work with the Gentiles apart from the ritual law of Moses? Peter argued that God, years earlier, had shown His
will in going directly to the Gentiles when He called Cornelius (cf. Acts 10–11). Why add the unnecessary yoke
of circumcision when ―we believe that through the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ we shall be saved, even as
they‖ (15:11).
James, the brother of Jesus Christ, agreed that God Himself initiated a direct ministry to the Gentiles when He
sent Peter to Cornelius‘ household. James apparently summed up the discussions with a judgment that touched
on four areas of potential concern for Gentiles coming out of an idolatrous society: abstain from things offered
to idols; abstain from sexual immorality (Greek porneia, which includes fornication, adultery and temple
prostitution); don‘t eat meats that have been improperly slaughtered; abstain from eating blood (cf. Lev. 3:17;
Deut. 12:16, 23-24). James recommended that Paul, Barnabas and representatives from the conference carry
letters explaining the decision of the apostles and elders to the Gentiles. He no doubt trusted that the Gentiles
would practice the commandments they heard expounded each Sabbath (Acts 15:21), so the conference letter
focused on an immediate issue—avoiding practices associated with idolatry.
Scholars comment that the decision reached by the Jerusalem Council ―must be considered one of the boldest
and most magnanimous in the annals of church history…certainly [they] reached it only after much agonizing‖
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol. 9, p. 450). But as a result of their tenacity in seeking God‘s will, ―both
Paul‘s mission to the Gentiles and the various Jewish Christian missions were enabled to progress side by side
without conflict‖ (p. 450).
Second Evangelistic Journey Begins (Acts 15-16)
Paul planned a second visit to the Churches in Galatia to see how the brethren were doing. He and Barnabas
disagreed about taking John Mark along and they parted company. Barnabas and Mark sailed to Cyprus, and
Paul traveled with Silas. As a leader in the Jerusalem Church, a prophet (Acts 15:32), and a Roman citizen
(16:37-38), Silas was a valuable companion. Timothy joined Paul and Silas in Lystra, and Luke joined them in
Troas. In Philippi, Paul raised up a Church of God congregation with the baptism of Lydia and her household
(vv. 14-15). Here in Philippi, Paul and Silas experienced some benefit from their Roman citizenship. A Roman
citizen was supposed to be able to travel anywhere in the realm and enjoy special legal protection: they could
not be flogged, tortured, imprisoned or condemned without being given an opportunity to appeal to Caesar
(Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol 9, p. 466). So when the authorities realized they had mistreated two Roman
citizens, they made amends to Paul and Silas by freeing them and personally escorting them out of the prison.
Athens and Corinth (Acts 17-18)
As Paul continued his overland journey through Greece, he taught and reasoned with both Jews and Gentiles
on the Sabbath (Acts 17:2; 18:4). Envious Jews began troubling Paul and his companions in Thessalonica and
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attempted to disrupt their efforts in other cities (17:5-8; 18:5-6, 12-13). In Athens, Paul delivered one of his most
skillful speeches before the Athenian Council (17:22-32). Athens was a cultural and intellectual center, a city
filled with temples, altars and other sacred buildings (―Athens,‖ New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p. 123). Paul took
advantage of this religious environment to establish common ground with his learned listeners. In his
presentation, Paul cited their altar TO THE UNKNOWN GOD and quotations from their poets (Acts 17:23, 2728; cf. 1 Cor. 9:20-22). In nine verses of Acts 17, Paul covered the nature of God (vv. 22-25, 29), why God
created mankind (vv. 26-27), what God expects of man (v. 30) and why (v. 31). Although the Council balked at
the idea of a resurrection and postponed any serious consideration of Paul‘s message, some Athenians did
believe—Dionysius, who was a council member, a woman named Damaris, and others.
Paul went next to Corinth, the capital of Achaia, a large, prosperous city favored by the Roman elite. The center
for the worship of Aphrodite, Corinth was situated at the base of a mountain crowned by a temple with 1,000
―sacred‖ prostitutes—to which untold numbers made the arduous climb. In this immoral city, God encouraged
Paul with a vision: ―Do not be afraid; keep on speaking, do not be silent. For I am with you, and no one is going
to attack and harm you, because I have many people in this city‖ (18:9-10 NIV).
Note Acts 18:21. Some Bibles omit the phrase ―I must by all means keep this feast that comes in Jerusalem.‖
Adam Clarke‘s Commentary states that some of the ancient manuscripts omit these words while others include
the text (p. 1009). The KJV and NKJV both contain Paul‘s remarks about keeping the Feast in Jerusalem.
Clarke states that Paul was most likely referring to Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread.
Ephesus (Acts 18-19)
In his third evangelistic journey, Paul strengthened the brethren in Galatia and Phrygia before going on to
Ephesus where he spent almost three years. In Paul‘s day, Ephesus was a large city in decline from its former
greatness as a commercial center. Over the centuries its harbor had filled up with silt making it impossible for
ships to transport goods directly from Ephesus out into the Aegean Sea. The city now sustained itself by
merchandising the worship of the Greek goddess Artemis (the Roman Diana). The Ephesians believed that
Diana was the goddess of fertility and that her image had fallen from heaven in the form of a meteorite.
―Grotesquely represented with turreted head and many breasts, the goddess and her cult found expression in
the famous temple, served like that of Aphrodite in Corinth, by a host of priestess courtesans‖ (Halley‘s Bible
Handbook, p. 695).
Diana‘s temple was one of the seven wonders of the ancient world, with 117 columns each 60 feet tall and six
feet in diameter. Thirty-six of the columns were sculpted with life-sized figures (―Ephesus,‖ New Unger‘s Bible
Dictionary, p. 367). Once a year the Ephesians held a great festival to honor Diana that brought thousands of
pilgrims with gifts and offerings into the city.
Silversmiths earned a good income selling souvenirs and charms of Diana to these visitors. As Paul‘s preaching
brought more people into the Christian way of life, the city‘s idol-making craftsmen rioted to protest the threat to
―Diana‘s majesty‖ and their income.
A Farewell Meal (Acts 20-21)
After the Days of Unleavened Bread, Paul spent a week with the disciples in Troas before going on to
Jerusalem. The night before Paul left for Assos, the disciples were still gathered together after the Sabbath,
which ended at sunset, as the first day of the week began. This was an opportunity to hear Paul preach some
more and to eat a meal together. Paul preached until midnight as he intended to be on his way early the next
morning. Some, in reading this section of Scripture, mistakenly assume Paul was conducting a Sunday
―communion‖ service. The words ―breaking bread‖ in the KJV refer to eating a meal, not a religious observance.
The evening of the first day of the week is Saturday night. The Today‘s English Version states this verse more
clearly: ―On Saturday evening we gathered together for the fellowship meal. Paul…kept on preaching until
midnight since he was going to leave the next day.‖
Danger Ahead (Acts 20-21)
Paul sailed from Assos to Miletus, a port city 30 miles south of Ephesus. The elders from Ephesus traveled to
Miletus for a meeting with Paul. He told them he was ―compelled by the Spirit‖ to go to Jerusalem, ―not knowing
what will happen to me there. I only know that in every city the Holy Spirit warns me that prison and hardships
are facing me‖ (Acts 20:22-23 NIV). Paul felt he would never see these elders, his friends, again, and they

1102

grieved at his departure. When the ship stopped in Tyre to unload cargo, the disciples there urged Paul not to
continue to Jerusalem (21:4).
In Caesarea. the prophet Agabus brought Paul a message from God. Taking Paul‘s belt and tying his own
hands and feet with it, Agabus said, ―So shall the Jews at Jerusalem bind the man who owns this belt, and
deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles‖ (v. 11). In spite of the fearful warnings of what lay ahead, Paul
determined to go on and deliver the offering he had collected from the brethren in Greece for the poor members
in Jerusalem: ―I am ready not only to be bound, but also to die at Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus‖ (v.
13). He had stated earlier, ―I consider my life worth nothing to me, if only I may finish the race and complete the
task the Lord Jesus has given me—the task of testifying to the gospel of God‘s grace‖ (20:24 NIV).
Unjust Priest (Acts 22-23)
Dissident Jews who had dogged Paul throughout Asia, followed him to Jerusalem. They roused the whole city
against Paul and attempted to kill him in the vicinity of the Temple. Roman soldiers garrisoned at the Fortress of
Antonia arrested Paul and the next day brought him before the Sanhedrin (Acts 21:30; 22:30). Paul uttered just
one sentence to begin his defense and the High Priest Ananias ordered him to be struck across the mouth
(23:2). Historians record that Ananias was an avaricious, brutal, scheming man, hated by the Jews because of
his pro-Roman activities. He regularly confiscated tithes that should have gone to the priests and used them to
make lavish bribes to the Romans (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol. 9, p. 530). His attack on Paul was in
character with his violent nature. Yet it was an illegal act for the high priest to punish a defendant before he was
tried. Jewish law presumed a man innocent until proved guilty. When Paul became aware that the man he had
denounced was Ananias the high priest, Paul apologized for his offense against the priest‘s office (Acts 23:5; cf.
Ex. 22:28).
Death Threat Averted (Acts 22-23)
When the Roman commander at the Fortress of Antonia learned from Paul‘s nephew that dissident Jews were
conspiring to kill Paul (Acts 23:12-23), he dispatched almost half the garrison, about 500, to ensure Paul‘s safe
passage to Caesarea. The commander knew Paul was a Roman citizen (22:26-29), and he feared the
assassination of a Roman in his custody. His own Roman citizenship had been purchased at a great price (v.
28), but Paul was born a citizen of Rome. Commentators note that a majority of the people living in the Roman
Empire at that time did not have citizenship. Citizenship was conferred on those with high standing in
government or society or those who had performed some valuable service to Rome. Citizenship passed from
one generation to the next, and anyone falsely claiming to be a Roman citizen was severely punished.
Some commentators believe that Paul inherited his citizenship through an ancestor who had done notable
service to a Roman administrator or general in Tarsus (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol. 9, p. 528). It has
also been theorized that Paul‘s father or grandfather was among the Jews carried captive to Rome by Pompey
in 63 B.C. and sold into slavery. It is reported that these Jews were soon freed, given Roman citizenship and
that many returned home.
Felix, Festus and Agrippa (Acts 24-25)
In Caesarea, Paul appeared before three of Palestine‘s most formidable rulers. Claudius Caesar appointed
Antonius Felix governor of Judea. Formerly a slave, Felix ―exercised the powers of a king with the spirit of a
slave‖ (Expositor‘s Bible Commentary, vol. 9, p. 539). He was a cruel, lustful man who considered himself
above the law. His brutal tactics alienated the Jews, who waged successive insurrections against his rule. Felix
orchestrated the assassination of the High Priest Jonathan, who had protested his outrageous behavior. His
third wife was Drusilla, the young sister of King Agrippa (―Felix,‖ New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p. 405).
Although Felix found no substance in the Jews‘ charges against Paul, he kept Paul under ―house arrest‖ for two
years, hoping for some bribe money (Acts 24:26).
Festus Porcius became governor of Judea when the emperor removed Felix from office. A man of action,
Festus attempted to clean up the ―mess‖ he‘d inherited from Felix. He immediately went to Jerusalem and spent
eight to ten days with the leaders there, trying to settle their various disputes. He refused the Jews‘ request to
try Paul in Jerusalem and held court in Caesarea instead. Festus declared that Paul ―had done nothing worthy
of death,‖ but he honored Paul‘s request to be heard at the imperial court of Rome (25:25).
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The Emperor Claudius gave King Agrippa rulership over the northeastern third of Palestine. Agrippa also
managed certain aspects of the Temple, including its treasury and the appointment and removal of its high
priests. King Agrippa was the son of Herod Agrippa, who had formerly ruled all of Palestine (A.D. 41-44) and
beheaded James the brother of John (12:2). He was not well liked by the Jews, though he took some interest in
Jewish customs and laws. Bernice, who appears with Agrippa in the book of Acts, ―was his sister, living with
him as his wife‖ (Halley‘s Bible Handbook, p. 580).
Before Agrippa (Acts 26-27)
Paul‘s testimony before Agrippa is the third account of his conversion that Luke records (Acts 9, 22, 26). Each
version includes details which fill out what some believe is the most dramatic conversion story in the New
Testament. Commentators have stated that Luke repeated the story because he considered it ―something
extraordinarily important‖ and he wished ―to impress it unforgettably on the readers‖ (Expositor‘s Bible
Commentary, vol. 9, p. 367).
Sailing to Rome (Acts 27-28)
Under guard, Paul sailed toward Rome aboard an Alexandrian grain ship. Luke records that they sailed after
the Fast (Acts 27:9), the Day of Atonement, which usually falls in September or October. Sailing on the
Mediterranean was treacherous this time of year and nearly impossible between November and February.
Gambling against the weather, the captain sailed on to find a safe winter harbor, but violent winds roared out of
the northeast, battering the ship.
For two weeks the crew feared for their lives, but Paul reassured them of God‘s protection. The ship ran
aground and broke apart off the island of Malta, but all 276 passengers made it safely ashore. During the winter
layover, Paul ministered to the residents of Malta and healed their sick. When spring weather permitted, Paul
and the others sailed on to Rome, where he was again placed under house arrest. There, Paul ―dwelt two
whole years in his own rented house, and received all who came to him, preaching the kingdom of God and
teaching the things which concern the Lord Jesus Christ with all confidence, no one forbidding him‖ (28:30-31).
After Rome (Acts 27-28)
This concludes the book of Acts as it has been delivered to us. However, as one of three New Testament books
that does not conclude with ―Amen,‖ it is believed by some that these are not actually the last verses of Acts. At
the end of two years house arrest, scholars believe Paul appeared before the Emperor Nero who found him
innocent. Paul left Rome and traveled for the next 3-4 years through Macedonia, Ephesus, Colossae, Laodicea
and then Spain, as he had stated his intention to do so (Rom. 15:24, 28). There are strong traditions that Paul
then went to Britain before later returning to the Mediterranean area. In fact, such a chronicle is actually
recorded in a document that has come to be known as the ―Long Lost Chapter of the Acts of the Apostles‖—the
authenticity of which cannot now be verified.
On his later return to Ephesus, Paul was arrested, taken to Rome a second time, and imprisoned under severe
restrictions. He was treated like a criminal (2 Tim. 2:9) and most of his friends deserted him (4:16). ―So perilous
was it to show any public sympathy for him, that no Christian ventured to stand by him in the court of justice‖
(―Paul,‖ New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p. 976). After a prolonged trial, Paul was condemned and beheaded
under Emperor Nero around the summer of A.D. 68 (Unger‘s, p. 977).
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ROMANS
Introduction to the Book of Romans
In his letter to the Romans, Paul sets down the ―great truths‖ of salvation in such a logical and comprehensive
manner that many consider this ―the greatest book in the New Testament‖ (New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary, p.
1,088). Paul had not visited the Church in Rome, although he knew many of the members there (Rom. 16). He
wrote this letter to them around A.D. 57, near the end of his third evangelistic journey, evidently during his
three-month stay in Greece (Acts 20:3-6)—specifically in Corinth. He was at this time completing an offering for
the saints in Jerusalem. The Churches in Achaia had spent a year preparing a gift for the poor brethren in
Palestine, and Paul intended to deliver it for them (Rom. 15:22-27). He sent his letter along with Phoebe, a
widow and deaconess in the Church of God at Cenchrea, near Corinth, who was on her way to Rome at the
time (16:1-2; cf. Coneybeare, Life and Times of St. Paul, p. 497).
Paul wrote with news that he planned to visit Rome after he left Jerusalem. He intended to go on to Spain after
that, but God had not yet made the timing clear. in light of his uncertain plans, Paul wrote a lengthy letter of
instruction ―in the fundamentals of salvation‖ (New Unger‘s, p. 1,088). By sending ahead this ―rather complete
exposition of the gospel,‖ Paul gave the Christians in Rome time to study his message and prepare to help him
in the ongoing work (Expositors Bible Commentary, p. 5).
Who Were the Romans? The original members of this Church were Jewish pilgrims who returned to Rome and
―brought back Christianity with them, from some of their periodic visits to Jerusalem, as the ‗Strangers of Rome,‘
from the great Pentecost [Acts 2:10]‖ (Coneybeare, p. 498). Other Christians ―may have been driven to Rome
during the persecution which followed the stoning of Stephen‖ (Goodwin, A Harmony of the Life of St. Paul, p.
220). As a result, the Church was a ―mixed community of Jew and Gentile converts‖ (p. 151), which produced
tension in the congregation. Some of the Palestinian Jews came to Rome ―imbued with the strongest prejudices
of their race‖ and would not acknowledge their Gentile brethren as equal heirs of salvation (p.152). Historians
cannot say with certainty if the majority of the Roman Christians were Jews or Greeks, but Goodwin states that
―it seems most probable that the Church drew her largest [membership] from the middle and lower classes of
society‖ (p. 152).
Paul‘s Introduction (Rom. 1)
By glancing at the end of Paul‘s letter first, we see the names of some of Paul‘s friends and associates in
Corinth: Gaius, his host (16:23); Tertius, the secretary who wrote what Paul dictated (v. 22); Phoebe, the
―sister‖ who carried the letter to Rome (v. 1); and other fellow workers with him at the time of writing (vv. 21, 23).
We also see the names of the Roman brethren he greeted: Priscilla and Aquila (v. 3) and specific others he
knew personally or by name (vv. 3-15). Between his greetings and acknowledgments, Paul warned the brethren
to avoid individuals who cause division and don‘t really serve Jesus Christ (vv. 17-18).
At the beginning of the letter, Paul introduced himself as a servant set apart by Jesus Christ to preach the
Gospel. Through the prophets, God had promised a Messiah, who would descend from David‘s family and be
the Son of God with power. God testified that Jesus Christ is that promised Son by raising Him from the dead—
―by Whom,‖ Paul states, ―I received grace and apostleship, that I might declare His name among the Gentiles
and bring them to the obedience of faith‖ (Rom. 1:5 Ferrar Fenton Translation).
After assuring the brethren of his love for them, Paul expressed a desire to visit them, to strengthen their faith,
and to be encouraged by their fellowship (1:11-12). He explained that his ministry served Greeks and nonGreeks (barbarians). The New Unger‘s Bible Dictionary states that the term ―barbarians‖ included ―all who in
language and manners differed from the Greco-Roman world‖ (p. 145). Paul declared that he would minister to
the educated and the uneducated, the wise and the unwise—and was ready to preach with ―as much as is in
me‖ (1:14-15).
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Paul introduced the theme of his letter in verse 16: ―For I am not ashamed of the gospel of Christ,‖ he
explained, ―seeing it is the mighty power whereby God brings salvation to every man that has faith therein, to
the Jew first, and also to the Gentile‖ (Fenton). In addition to bringing salvation to every man, the Gospel
message reveals God‘s righteousness (v. 17). The phrase ―from faith to faith‖ in this verse has been variously
understood: from Old Testament faith to New Testament faith; from God‘s faith in the beginning to His faith in
the end; from God‘s faith received by man‘s faith; or simply faith producing real results that leads to even
greater faith—that is, ever increasing faith. All these renderings of the phrase give a sense of God‘s
empowering faith by which a just person lives (Hab. 2:4; Gal. 3:11; Heb. 10:38).
God‘s Anger and Judgment (Rom. 1)
Paul warned that God‘s wrath will fall on those who have suppressed the truth and lived wickedly—those who
knew God and failed to glorify Him (1:18-21). They refused to acknowledge the Creator (v. 28) and chose to
worship idols. When they turned away from God to pursue evil, their minds became dark and perverse. For this
reason, God gave them over to their ―vile affections‖ (v. 26), in which lifestyle they continue, even though it
brings death (vv. 22-32).
―Therefore,‖ Paul states in today‘s passage, ―you who pass judgment on someone else‖ for such obvious sins
as these and don‘t see your own sinfulness are condemning yourselves. You also are guilty of shameful
behavior (2:1-3). What hope have you of escaping God‘s righteous judgment if you persist in being hardheaded
and unrepentant? (vv. 3-5) His wrath will fall upon all who do evil—whether they are Jews or Gentiles (vv. 6, 89, 11). Likewise, He will give eternal life to all who patiently seek good, ―to the Jew first and to the Gentile‖ (vv.
7, 10-11).
Who Is a Jew? (Rom. 2)
In verses 11-16 of chapter 2, Paul discusses the fairness of God‘s judgment on all mankind. Some men will live
their lives without ever hearing about God‘s law, yet they will be decent, productive individuals because they
have a common-sense understanding of right and wrong. They listen to their conscience and make principled
decisions (vv. 14-15). Other men have the advantage of knowing God‘s law (v. 12), so He observes whether
they live by it or pay it mere lip-service (v. 13). At the proper time (1 Peter 4:17), Jesus Christ will judge all men:
How well did they live according to God‘s law? What were the secret intentions of each man‘s heart? Paul told
the Jews not to trust in their knowledge of the law or feel confident that they were superior teachers of the ―less
mature‖ (Rom. 2:17-20). Too often they did not follow their own instruction! They flagrantly broke God‘s law and
brought shame upon His name (vv. 21-24).
Their physical circumcision symbolized a covenant relationship between them and God, based on their
obedience to His law. But Jews who broke the law had no advantage of a covenant relationship with God. They
were like Gentiles who had never known God‘s law or made an agreement with Him (v. 25). The uncircumcised
Gentiles that God calls and empowers to keep the law ―will condemn you [physical Jews] who, even though you
have the written code and circumcision, are a lawbreaker‖ (v. 27 NIV).
―He is a Jew who is one inwardly,‖ Paul states, elevating the term ―Jew‖ from one who is physically circumcised
to one whose heart is purified through the power of God to live the spiritual intent of the law (vv. 28-29). These
―spiritual Jews‖ seek the commendation of God (vv. 7, 10) rather than the praise of men (v. 29).
All Have Sinned (Rom. 3)
Paul states the chief advantage in being a physical Jew: God made them custodians of His Word (3:1). He
entrusted them with the responsibility of properly preserving and transmitting the ―oracles of God‖ (oracles
being a translation of the Greek word logion, meaning ―words‖ or ―utterances‖). If some Jews were not faithful in
the trust committed to them, their failure in no way diminishes God‘s faithfulness. He remains true in spite of
man‘s sinfulness (v. 4).
In verses 5-8 Paul inserts a hypothetical conversation along the lines of human reasoning. If our sin makes the
truthfulness of God seem more glorious by contrast, why should God condemn us? We‘re only making Him look
better. Why not do more evil and make God look even better? Despite how absurd this is, Paul notes that some
Jews were actually accusing him of such an approach to God‘s law. The responsibility God gave the Jews does
not make them better people than the Gentiles (v. 9). Before God, ―all have sinned and fallen short‖ (v. 23).
With the one exception of Jesus Christ, no human being has always been righteous (vv. 10-18). All are guilty of
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failing to keep God‘s law (v. 19). That is why God does not justify anyone (make them right with Him) based on
how well they keep the law (v. 20). There is still a penalty for prior and ongoing lawbreaking.
Thus, God justifies people through the blood of Jesus Christ, which pays the penalty for the sins of those who
have faith in His sacrifice (vv. 22, 24-25). Because He is just, God required a blood payment for sin. Because
He is merciful, God accepted that payment on behalf of those who believe in it (v. 26). Therefore, no one can
boast that he secures a right relationship with God by his own works.
Faith of Abraham (Rom. 4)
Continuing his explanation that God justifies man through faith, Paul cites the example of Abraham in Genesis
15:6. When Abraham was in the Promised Land and had no children, he assumed, ―A slave born in my house
[named Eliezer] will be my heir.‖ But God assured him that he would father a son himself: ―[Eliezer] shall not be
your heir, but one who will come forth from your own body shall be your heir.‖ At the time of this conversation,
Abraham was an old man and Sarah‘s childbearing years had passed. Nevertheless, Abraham believed God
(Rom. 4:18-19; Heb. 11:11) and was ―fully persuaded that God had power to do what He had promised‖ (Rom.
4:20-21). And God credited Abraham‘s sure belief—which would later translate into righteous actions (cf. James
2:21-24)—as itself righteousness (Rom. 4:3, 22).
Did God initially justify Abraham because he was circumcised in addition to being faithful? (4:9-10) No.
Circumcision did not come in Genesis 15, which records Abraham being credited with righteousness. It came
years later in Genesis 18. He was circumcised as a sign of the righteousness he already had by faith (Rom.
4:11). Setting the pattern for us, Abraham became the ―father‖ of all believers, whether they are Jews or
Gentiles (vv. 11-13, 16).
Yet faith, it must be stressed, does not do away with the law. Just the opposite, it establishes the law, that is,
makes it possible for us to obey it (3:31). The law of itself cannot do that. It simply defines sin (4:15; 1 John
3:4), telling us what is right and wrong so that we know what to do and what to stop doing (Rom. 3:20). Paul
explains the reason we are so blessed: God forgives sin (4:7-9). Abraham‘s faith serves as an example to us
who believe God delivered His Son ―over to death for our sins‖ and raised Him to life ―for our justification‖ (vv.
23-25 NIV).
Life Through Christ (Rom. 5)
Because God justifies us through faith, we have peace with Him, ongoing access to His grace and a joyful hope
of salvation (5:1-2). The experience of suffering helps us develop patience, which strengthens our hope (vv. 35). This hope rests on God‘s love for mankind, which He demonstrated in giving the life of Jesus Christ for
sinners. Paul explains that Christ‘s death reconciles sinners to God—it justifies them in His sight. The word
―justified‖ is translated from a Greek word meaning ―to render just or innocent.‖ It means to declare someone
free of the guilt and penalty attached to sin. The word ―reconciled‖ is translated from a Greek term meaning ―to
change‖ and, in verse 10, conveys the sense of being ―made consistent‖ or ―compatible.‖ Because Christ paid
the penalty for sin (5:11), God declared that believers are free from the death penalty attached to their sins.
Paul adds that the life of Jesus Christ, not his death, saves sinners, or ―leads to salvation.‖ Christ lives His life
now within believers through the power of the Holy Spirit (2 Cor. 4:10-11, 14; Rom. 8:16). Later, when the last
trumpet sounds, (1 Cor. 15:52), God will resurrect to eternal life those in whom Christ lived through the Holy
Spirit (Rom. 8:11).
Paul contrasts the gift of eternal life with physical, temporary, sinful life. When Adam sinned, God denied him
further close access to Himself and the tree of life. As a result, Adam and his family (all humanity) have had to
live in a world that is cursed with sorrow, difficulty and hardship (Gen. 3:17-19). Adam‘s sin set the stage for
everyone: sin, judgment, condemnation, death (Rom. 5:13-18). ―Many were made sinners... sin abounded... sin
reigned‖ (vv. 19-21). But God‘s free gift, His grace, credits righteousness to believers (v. 17; 4:24-25). Paul
sums it up in two ways: death came through the act of one man, Adam, but life comes to all through the act of
one Man, Jesus Christ (5:15, 17); and the outcome of sin is death, but the outcome of righteousness through
Christ is eternal life (v. 20).
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Slaves to Sin or to Righteousness (Rom. 6)
Paul explains that man has only two choices in how he lives: he can be a slave of sin (6:6) or he can be a slave
of God (v. 22). ―You are slave to the one whom you obey‖ (v. 16 NIV), and each ―slavery‖ has its own reward.
The wages of a slave to sin are death, but the gift of God to His slaves is eternal life (vv. 23, 16, 21).
How does one become a slave of God? He repents of sin (v. 21; Acts 2:38). In baptism, he symbolically kills,
crucifies and does away with his old nature, his ―old man‖ (Rom. 6:3-4). He considers himself dead to a life of
sin (vv. 4-6, 18) and alive to God and righteousness (vv. 10, 20, 22).
How does one remain a slave of sin? He engages in impurity and wickedness (vv. 13, 19). He allows sin to get
the upper hand in his life (vv. 14, 12). He gives in to lust (v. 12).
Overcoming Sin (Rom. 7)
Paul agonizes over the struggle Christians experience with sin. The law is ―holy and the commandment holy
and just and good‖ (7:12), and through the sacrifice of Jesus Christ, Christians have been ―delivered from the
[penalty of the] law‖ (v. 6). They are in that sense ―dead to the law‖ (v. 4). Paul states, ―I delight in the law of
God‖ (v. 22) yet sin is still ―in my members‖—it ―dwells in me,‖ he says (vv. 22, 20, 23), creating a wretched
state of mind (v. 24).
Paul reflects on this paradox of a good law which seems to make sin worse. Sin takes occasion, or takes
opportunity by the commandment (vv. 8, 11) to set itself against the law. Sin is rebellious and rises up in the
presence of ―thou shalt not‖ to foment ―all manner of evil desire‖ (v. 8). Paul points out that sinful passions seem
to be aroused by the law (v. 5), not because of any fault in the law—it‘s just the nature of sin. ―It ever acts
against the law, and most powerfully against known law.... Because the law requires obedience, therefore [sin]
will transgress.... Evil actions and evil passions... become aroused into the most powerful activity by the
prohibitions of the law‖ (Adam Clarke‘s Commentary, p. 1,053). The law certainly shows that sin is ―exceedingly
sinful‖ (v. 13).
Yet we need not despair. For Paul thanks God that deliverance from this struggle with sin comes ―through
Jesus Christ our Lord‖ (v. 25). Indeed, the thought does not even end here at the end of chapter 7. The
translators who inserted the current chapter breaks we see should probably have put the break here after verse
4, or perhaps even 5, of chapter 8. Then we would not be left with Paul wallowing in sin and hoping to be
delivered in the distant future. For as he goes on to show, deliverance begins now.
As he says in verse 3: ―The law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus [Christ living in us through the Holy Spirit] has
made me free from the law of sin and death.‖ He then explains that God has done what the law could not do of
itself—enable us to obey it. This was accomplished by sending Jesus Christ to ―condemn sin in the flesh‖ (cf. v.
3)—that is, to overcome sin while a human being. And just as Christ did it while He lived in His own flesh, He
can do it while living in ours through the Holy Spirit today. This is so ―that the righteous requirement of the law
[i.e. the requirement to obey God‘s commandments] might be fulfilled in us‖ (v. 4)—not for us or in place of us.
For those like Paul who walk according to God‘s Spirit, Christ lives the law of God in and through us—right now!
Yes, we still sin while in the flesh, as Paul detailed in chapter 7.
But as our lives progress, we are growing in obedience—conforming more and more to what God wants us to
be.
Children of God (Rom. 8)
The Apostle Paul makes it very clear in Romans 8 that the carnal (fleshly) mind is hostile to God and cannot
submit to His law (v. 7). Yet Paul assures his readers that they are not ―in the flesh‖ (v. 9)—i.e. living according
to the flesh, having their minds consumed with fleshly things (v. 5)—if God‘s Spirit dwells within them. He then
encourages us by explaining that even though we do at times still sin while in the human body (cf. 1 John 1:8),
our real life now is the one that is wrapped up in God‘s Spirit (v. 10)—and this very Spirit within us is what God
will use to resurrect us to immortal, sinless life in the future (v. 11).
Through this Spirit, we become God‘s sons—His children (v. 14). Some consider this to be merely figurative,
focusing on the phrase ―Spirit of adoption‖ (v. 15). But the word translated ―adoption‖ here was used in the
Roman Empire to denote the investing of a person with all the rights and privileges of being a true son—and
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could even apply to one‘s actual son, legitimized and officially recognized as such. Indeed, the NIV translates
this word more accurately as ―sonship.‖ Paul says that through it, we can rightly call God ―Abba, Father‖—Abba
being a very personal way of addressing one‘s father in Aramaic. ―This is the intimate name used only by
members of the family‖ (King James Study Bible, note on v. 15). It is similar to ―Dad‖ or ―Daddy‖ in English.
Moreover, God‘s Spirit ―bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God‖ (v. 16). The Spirit of God
―impregnates‖ our human spirit, so to speak, and we are thus actually begotten as God‘s literal children—just as
literally as a human boy is his human father‘s son, and just as literally as Jesus is God‘s Son. That‘s why Jesus
is referred to as the ―firstborn of many brethren‖ (v. 29). And that is also why we are now co-heirs with Him, to
later share the same incredible glory He now has (v. 17).
As Paul explains, everything we go through now will pale into nothingness beside the transcendent glory in
store for us (v. 18). While we await our future birth as God‘s children (vv.19-22), we still experience the pains
and trials of the flesh (v. 23). But God‘s Spirit, through which we are His children, ―helps in our weaknesses‖
even now—leading us to pray as we should for the spiritual strength we need (v. 26). We have no need to
worry. For God can make everything that happens work toward our benefit (v. 28). We need only yield to the
guidance of the Holy Spirit—which will lead us to ultimate victory, making us, as Paul confidently expresses,
―more than conquerors‖ (v. 37). If we remain so yielded, NOTHING will come between us and the tremendous,
loving purpose God is working out in us.
Israel in God‘s Plan (Rom. 9-11)
Having explained in the past several chapters how God redeems human beings, Paul now goes back to a
theme he touched on earlier—Israel. In chapters 2 and 3, he showed how the Israelites had sinned and had
become, as a result, spiritual Gentiles—cut off from salvation. Was their purpose as a people, then, now over?
Paul mourns for their present state (9:1-3). But as his letter continues, it‘s clear that he sees their current
condition as only temporary—that God‘s purpose will stand.
Israel had been a highly privileged people, as Paul details in Romans 9:4-5. In its note on this passage, the
King James Study Bible states, ―They are called Israelites (the name sovereignly bestowed upon Jacob by
God, Gen. 32:28 [meaning ―Prevailer with God‖]). The adoption [or sonship], with the definite article, may look
at a particular event: when Moses was instructed to stand before Pharaoh and tell him that Israel was God‘s
son (Ex. 4:22). The glory refers to the glory cloud that led Israel from Egypt to Israel (cf. Ex. 13:20-22; 16:10)
[and that filled the Tabernacle, and later Solomon‘s Temple, at particular times]. The covenants refer to Israel‘s
four great unconditional covenants that govern all that God will do for and with Israel—the Abrahamic covenant,
Genesis 12, 13, a nation forever; the Palestinian covenant, Deuteronomy 30, a land forever; the Davidic
covenant, 2 Samuel 7, a king forever; and the new covenant,
Jeremiah 31, a redeemed people forever.
The giving of the law refers to Sinai (Ex. 19-31). The service of God refers to the offerings, priesthood, and
levitical institution (cf. Heb. 10:1-5). The promises refer particularly to the messianic promises (Gen. 3:15;
49:10; Num. 24:16-19; Deut.18:15-22). The fathers refers to the Old Testament patriarchs and leaders:
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, and so on. Christ is their national fruit. Humanly, He came from
Israel.‖ Of course, there were more national covenants than the ones listed here. And the promises may also
include those of national greatness promised to Abraham.
Yet hearkening back to chapter 2‘s theme of ―spiritual Jews,‖ Paul is quick to point out that ―they are not all
Israel who are of Israel‖ (9:6)—that is, not all who are Israelites physically are Israelites spiritually. Only
―children of the promise‖—i.e. those who are supernaturally conceived—are truly counted as Abraham‘s line
(vv. 7-8). And this is decided by the ―election,‖ or choosing, of God (v. 11)—which is certainly His prerogative
(vv. 14-29). The elect—the true Israel—constitute the Church (or ―called out‖) of God and include Gentiles who
have received God‘s Spirit. These Gentiles have ―attained to righteousness‖ by faith (v. 30)—righteousness
being obedience to God‘s commandments (Ps. 119:172). This is what constitutes spiritual circumcision (2:26)
and being a spiritual Jew (v. 29).
Most physical Israelites, however, have not attained to righteousness ―because they did not seek it by faith, but
as it were, the works of the law‖—i.e. the physical works of the Mosaic rituals (9:32). Indeed, they rejected the
very one through whom the necessary faith comes—Jesus Christ—just as they had rejected God‘s messengers
and message throughout their history (v. 32 - 10:21). And thus, they are for the most part rejected as God‘s
people.
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But this rejection is not total. As Paul says: ―God has not cast away His people whom He foreknew‖ (v. 2).
Rather, there is—as there has always been among the nation of Israel—a faithful remnant (vv. 2-5). That
remnant today is ―according to the election of grace‖ (v. 5)—referring to the Israelites within the Church. Of
course, there are also physical Gentiles within the Church. Part of the reason God has brought them into
spiritual Israel at this time to provoke disobedient physical Israel to jealousy (v. 11-14; 10:19)—that is, to get
them to strive for the spiritual condition they ought to be in. The temporary rejection of Israel made possible the
―reconciling of the world‖ (11:15), for Paul gives the Israelites' refusal to hear the Gospel as a reason that it was
taken to the Gentiles (cf. Acts 13:14). But ―what will [the Israelites‘] acceptance be but life from the dead?‖
(11:15). In other words, even though the Gentiles were greatly blessed through Israel‘s fall, Israel‘s restoration
will mean even greater blessings. ―Paul anticipates worldwide millennial blessing and salvation‖ (King James
Study Bible).
The apostle then represents Israel as an olive tree—the root symbolizing the covenant promises to Abraham
and the other patriarchs, and the branches symbolizing individual Israelites (v. 16). This tree is pictured as
being tame—cultivated by God‘s Word and covenants. The Gentiles, on the other hand, are represented as a
wild olive tree, cut off from God (vv. 17, 24).
When some of the Israelite ―branches‖ were ―broken off‖ (rejected because of disobedience), repentant Gentiles
from the wild olive tree were ―grafted in‖—thus becoming partakers of the covenant promises and blessings of
Israel (v. 17). Yet Paul warns these Gentiles not to look down on the Israelites (v. 18). Rather, they should take
warning. For just as the Israelites were broken off by lack of faith and resultant disobedience, the same thing
could happen to them (vv. 19-24). Furthermore, the Israelites are to later be grafted back in again (v. 24).
Indeed, national redemption will ultimately come to Israel (vv. 25-27). And they will yet be the example nation
that they were always intended to be.
Responsibility Toward God and Neighbor (Rom. 12-13)
Paul begins this section by mentioning the mercies of God, summarizing all that God has accomplished for
believers as detailed in the preceding chapters of Romans. Based on them, he says, we should present an
offering to God as in the Old Testament. Only instead of killing an animal, we are to present our bodies as living
sacrifices in living ―holy, acceptable‖ lives to God, which is our ―reasonable service‖—that is, our rational,
deliberate, thought-out service—to Him (12:1). Paul then explains that the way to get along with our fellow man
is through humility and a peaceable attitude (vv. 3-21). This will greatly help us function in society—as will
submission to the civil authorities of this world. And that‘s exactly what we have to do (13:1-6), as long as such
submission does not compromise God‘s higher law (cf. Acts 5:29). Really, it all comes down to loving God and
loving our neighbor.
―Love does no harm to a neighbor,‖ Romans 13:10 begins; ―therefore love is the fulfilling of the law‖ (KJV)—
referring to the commandments, as listed in verse 9. Obeying God‘s commandments and thus expressing true,
godly love is only possible when we ―put on the Lord Jesus Christ‖—letting Him live through us (cf. Gal. 2:20)
and consume our thoughts, leaving no room for wrong carnal desires (cf. 2 Cor. 10:5).
Christian Liberty (Rom. 14-16)
We are reading this section according to the order given in the Byzantine Majority Text of the New Testament. It
places the doxology (i.e. praise) of Romans 16:25-27 after 14:23—thus making the letter end as others of
Paul‘s epistles do (16:24; cf. 2 Thess. 3:17-18).
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1 CORINTHIANS
Introduction to 1 Corinthians
The city of Corinth was a major Roman metropolis in Greece, strategically located on a narrow strip of land
separating the Aegean and Adriatic Seas. ―In Paul‘s day, the population was approximately 700,000, about twothirds of whom were slaves. The diverse population produced no philosophers, but Greek philosophy influenced
any speculative thought that was there‖ (New Open Bible).
In addition, the city was virtually filled with pagan temples, but by far the most prominent one was perched high
above the city on the 1,800-foot Acrocorinth. Here was the famed Temple of Aphrodite, where worshipers made
free use of the 1,000 temple prostitutes of the ―goddess of love.‖ According to The New Open Bible‘s
introductory notes on 1 Corinthians: ―This cosmopolitan center thrived on commerce, entertainment, vice, and
corruption: pleasure seekers came there to spend money on a holiday from morality. Corinth became so
notorious for its evils that the term Korinthiazomai (‗to act like a Corinthian‘) became a synonym for debauchery
and prostitution.‖
Despite these obstacles, Paul succeeded in establishing a Church in Corinth on his second evangelistic journey
(3:6, 10; 4:15; Acts 18:1-11). While here, he made tents with Priscilla and Aquila and reasoned with the Jews in
the synagogue on the Sabbath. Opposition forced him to move his ministry from the synagogue to the house of
Titius Justus, yet the leader of the synagogue, Crispus, became converted. Paul remained in Corinth for about
18 months (c. A.D. 51-52). When he left, Apollos came from Ephesus to shepherd the Corinthians (3:6; Acts
18:24-28).
Prior to writing the letter that we now know as 1 Corinthians, Paul had written another letter to the Corinthians,
which we know nothing about except that in it he had told them to not keep company with those who were
sexually immoral (1 Cor. 5:9). The epistle we are now delving into was composed around A.D. 55 or 56, as Paul
was planning to leave Ephesus, where he now was, during his third evangelistic journey (16:5-8). It was
probably written around Passover and the Days of Unleavened Bread, as Paul states that they were literally
unleavened (cf. 5:7-8)—that is, physically, not spiritually.
While in Ephesus, Paul was disturbed by reports from the household of Chloe about division in the Corinthian
congregation (1:11). And there were other problems he was aware of (5:1). The congregation sent a three-man
delegation (16:17), which apparently brought to Paul a letter requesting answers from him on certain matters
(cf. 7:1). It may be that the men who came from Corinth took the letter now known as 1 Corinthians back with
them. This letter is the most corrective letter in the New Testament.
―Through the… efforts of Paul and others, the church has been established in Corinth, but Paul finds it very
difficult to keep Corinth out of the church. The pagan lifestyle of Corinth exerts a profound influence upon the
Christians in that corrupt city—problems of every kind plague them. In this disciplinary letter, Paul is forced to
exercise his apostolic authority as he deals firmly with problems of divisiveness, immorality, lawsuits,
selfishness, abuses of the [Passover] and spiritual gifts, and denials of the Resurrection‖ (New Open Bible).
This remarkable book is a very powerful illustration of the words King Solomon wrote: ―Open rebuke is better
than love carefully concealed. Faithful are the wounds of a friend‖ (Prov. 27:5-6).
Division and Following Men (1 Cor. 1-4)
The first problem Paul tackles in his letter, over the course of its first four chapters, is the dissension and party
spirit that besets the Corinthian congregation. Personality cults have arisen, centering on Paul, Apollos and
Peter (1:10-12). And there are others proclaiming, ―I am of Christ‖ (v. 12)—though apparently not in a right way.
Perhaps those in this category have come to disdain the ministry altogether. The whole mess has led to
divisiveness and false
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pride—ridiculously false pride. It is no wisdom or cleverness of their own that has brought them to Christ and
His Truth. For one, God has, for the most part, not called the brightest or greatest people into His Church.
Rather, he has chosen the ―weak‖ of the world. Furthermore, the Truth of God runs contrary to the world‘s
wisdom. To truly understand it requires God‘s Spirit, as chapter 2 explains.
In chapter 3, Paul chides the Corinthians for what lies behind their various factions—their own spiritual
immaturity. If they are going to ―boast‖ of anything, it should be for what Christ has done, is doing and will do
through them. They certainly shouldn‘t pride themselves for their own goodness or understanding. Nor should
they pride themselves in human leaders, who, as chapter 4 makes clear, are simply the servants of Christ. They
are that, of course, and should be respected as such. Nevertheless, we should never put our ultimate faith and
trust in men (Jer. 17:5). We are, as Paul later explains in this letter, to follow them only as they follow Christ (1
Cor. 11:1).
Church to Judge (1 Cor. 5-6)
The next matter that Paul takes the Corinthians to task over is their failure to deal with sexual immorality within
the congregation that even the depraved citizenry of Corinth would consider deplorable—a man committing
incest with his father‘s wife (5:1), most likely denoting his stepmother (otherwise Paul would probably have said
mother, cf. Lev. 18:7-8).
Apparently, the whole congregation was aware of this awful circumstance. Yet nothing has been done about it.
Paul wrote them previously with the instruction that they not keep company with sexually immoral people (5:9).
Yet they conveniently ―misunderstood‖ him to mean only people outside the Church, concluding that it was okay
to fellowship with the sexually immoral within the Church. Yet Paul meant the exact opposite. They couldn‘t hold
a job or conduct routine affairs in society if they had to completely separate from sexually immoral people in the
world—for all of Corinth, along with the rest of the pagan world, was thoroughly immoral. Paul explained that he
was referring to those in the Church, and he told the Corinthian congregation that they had a responsibility to
properly judge in such matters (vv. 10-13).
Paul commanded them to put the offender out of the Church (vv. 3-5, 13). Apparently, it was only the man, not
his stepmother, who was actually in the Church. Otherwise, both would have been put out. Paul states, ―Deliver
such a one to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord Jesus‖ (v.
5). Being given over to Satan means being cut off from some of the spiritual protection and comfort provided by
true Christian fellowship. Being buffeted by trials from the devil can wake us up spiritually—prompting us to turn
back to God and His way. The phrase ―destruction of the flesh‖ does not mean that Paul wants the man killed.
Rather, he wants him restored to fellowship. What the phrase must mean, then, is the destruction of the fleshly
desires that brought about the immorality (cf. Col. 3:5). Not putting the man out would lead to greater
destruction of the man spiritually—since he might fail to see how grievous his sin is—and would also corrupt the
entire Church.
Just as they were putting out physical leaven for the Days of Unleavened Bread, they needed to put out spiritual
leaven—sin. For just as a little physical leaven leavens a whole lump of bread dough, a little unchecked sin will
spread, as others see that they are free to get away with anything their carnal desires lead them into (vv. 6-8).
Later, we find that the Corinthians put the man out, he repents and Paul instructs them to restore him to
fellowship (2 Cor. 2:1-11)—proving that ―tough love‖ is sometimes necessary.
Paul concludes this section with a general warning against sexual immorality (1 Cor. 6:12-20). However, he
inserts within this section of his letter another complaint against their failure to judge matters as the Church
should: ―Now therefore, it is already an utter failure for you that you go to law against one another‖ (v. 7). The
Corinthians were apparently taking one another to court over various matters rather than going before the
Church for judgment—evidently because of the Church‘s failure to take a stand and judge! Yet Paul explains
that the Church is far more qualified to judge righteously than the world, and indeed must judge. Brethren, then,
are to seek judgment from the Church—and not from the outside world (vv. 1-8).
Better Not to Marry? (1 Cor. 7)
The largest branch of ―mainstream Christianity‖ takes 1 Corinthians 7:1 to mean that Paul is saying, ―It is good
for a man not to touch a woman‖—that is, it is better for a man to be single than married. However, it makes far
more sense from the verse in context that this is what the Corinthians had written to him, asking his position on
the matter. The message of the whole Bible is that God created the institution of marriage as a blessing.
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Indeed, Paul later mentions in the same letter that the Apostles James, Jude and Peter were accompanied on
their travels by their wives (9:5). In 1 Timothy 4:1-3, Paul calls ―forbidding to marry‖ a doctrine of demons. He
also said, ―I desire that the younger widows marry‖ (5:14).
Paul himself had probably been married before. To the Jews, it was accounted a sacred obligation for a young
man to get married. To not marry was almost a crime, for to go childless meant the blotting out of the man‘s
name from Israel and equated with slaying posterity, thus lessening the image of God. The 213th
commandment of the Book of Precepts was ―to have a wife in purity‖ in obedience to the scripture, ―Be fruitful
and multiply.‖ As a formerly devout Jew and strict Pharisee, Saul would almost certainly have gotten married
(David Smith, The Life and Letters of St. Paul, 1919, p. 30). In fact, 1 Corinthians 7:8 seems to infer that Paul
now classed himself among widowers. It reads, ―But I say to the unmarried and to the widows: It is good for
them if they remain even as I am.‖ It seems clear that by the ―unmarried‖ he means ―widowers‖—for which no
special Greek word exists—since he has already been addressing those who have not been married in the first
seven verses (F.W. Farrar, The Life and Work of St. Paul, 1883, p. 55). Paul, then, probably had a wife who
died some time earlier.
So why in this chapter does he advise against marriage unless refraining from it will lead to extramarital sex (v.
9)? He explains that it is ―because of the present distress‖ (v. 26). Paul had already experienced very intense
persecution (15:30-31; 2 Cor. 11:21-33), and he knew that it was going to get much worse for all of God‘s
people—and indeed it soon did. Paul says that marriage in such circumstances would bring ―trouble in the
flesh‖ (v. 28)—not from within the marriage itself, but from without. In a time of tribulation, overwhelming
concern for spouse and children could take one‘s focus from absolute dedication to God. Indeed, marriage can
have this effect to a small degree even under normal circumstances. That‘s why Paul says, ―He who is
unmarried cares for the things that belong to the Lord—how he may please the Lord. But he who is married
cares about the things of the world—how he may please his wife‖ (vv. 32-33).
This does not make marriage a bad thing—it is a teaching tool that God has given us, to help us learn to care
for others while keeping focused on Him. Yet that becomes harder to do in times of great duress. Thus the
advice Paul gives.
Meat Sacrificed to Idols (1 Cor. 8-10)
Some see 1 Corinthians 8 and 10 as a contradiction to the letter sent to the whole Church by the apostles and
elders in Acts 15. They argue that Paul goes against the Acts 15 decision in saying that Christians are free to
knowingly eat meat sacrificed to idols. Yet that is not what Paul was doing. How, then, are we to understand
what he is saying? Here is one explanation, in which Paul appears to give part of the rationale behind what was
decided in Acts 15 and to show how
to correctly apply the decision.
1 Corinthians 8:10 shows that some of the brethren may have been going to pagan temples to eat, or were on
the verge of doing so. Perhaps they could obtain cheap meals there, similar to church suppers, or even free
ones like those served in modern soup kitchens. Or perhaps that‘s just what everyone in society did—like going
to restaurants today. As Paul is apparently answering questions the Corinthians posed to him in a letter, it is
possible that they had actually challenged the Acts 15 directive—or at least misunderstood it.
Was there any basis to this? Seemingly, perhaps. Eating meats sacrificed to idols was considered an act of
worship to pagan gods—and something these gods participated in. Yet Paul states what the Christians of
Corinth already understood—that pagan religion is false and there‘s only one true God (1 Cor. 8:4). Therefore, if
a Christian were to eat such meat, it would be with this understanding—and would not constitute pagan
worship. Furthermore, there is nothing intrinsically different between meat so offered and meat that isn‘t offered.
God Himself, Paul points out, sees no inherent difference (v. 8). And the apostle even labels this understanding
―liberty‖ (v. 9)—as indeed it is, being freedom from the mental and spiritual slavery of wrong pagan concepts.
Paul, however, upholds the Acts 15 decision about meats sacrificed to idols—a decision, it should be
remembered, that he himself participated in. Indeed, Paul is against the idea of going into pagan temples to eat
meat sacrificed to idols for reasons that actually constitute sin against the brethren and Christ (1 Cor. 8:12).
One important reason he gives involves the conscience of newer brethren who were still somewhat weak in the
faith. New Christians throughout the Gentile world would still be powerfully affected by the lifelong inculcation of
the concepts associated with meat sacrificed to pagan gods. Seeing those with ―understanding‖ eating in pagan
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temples, these newer members might have been encouraged to follow suit—while still having the former feeling
in the back of their minds, gnawing at them (v. 7). This violation of conscience alone equates with disobedience
to God and thus ultimately leads to destruction (v. 11; cf. Rom.
14:23).
Furthermore, Paul says something else the Corinthians may not have considered. He explains that even though
idols are nothing, there are demonic spirits behind them (1 Cor. 10:19-23). Paul makes it very clear that
Christians should never fellowship with demons—and that they cannot be partakers of God‘s table and the table
of demons (v. 21). Therefore, they should not partake of idol sacrifices.
And there were still other facets to this issue. As pagans saw eating meat sacrificed to idols as participating in
idol worship, Christians so eating would be seen by the general public of the time as sanctioning idol worship—
or worse, they would be seen as hypocrites, condemning idol worship while still participating in it. Paul touches
on this at the end of chapter 10, regarding eating with unbelievers—another aspect of this issue, which we turn
to next.
Not all meat sacrificed to idols was served in the temples. Much of it was sold to the public in meat markets at
which believers shopped alongside everyone else. However, Paul shows here how the liberty of Christian
understanding applies to this case. Since the clean meat sacrificed to idols is not harmful or inherently a part of
pagan worship, there is no need to investigate the origin of the meat sold in the market (v. 25). Just the same, if
an unbeliever invited a Christian over for dinner, there was a chance that the meat served had been sacrificed.
Paul‘s instruction: ―Eat whatever is set before you, asking no question for conscience‘ sake‖ (v. 27). The
principle of keeping peace and not offending takes precedence here (vv. 32-33). However, if the meat was
sacrificed and the believer is informed of this, then it must be refused for the reason given in the preceding
paragraph (v. 28). This is the essence of the prohibition of Acts 15. (Incidentally, Paul is not talking about clean
and unclean meats at all, as some argue. We are to always refuse the meat God‘s law labels unclean.)
Paul ends his discussion on the subject of Christian liberty in 1 Corinthians 11:1, which the chapter break more
naturally follows. Christ dined with all manner of people in society—as did Paul. And both were careful to avoid
unnecessary offense while nevertheless always putting God‘s will first. Thus Paul says, ―Imitate me, just as I
also imitate Christ.‖ Moreover, this statement introduces the next segment of Paul‘s letter, in which he
encourages the brethren to keep the traditions he has delivered to them, which came from Christ (cf. vv. 2, 23).
Head Coverings (1 Cor. 11)
In 1 Corinthians 11:5, Paul states that ―every woman who prays or prophesies with her head uncovered
dishonors her head, for that is one and the same as if her head were shaved.‖
Some take this verse to mean that women must wear a hat or veil to come before God. But that‘s not the kind of
covering Paul is talking about. Rather, the matter in question is hair. As Paul says in verse 15: ―But if a woman
has long hair, it is a glory to her; for her hair is given to her for a covering.‖
In verse 6, Paul mentions various lengths of hair—not covered, shorn, shaven and covered. Shaven denotes a
completely bald head. Shorn designates hair cropped very short, as in shorn sheep. Hair that does not serve as
a ―covering‖ is short hair. Hair that does serve as a covering is long hair. This, of course, refers to the length,
not the style. Long hair can thus be worn in a way that makes it appear shorter. A veil or hat does not fit the
context of verse 5 at all. Rather, Paul is saying that if a woman is going to have short hair, she might as well
shave it all off and be bald.
Some consider the subject of hairlength to be merely a cultural issue of the time Paul wrote—one that is not
relevant today. However, Paul makes the universality of this issue clear when he says of men‘s hair, ―Does not
even NATURE itself teach you that if a man has long hair, it is a dishonor to him?‖ (v. 14). Furthermore, Paul
points to the original creation of man and woman and their God-given roles as the reason for the difference
there should be between them in hairlength (vv. 7-12). He does not even hint at cultural sensitivities.
The concluding sentence of this section, verse 16, makes better sense in the wording of The Living Bible: ―But if
anyone wants to argue about this, all I can say is that we never teach anything else than this… and all the
churches feel the same way about it.‖
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Godly Love (1 Cor. 13)
1 Corinthians 13 has been lauded by people the world over as the best definition of true love ever written. This
love is not an emotion. It is not something one can fall into or fall out of. Rather, true love is an action. For
example, ―God so loved the world that He gave…‖ (John 3:16). Godly love is not self-seeking. Rather, it is
outgoing concern for the welfare of others. This is the most important character trait that we can inculcate. It is
what true Christianity is all about.
Exercising Gifts in Worship Services (1 Cor. 14)
Besides horrible abuses at the Passover service, as chapter 11 details, normal Sabbath services of the
Corinthian congregation had gotten way out of control. People were jumping up and babbling things that no one
could understand. Others were shouting out ―prophecies,‖ supposedly beyond their control. Even women were
getting up to speak. Yet according to Paul, nothing should be said in services unless it was able to be
understood by the congregation. A true prophet could control when he said what. And women are not to speak
in Church services. Paul gives two important rules in regard to the whole subject. First: ―Let all things be done
for edification‖ (v. 26)—that is, for building up. And: ―Let all things be done decently and in order‖ (v. 40).
The Resurrection Chapter (1 Cor. 15)
The only real doctrinal error that Paul addresses in his letter is contained in chapter 15. Some had a false
conception of the resurrection and the Kingdom of God. In this chapter, Paul explains the real nature of the
resurrection body and God‘s Kingdom.
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2 CORINTHIANS
Introduction to 2 Corinthians (2 Cor. 1)
The second letter to the Corinthians was written around A.D. 55 or 56 from Macedonia, probably Philippi. Paul
had just come from Ephesus, and was intending to go through Macedonia by the Philippians, and south to
Corinth. As 1 Corinthians was written around the Passover and Days of Unleavened Bread, the second letter
was probably written not long after, possibly even before Pentecost—enough time for the first letter to be
received and a report on its effect returned to Paul.
The major themes of the letter are the defense of Paul‘s apostolic authority, expressions of delight in the
response of the Corinthians to the first letter, exhortation to prepare for the collection for the saints in Judea,
and preparation for Paul‘s next visit to Corinth.
The Father of Mercies and God of All Comfort (2 Cor. 1)
The life of an apostle is not an easy one. In addition to the normal cares of ministry and travel, Paul has been
experiencing a long period of turmoil and emotional distress. During last month‘s reading we saw that while
Paul was in Ephesus he received news about the state of the Corinthian church. Members of the household of
Chloe informed him that the congregation was rife with division, party spirit, immorality and strife. Moreover,
Paul received a three-man delegation sent by the Corinthian congregation that came bearing a letter requesting
answers to a multitude of questions—all of which showed that the Corinthians were in a considerable morass of
confusion.
If this were not enough to distress him, Paul had narrowly escaped death in Ephesus when Demetrius and the
guild of silversmiths fomented a riot against him and his companions, Gaius and Aristarchus (cf. Acts 19).
Following the riot, Paul departed from Ephesus and came into Macedonia, where he had previously raised up a
congregation in Philippi. He was looking for some encouragement after such a long period of distress, and the
warmth of the Philippian brethren was eagerly anticipated. About this time, Paul also received news from
Corinth telling of the church‘s response to his letter, 1 Corinthians. The Corinthians had responded well, and
this news greatly buoyed Paul‘s spirits. Now he was eager to spread his newfound sense of comfort to his
brethren.
We, too, can take heart when we find ourselves in long periods of trial and distress. Though it may seem as if
we alone are bearing our woes, we must always remember that God and Christ know very well what we are
experiencing—and that Christ Himself was also ―a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief‖ (Is. 53:3). He
knows our fragile nature, having taken it upon Himself, and can thus be ―touched with the feeling of our
infirmities‖ (Heb. 4:15). In just the same manner, we learn compassion and tenderness when we experience
trials, grievous though they may be for a season. And having learned compassion, we can then be
compassionate toward others when they are in trials and temptations. Our prayers on behalf of others become
more earnest and helpful (2 Cor. 1:11), and when the promised deliverance does come (cf. 1 Cor.10:13), the
prayers of thanksgiving are that much more meaningful. All of this is God working in our lives, carefully
orchestrating all things for the good of those who love God—who are the called according to His purpose (Rom.
8:28).
Restoring an Offender (2 Cor. 2–3)
In 1 Corinthians 5, Paul dealt firmly with a brother who was engaged in an illicit relationship with his
stepmother—the man‘s moral lapse required his expulsion from the Christian community until he had sincerely
repented. Here in his second letter, Paul is apparently addressing this issue again—though some have
speculated that he is referring to a different man who ―caused grief‖ (2 Cor. 2:5). Whatever the case, Paul now
encourages the Corinthian brethren to welcome the offender back. Evidently the disfellowshipment achieved its
desired effect—the man repented.
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Paul admonishes the Corinthian brethren to forgive and comfort the brother, reminding them that too much
sorrow for personal wrongdoing can actually be counterproductive and damaging to an offender. Too stern a
punishment, an unforgiving heart or a wrong sense of guilt can actually be a tool in Satan‘s hands with which he
can inflict more pain and damage. It is well for us to remember that a repentant Christian is not to be made to
permanently endure the shame of his sinful conduct. The object of the Christian life is to put out sin and put in
righteousness. And once this is done, the cleansed brother needs to be restored to warmth of fellowship and full
acceptance.
Proof of Apostleship and Ministration of the Spirit (2 Cor. 2–3)
According to the best scholarship, Paul‘s Corinthian opponents were Gnostics, probably Jewish Gnostics, and
they esteemed themselves as apostles. They frequently boasted of visions and revelations of Christ and
regarded such things as required proofs of apostleship. But Paul seldom mentioned his visions and revelations
of Christ. As he would later say: ―For we preach not ourselves, but Christ Jesus the Lord‖ (4:5). So Paul‘s
opponents denied his apostolic authority. They regarded him as an apostle of men (i.e. authorized by men), but
not of Christ.
And even then they demanded he produce letters of commendation to attest to his humanly given authority.
Paul answers very simply. He puts it to the Corinthians like this: ―Do I need to boast or produce letters when
you yourselves are the proof of my apostleship? If I were not an apostle, then I would be a liar, and you would
have been converted by a liar‘s word, and therefore your conversion would be a lie. But you are indeed
converted and the proof of that is the Spirit in you.
And so, seeing that you received the Spirit through my preaching, God has accredited my apostleship and in
fact made you the letter of commendation you demand!‖ How could his opponents gainsay this?
Paul continues by comparing the Old Covenant ministration with that of the New Covenant. The Old Covenant
contained an administration of death—the Law defined sin and could prescribe only one action, death. The law
itself had no power to justify. The New Covenant, however, contains an administration of righteousness—that
is, the justification of faith that puts one in right-standing (declares one righteous) before God. Now if the Old
Covenant administration was glorious—and none doubted that—then the New Covenant administration, which
brings life, is even more glorious! In fact, the Old Covenant administration was passing away, becoming
obsolete, because God had provided something better: a way to change our natures, transforming us with everincreasing glory into the very image of Jesus Christ!
Humility in Ministry (2 Cor. 4–5)
Paul had a simple ministerial philosophy, we might say. In recognition of the mercy he had received, he
eschewed every appearance of evil or personal exaltation and simply preached the Truth. He did not attempt
flowery rhetorical presentations but relied upon the ―foolishness of preaching‖ (1 Cor. 1:17-21) and the power of
the Spirit to commend him to the conscience of his hearers. He did not want anyone to be persuaded by clever
speaking, but rather to be converted by the Spirit of God. And Paul was pragmatic—he understood that many of
his hearers would not understand the Gospel but would remain blinded by Satan, the god of this age (2 Cor.
4:4).
Just as God had worked a miracle by commanding light to shine out of the darkness shrouding the earth (Gen.
1:3), so Paul understood that God worked a miracle each time spiritual light shone into a person‘s heart and
gave them Truth. And so, he also understood that he had no occasion to boast; the ―excellency of the power‖
was God‘s, not his.
Every true minister of God so accounts himself. He recognizes that he is an ―earthen vessel,‖ a clay pot, which
merely contains the thing of value. Which is to be praised, we might ask—the bottle or the wine within the
bottle? Just so, true ministers do not seek their own praise but make every effort to be a faithful preserver of
what was committed to them, to distribute as faithful stewards the goods of the Master to those of his
household. Because a true minister relies upon the power of God to work through him, he can bear the distress,
perplexity and, sometimes, despair that can accompany his labors, knowing that though his outward, fleshly
man is being consumed, yet inwardly he is renewed daily with spiritual strength and hope. Confidence may be
had in the sure promise of eternal reward, knowing that the comparatively light afflictions he bears now will
credit his account with an eternal weight of glory. This is so of all true ministers—and all true Christians!
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Paul‘s Exhortation to Mutual Love (2 Cor. 6)
Paul had labored long and hard among the Corinthians. He was with them night and day for a year and a half,
in the midst of a city that contained a great many hostile Jews. He preached to them the unadulterated Truth,
patiently teaching them as much as they were able to bear.
Throughout that whole time, moreover, he labored with his own hands to support himself, working as a
tentmaker with Aquila and Priscilla. Yet for all this, the Corinthians had allowed themselves to be turned against
him by outsiders who entered the congregation and openly denied Paul‘s authenticity as an apostle. Paul,
therefore, reminds them that he had placed no stumbling block before any man, and that indeed he had
endured multitudinous hardships: beatings, imprisonments, riots, difficult work, sleepless nights, hunger,
slanders, sorrows and poverty. ―We are not withholding our affection from you,‖ he writes, ―but you are
withholding yours from us‖ (2 Cor. 6:12). Why?
Some scholars have remarked that verses 6:14 through 7:1 are not original to 2 Corinthians—arguing that they
don‘t fit the context and must have been added by some unknownhand. But these verses, which appear in all
ancient manuscripts, do fit the context. They perhaps explain why the Corinthians had been turned against
Paul: they had allowed themselves to become worldly, overly involved with unbelievers and snared by manmade religious ideas. In short, they had refused to be holy—to separate themselves from the evil world around
them—and since friendship with the world is enmity with God (James 4:4), they eventually turned against Paul,
the representative of Christ and God. As Jesus Himself had said: ―He who hears you hears Me, he who rejects
you rejects Me, and he who rejects Me rejects Him who sent Me‖ (Luke 10:16).
Worldliness will smother love, breed vanity, foment strife and produce division. Worldliness is deadly to
Christians—and God has one plain instruction: ―Come out from among them and be separate‖!
Signs of Real Repentance (2 Cor. 7)
When Paul came into Macedonia from Ephesus, he was greatly concerned about the welfare of the Corinthians.
He had written them a strongly corrective letter—1 Corinthians—and was eager to know their response. Would
they humble themselves and repent, or would they harden themselves against Paul? Finally Titus arrived from
Corinth with good news! The letter had its desired effect: the Corinthians repented.
Real repentance is much more than mere sorrow for wrongdoing. Sorrow is a vital component, but it must be
accompanied by change in character. This is the great difference between godly repentance and worldly
sorrow. The one is a life changing experience; the other, a ―New Year‘s resolution.‖ One leads to a permanent
change in character; the other to momentary tears. Paul lists signs of the Corinthians‘ truly repentant attitude in
2 Corinthians 7:11.
Collection for the Saints (2 Cor. 8)
When the Jerusalem apostles gave Paul and Barnabas the ―right hand of fellowship‖ they made one special
request: that Paul and Barnabas remember the poor (Gal. 2:9-10). This Paul was eager to do, and he organized
a large relief effort for the poor and starving saints in Judea.
While Paul stayed in Macedonia, the Philippian brethren, despite an apparently severe trial of an undisclosed
nature, implored Paul to accept from them an offering far more liberal than their poverty would suggest
possible. In fact, the Philippian brethren desired to do even more, beyond what was in their power, and it was
only with difficulty that they persuaded Paul to accept their offering.
Now Paul uses their outstanding example to motivate the Corinthians to participate in the offering as they had
stated they would about a year earlier. He begins by reminding the Corinthians that they excel in many spiritual
gifts—faith, speech, knowledge and newfound love for Paul—for this is where every true act of giving begins,
with a sober acknowledgment of one‘s own gifts. Moreover he reminds the Corinthians that Christ Himself was
rich—the possessor of all that is—and yet He became poor so that the Corinthians could become rich. With
these two powerful examples before them, Paul hopes to move the Corinthians to generosity and outreaching
love.
Nevertheless, though Paul wants the wealthy Corinthians to use their affluence to aid those who are in need—
him knowing that in the course of time others will someday be able to aid the Corinthians in their hour of need—
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he expects each person to give wisely, fairly appraising what they are truly able to give. God accepts a gift
according to what a man has, not according to what he does not have. Thus, even if one can give only a little,
God measures the value of the gift by the intensity and sincerity of the giver‘s desire, not by the size of the
offering. Indeed, a widow‘s mite can be of more value than all the gold of the world.
Liberal Giving (2 Cor. 9)
The Corinthians had been boasting about many things, none of them beneficial to others. Now Paul uses a little
psychology to ensure their motivation: he informs them that he has been boasting about their enthusiasm to the
Macedonians. Now the pressure was on. To collect the offering, Paul sent two men to take charge of the bulk of
the work. Some of Paul‘s Corinthian opponents had accused Paul of using the collection as an opportunity to
enrich himself, so Paul takes care to avoid giving any appearance of validity to that charge. Paul instructs the
Corinthians to have their offering ready so that when he and other Macedonians arrive, all will be ready to go
and there will be no appearance of unwillingness on the Corinthian part.
Paul also gently encourages the Corinthian brethren not to be stingy in their giving. Giving is not natural to
human nature, which always seeks to get. So there can be a tendency to give as a miser. Paul encourages the
Corinthians by reminding them that God will richly repay them for their liberality. There is a cause-and-effect
principle at work: give much and you will receive much, give little and you will receive little (cf. Luke 6:38; Eccl.
11:1; Prov. 13:7). It is God who ensures that this principle works—and He will not be slack in enforcing it.
However, this can‘t be used like a rigged slot-machine, guaranteed to return two dollars for every one. God
expects each to give wisely—carefully thinking through what one can do and still meet all of one‘s legitimate
responsibilities.
Paul‘s Ministerial ―Style‖ (2 Cor. 10)
Paul now turns his attention back to the problems of the Corinthian church. His opponents had attacked him as
being powerful in his letters but weak and unimpressive in his personal presence and speaking style.
Apparently Paul was not a ―man‘s man‖—nor was he a skillful orator like Apollos. Paul begins by informing them
that they mistake meekness for weakness, and that, if they insist, he can come ready to punish—as he has
authority from Christ to do—though he much prefers not to use it.
Paul also begins to ―play the game‖ according to the Corinthians‘ rules. His opponents had boasted exceedingly
about visions, revelations and other personal powers—most of which could not be objectively proven by the
Corinthians. Now Paul will ―boast‖ a little as well—but in that which could be proven. Paul calls their attention to
the wide scope of his ministry. He had been the tool God used to raise up new congregations all over Asia
Minor, Macedonia and Greece—and Paul never spoke of anything he may have done in another man‘s area of
ministry.
His opponents, however, had merely traveled within Paul‘s area of ministry and done their labors among Paul‘s
converts, raising up no new churches. Where was the fruit which proved Christ was with them? Despite all their
boasting, they had nothing to show. Christ simply was not with them. ―By their fruits you shall know them,‖ said
Jesus (Matthew 7:16, 20), and the lack of fruit proved Paul‘s opponents to be phonies.
Paul and the ―Super-Apostles‖ (2 Cor. 11)
Paul continues his defense against his opponents, and he adds a good deal of sarcasm for effect. He begins
chapter 11 like this: ―Put up with my foolishness a little more, as indeed you are ‗putting up with‘ me [as his
opponents suggest].‖ Paul then compares the Corinthians to gullible Eve—quite a jab, given how Greeks
esteemed women! It is the Corinthians who are the fools, not Paul, for they had foolishly allowed themselves to
be deceived by slick talkers speaking lies! Paul‘s opponents had succeeded in deceiving the Corinthians. They
had begun to accept a false Jesus, a false Spirit and a different gospel from outsiders whom Paul mockingly
refers to as ―super-apostles‖ (v. 5; 12:11 NIV)—yet who could produce no real proof that Christ was with them
at all!
Paul continues relentlessly, as a she-bear robbed of her cubs. His opponents had ridiculed his preaching as
unsophisticated and unlearned, for he used no flourishes, no polished rhetoric, no heartrending pleas. Yet Paul
had made it very clear in multiple ways that he indeed did have knowledge. His opponents also ridiculed how
Paul labored with his own hands to support himself, implying that Paul was unable to claim the congregational
support to which true ministers are entitled because he was not a true minister. Paraphrasing his reply: ―Would
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you have preferred me to demand support? Indeed, far from intending to rob you and enrich myself—as my
opponents claim—I took support from other churches while you received the fruits of my ministerial labors! And
if I had demanded support, would that have made you love me?‖
Paul now calls a spade a spade: his opponents are false apostles, unwitting servants of Satan, the original liar
and thief. Yes, Satan himself is the master deceiver, and his apostles imitate him perfectly. They have gotten
into the Corinthian congregation for a diabolical purpose—to preach themselves, make themselves lords over
the Corinthians, rob them of their eternal inheritance and eventually have the Corinthians paying for it! For
people so wise, Paul says, they have really been made fools of.
Paul‘s Exaltation and Humiliation (2 Cor. 12)
Paul is relentless. Since his first letter to the Corinthians has succeeded in putting them into a repentant frame
of mind, Paul is going to drive the nail home, ensuring that upon his arrival in Corinth his opponents will have no
ground upon which to stand. Since visions and revelations were so important to his opponents, Paul too will
speak of these.
But in relating one significant vision in which he even heard things he was forbidden to repeat, Paul also reveals
that God had allowed him to be continually tormented by a ―thorn in the flesh‖ to keep him humble. Paul does
not explicitly reveal the nature of that thorn, though. Described as a ―messenger of Satan,‖ it is perhaps not
unlike the torment God permitted the devil to inflict on the prophet Job. Focusing on the word messenger
(Greek aggelos, i.e. angel), some commentators hold it to be a demon. But as it is a thorn in the ―flesh,‖ many
others believe it to mean a physical ailment, perhaps involving Paul‘s eyes (cf. 1 Cor. 2:3; Gal. 4:13, 15; 6:11).
Job, remember, was stricken with boils by the devil. It could, of course, be a combination of the two—that is, a
demon sent by Satan to afflict Paul with some physical malady.
Thankfully, what the devil means for harm can by used by God for good. Paul‘s thorn in the flesh teaches us an
important lesson—that spiritual strength is produced when we are intimately cognizant of our personal
weaknesses. When we are enduring a physical ailment, emotional turmoil or a threat to our security, we
become acutely aware of just how weak we are, of just how little strength we possess, of the meagerness of our
intellectual capacities and, consequently, just how much we rely upon God for deliverance and providence.
This, too, is one reason why we fast, or ―afflict our souls‖—for when we deprive ourselves of nourishment for a
short time we are brought face to face with our very real need for the very real God. No one enjoys a trial, but
the spiritual strength it can produce far outweighs the burden of it. Therefore, ―count it all joy when you fall into
various trials‖ (James 1:2), for godly character is being produced!
Final Exhortations Before Paul Comes to Corinth (2 Cor. 13)
As a final thought, Paul once again warns that if he finds any disobedience upon his arrival in Corinth he will not
spare to use the full measure of his apostolic authority. If his opponents do not repent they shall have a full
demonstration of the authority they claim Paul does not have.
Though Paul will be the instrument, it will be Christ meting out the punishments. Therefore, each one in
Corinthian had better examine himself, ensuring that he is ―in the faith‖ and ―doing what is right.‖ Each of us has
endured a great deal of instability in the Church since the death of Mr. Herbert Armstrong in 1986. Some of us
endured the trials of the 70s too. We all have battle scars, and we all have healed or are healing in our own
way. But in response to these trials, some have rejected the notion of any kind of corrective ministerial
authority, and—given human nature‘s tendency to swing to extremes—this is perfectly understandable. But
from our reading of 2 Corinthians it should be very clear that such an authority does exist. To be sure, the
ministry is to build up the brethren, but that authority to build up can be used with legitimate ―sharpness‖ (v. 10).
Every true minister of God would prefer to never have to be this way in dealing with his brethren, the sons and
daughters of his Father. But there are occasions when such authority must be used. And when used at such
times, it is backed by the authority of Christ. Such authority is to be properly wielded to build up the brethren by
producing repentance in those who have erred, just as every parent must from time to time use a degree of
severity to produce repentance in a child (Heb. 12:5-11). Let us all examine ourselves to ensure that we are in
the faith, doing what is right, correcting ourselves and thereby making our ministers‘ service a service of joy!
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GALATIANS
Introduction to Galatians (Gal. 1)
Debate has continued for some time about when the book of Galatians was written. The ―Northern Galatian
Theory‖ maintains that the book was written around A.D. 57 to the churches of northern Galatia. However, the
best evidence supports the ―Southern Galatian Theory,‖ which states that Paul was writing around A.D. 49 to
the southern areas where he had previously ministered. As the New Open Bible‘s introductory notes to the book
state: ―Galatians was probably written in Syrian Antioch in A.D. 49 just before Paul went to the Council in
Jerusalem.‖ This would explain the lack of mention of the Jerusalem Conference decision of Acts 15 as bearing
on the issue with Peter in Galatians 2—which we would expect if the conference had already taken place.
The major themes of the book are a defense of Paul‘s apostolic authority and justification by faith. This book is
perhaps the most controversial book of the New Testament. It is regularly appealed to by Protestants in their
efforts to deny the authority of God‘s law. However, a right understanding of the book shows that Paul is in no
way denying the validity of God‘s law. He is, instead, denying that justification before God can be obtained
through any kind of human effort.
Being justified, he contends, can come only as a gracious act of God as a result of faith in the reconciling
sacrifice of Jesus Christ. In the book of Galatians, similar to the Corinthian letters, we find people working within
Paul‘s congregations who are denying his apostolic standing, imputing evil motive to him, placing emphasis on
revelation and preaching another gospel. Apparently, Judaizers, as in Acts 15, are trying to convince the
Gentiles that it is necessary to be circumcised and to keep the entire law of Moses in order to be saved. And, as
a Cambridge University journal explains, this message, though appealing to some, is turning those who fear
circumcision away from Christianity and back to their former pagan ways (cf. Troy Martin, New Testament
Studies, an International Journal, 1996, p. 113).
Another Gospel (Gal. 1)
Paul begins his letter to the Galatians by immediately drawing their attention to two facts: first, that Paul is an
apostle by the direct and sovereign choice of Christ and God (1:1), and second, that it is through Christ that we
are rescued from this present evil age (v. 4). This is important, for Paul‘s opponents in Galatia have denied his
apostolic authority, as did Paul‘s opponents in Corinth, and have persuaded the brethren that there is some
other way to right standing before God. It is the question of how a Christian becomes justified that will occupy
Paul‘s writing.
Paul‘s opponents were preaching ―another gospel‖ while no doubt calling it the gospel. To this Paul reacts very
strongly. He wastes no time in squarely addressing this other gospel—he flatly denies that there even is
another gospel, and he pronounces a double-curse upon anyone, man or angel, who dares preach any other
Gospel than what Paul himself preaches.
Why so strong a denunciation? Quite simply, because it is through the Gospel that faith is produced (Rom.
10:13-17) and salvation is achieved (Eph. 2:8). The Gospel is the power of God for salvation (Rom. 1:16).
Without a correct understanding of the true Gospel, one simply cannot be saved. These troublers of the
Galatian brethren were, quite literally, destroying their salvation.
A Brief History of Paul‘s Apostolic Activity (Gal. 1)
To defend his apostolic authority, Paul provides the Galatian brethren with a brief history of his apostolic
activity. The purpose of this history is to demonstrate several important facts. First, Paul is concerned that the
Galatians fully understand that the Gospel Paul preaches was obtained directly from Christ, not from any man
or group of men. Paul‘s message is of divine origin.
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Second, he is careful to point out that he is an apostle by Christ‘s will and that he has never been subject to the
apostles in Jerusalem but, rather, recognized as their equal. In this way, he shows that even the Jerusalem
apostles acknowledged the divine origin and accuracy of Paul‘s Gospel.
Third, Paul intends to show that his contact with Jerusalem, its apostles and its church, was very minimal, and
therefore his Gospel is not derived from those who were apostles before him. Paul had a direct, personal
encounter with the risen and glorified Christ.
Immediately thereafter, Paul went into Arabia. There is some difference of opinion about the location of this
Arabia, there being several different and somewhat separate areas which have borne that name, but Paul most
likely uses the term in its Palestinian sense and, therefore, the Arabia to which he went may very well be that
area around Petra and extending into what today is called Saudi Arabia. He then spent fifteen days with Peter,
undoubtedly explaining what had happened to him, how he had seen Christ, and what Christ had told him he
must do. Paul saw no other apostle except James, the eldest of Jesus‘ younger brothers. Paul was received
and recognized as an equal—even by these leading figures of what some would label ―Jewish Christianity.‖
A Brief History of Paul‘s Apostolic Activity, Part 2 (Gal. 2)
Fourteen years after his conversion, about A.D. 49, Paul again went to Jerusalem—corresponding to the time
between Acts 14 and 15. The occasion for this journey was the controversy over Gentile circumcision. Upon his
arrival in Jerusalem, Paul met privately with the apostles, ―them which were of reputation,‖ explaining in detail
what he had been preaching. After Paul had presented his teaching, the apostles in Jerusalem found
themselves in complete agreement with him and added nothing to him. Paul‘s point in relating this part of his
history is to demonstrate that not only had he received his message directly from the glorified and divine Christ
but that he had also faithfully and accurately preserved it. To demonstrate his equal standing with the
Jerusalem apostles, Paul relates a confrontation between himself and Peter—which, surprisingly, took place
after the private meeting just mentioned. Paul took Peter to task in public, since the offense was committed in
public—as Paul later wrote to Timothy, ―Them that sin rebuke before all, that others also may fear‖ (1 Tim.
5:20).
The controversy of the time was produced by a belief of some that justification, right standing before God, is
obtained by works of law apart from faith. Paul correctly counters that justification comes through faith in
Christ‘s sacrifice. It is impossible that just the keeping of the law can justify a person—for once the law is
broken, the law cannot remove the demanded penalty, death. As Paul said in closing: ―If righteousness comes
by the law, then Christ is dead in vain‖ (Gal. 2:21).
Paul does not mention here the Jerusalem Conference of Acts 15, which brought resolution to this issue—and
that is why it likely took place after he wrote this, later in the same year as his initial private meeting.
Paul‘s Allegory (Gal. 4)
In Galatians 4:21-31 Paul presents an interesting allegory. Paul contrasts two covenants, the Old and the New.
He also contrasts two cities, then-present Jerusalem and ―Jerusalem that is above.‖ The interpretation that Paul
provides must be seen in relation to the general subject of the entire letter, justification. Verses 28-29 read:
―Now we, brethren, as Isaac was, are the children of promise. But as then he that was born after the flesh
persecuted him that was born after the Spirit, even so it is now.‖ The whole point of Paul‘s allegory is that
Christians are children of the promise to Abraham, while the Jews (and the unconverted generally) are the
children of the flesh. And the children of the flesh are persecuting and attempting to bring into bondage the
children of the promise. The bondage is seeking justification through works apart from faith. The required
response: ―Cast out the bondwoman and her son.‖ In other words, have nothing to do with these troublers who
are bringing you into bondage by teaching you that justification may be obtained by works of law.
Flesh vs. Spirit (Gal. 5)
The Judaizing heresy has enticed people away from God‘s Church even in our day. Yet the system of
manmade laws it upholds, with its minute prohibitions, complicated legal reasoning away of God‘s simple
commands, and its reliance upon prescribed actions for the maintenance of ―purity‖ and right standing before
God, stands in opposition to true Christianity. Paul argues in the strongest of terms that if any person relies
upon that kind of system for their justification, then Christ cannot profit them in any way, because through Christ
justification is obtained by faith, not works of law or any other human effort.
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Instead, Paul points the Galatian Christians to what really matters in God‘s eyes. ―For in Christ Jesus neither
circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love‖
(v. 6). Faith—the belief in God and the truth of His Word—expressing itself, working, doing, in humble and
outflowing love towards others—that is what matters. As Paul continued, ―The entire law is summed up in a
single command: ‗Love your neighbor as yourself‘‖ (v. 14). Love must be demonstrated.
The Galatians, however, had failed to notice the fruit of the new teaching in which they had become ensnared.
Paul‘s exhortation to serve each other in love, coupled with his observation that many of the Galatians were
―biting and devouring each other‖ (v. 15), implies that their conduct had taken a very destructive turn for the
worse. Therefore he reminds them that the flesh produces only evil works—but by living in the Spirit (v. 16), a
bountiful harvest of good fruit will be produced (vv. 22-23)
Mutual Support, Judging Oneself and Doing Good (Gal. 6)
Paul exhorts his Galatian brethren to several practical expressions of love. First, Paul encourages the brethren
to watch out for each other, to be our brother‘s keeper. When we find a brother ensnared in a sin, we have a
Christian duty to aid that brother, helping him see and overcome the sin. But in aiding our brother, we must be
careful ourselves, lest we unwittingly become ensnared. As much as is possible and wise, we must bear each
other‘s burdens.
Moreover, we must be careful not to become conceited by comparing ourselves with others. This is especially
true when we find a brother ensnared in a sin. It is very easy to say, ―Well I am too spiritual to ever be caught in
that sin.‖ Comparing ourselves with others is foolishness, for the right standard of conduct is Christ, not our
brother. When every person compares himself with Christ, each will find enough of his own sin to keep him
busy in repentance. Truly, each of us will bear our own load.
And be careful not to become weary in doing good. With the cares of family and work, it is often easy to
become fatigued and omit doing good. But consider Christ, who ―went about doing good‖ (Acts 10:38). His was
a life of service, not always easy. Yet He never missed a chance to do good when it was in His power.
Therefore, as you have opportunity, do good to all men, but especially, as your first priority, to your brethren in
the Church (Gal. 6:10).
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EPHESIANS
Introduction to Ephesians (Eph. 1)
The book of Ephesians was written around A.D. 60-62, two years after Paul arrived in Rome and four years
after he was first imprisoned in Caesarea. The book was written while Paul was under house arrest in Rome,
and it was sent to the Ephesian church by Tychicus, who also bore the letters to the Colossians and Philemon.
The major themes of the book are God‘s predestined purpose for mankind, the reconciliation provided by
Christ, unity between Jews and Gentiles, imitating God, and basic instruction for the major relationships of a
Christian‘s life.
Predestined to Sonship (Eph. 1)
Paul opens his remarks by reminding the Ephesians that in order to accomplish His purposes, God has given
us every spiritual blessing available in heaven, thereby showing both the importance of His purposes and the
certainty of their accomplishment. These spiritual blessings have been given because, before the foundation of
the world, He predestined us ―to the adoption as sons by Jesus Christ‖ (Eph. 1:5). That is, God has a purpose
which has been in effect since before the foundation of the world. That purpose is the production of literal sons
and daughters in His family—God is reproducing Himself, creating sons and daughters who will possess His
very holy and righteous character, and share eternal life with Him as spirit-beings with His divine nature!
The phrase ―adoption as sons‖ is from a single Greek word which means sonship. In the Roman world, a father
would declare his natural son to be his son when the son reached a certain age of maturity. Before that
declaration, the son was held in a very inferior position to his father, wholly subject to the father and liable to his
judicial judgments even to the point of death. But when the sonship was declared, the son would be legally
invested with all the rights, powers and privileges of a son and would be held to be equal to the father, but still
owing the filial duty of honor. The same declaration of sonship could even be bestowed upon one not a natural
son, in which case he would become a legitimate son; some of you may recall the famous scene in the movie
Ben Hur where Charlton Heston, a Jewish slave, is adopted by a Roman general and becomes his son.
In the same way as the former case—declared sonship by a natural father—God the Father has predestined us
to become full, legitimate sons in His divine spirit family. That sonship is made possible through Christ, the
firstborn son who is bringing many sons to glory (Heb.2:10)—through whom we have gracious forgiveness of
sins. We are predestined to it, but we do not yet possess it. The predestined sonship will be bestowed at ―the
redemption of our bodies‖ (Rom. 8:23), our resurrection or change from mortality to immortality, at which time
we will be invested with all the rights, powers and privileges of a divine son. And the guarantee that God will
accomplish this in us—providing we remain faithful—is the sealing of the Spirit, the deposit or down-payment on
the item to be fully acquired later.
Sinful Nature and God‘s Grace (Eph. 2)
Paul continues his thoughts about the incredible power of God working in us by reminding the Ephesians that,
in times past, they were as good as dead in their sins. But, just as God raised Jesus from the dead by His
power, so also has that same power been put to work in the Ephesians, raising them from the dead, so to
speak. Before their calling they walked ―according to the course of this world‖ or, as literally rendered,
―according to the age of this world.‖ Human civilization moves through ages, periods of time marked by certain
qualities. Historians recognize this and have coined phrases such as the Stone Age, the Dark Ages, the Age of
Enlightenment, the Industrial Age, the Space Age, the Age of Technology. Each age has a particular ―spirit‖—in
fact the French call it l‘esprit du temps, the spirit of the times. Paul too recognizes this and points out that the
Ephesians were just as much a product of their age as anyone else—and their age was just part of the long age
of man in which we still live.
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The age of man is dominated, however, by a malevolent spirit being, Satan the devil, the ―prince of the power of
the air.‖ This description took on more meaning during the last century with the development of radio
communication. Unheard by us, there are millions of messages flying through the air via radio waves, and if we
have a radio receiver we may tune them in. In a similar manner, Satan also broadcasts, but his messages are
in the form of attitudes, dispositions, emotions, and thoughts—the ―spirit‖ of the age. Unfortunately, due to the
choice of our primeval parents, Adam and Eve, we can ―tune in‖ to this spirit because our minds are natural
receivers of Satan‘s broadcasts. By these spiritual broadcasts we become the children of disobedience, our
conduct being dominated by the desire to satisfy the lusts of our flesh and mind—sensuality and pride—and
thereby we become by nature the children of wrath. That is, it is our corrupt nature that drives us to behave so.
God, however, demonstrates the greatness of His love and the unending abundance of His mercy in that
despite our deplorable state He acted to save us and quicken, or enliven, us when we were nothing but dead in
sin. This action of God is wholly gracious. He did not have to do it. But because of God‘s abundant grace, He
acted to save us when we were fully His enemies, and we have access to this grace by Christ through faith.
Gentiles and Israelites United in Christ (Eph. 2)
Recognizing that sin is a problem of nature, means also that there is no difference between Israelites and
Gentiles because both possess the same nature! Therefore, in Christ, both Jew and Gentile are reconciled to
God and made one with each other. Paul writes that Christ has ―broken down the middle wall of partition
between us,‖ a phrase which many scholars believe refers to the physical construction of the Temple in
Jerusalem. The Temple was surrounded by a large court in which Jew and Gentile could freely mingle. But,
surrounding the temple edifice itself was a low wall about four and a half feet high, though which one must pass
in order to ascend the steps that led to the courts of the temple where prayer and sacrifice were made. At
several places around this wall were posted signs (one of which was actually recovered in 1871), engraved in
Greek and Latin, which read, ―No foreigner may enter within the balustrade and enclosure around the
Sanctuary. Whoever is caught will render himself liable to the death penalty which will inevitably follow.‖ This
wall and its prohibition, which were never authorized by God, who said His house would be a place of prayer for
all nations (Isaiah 56:7), was erected by Jewish prejudice.
Yet in Christ we are all one. Christ is our peace (v. 14). When two persons are united in spirit with God,
submitting themselves to His authority and living according to His instruction, they will also be of one mind with
each other and thereby is reconciliation produced.
The ―Mystery of Christ‖ and Paul‘s Prayer (Eph. 3)
The reconciliation produced by Christ between Jew and Gentile is called a mystery (Eph.3:3), a hidden truth
that cannot be discovered by reason alone but may be understood once it is revealed. While the Old Testament
Scriptures do predict that all the world will worship God eventually, they do not show with clarity what kind of
relationship will exist between Israelite and Gentile. That knowledge, Paul says, is now revealed to God‘s holy
apostles and prophets of the New Testament by the Holy Spirit (v. 5). The mystery is ―that the Gentiles should
be fellow heirs, of the same body, and partakers of His promise in Christ by the gospel‖ (v. 6). And once again,
this mystery is said to have been ―hidden in God,‖ inaccessible to human reasoning, ―from the beginning of the
ages‖ (v. 9).
For this reason—because now the purpose of God and the mystery of Christ are made manifest through the
apostles and prophets—Paul bows in awed reverence before God, ―of whom the whole family in heaven and
earth is named‖ (v. 14). The word translated family is patria. This word does not denote a nuclear family
comprising a father, mother and children. Rather, it means a family in the sense of the collective individuals who
descend from a common father or ancestor—the extended family. Paul is picturing God as the common father,
and all Christians, whether Jews or Gentiles, as children of that common father through Christ. Through Christ
we are now all related, spiritually. In one word, Paul brings together the twin themes he has been developing—
God‘s purpose in reproducing Himself and reconciliation between Israelite and Gentile through Christ in the
fulfillment of that purpose.
Walking Worthy and the Purpose of the Ministry (Eph. 4)
As is so characteristic of Paul, he now begins exhortation to proper conduct following his exposition of doctrine.
Once again, understanding the doctrine should motivate to right conduct.
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By diligently developing and using the traits of godly character in Ephesians 4:2, we will be able to keep the
unity which has already been produced by Christ; if we fail to develop these traits, that unity will be lost. To aid
us in producing unity and the growth that comes from unity, Christ has given the Church a very needful gift—the
ministry. Ministers with the various functions listed in verse 11 were given ―to prepare God‘s people for works of
service, so that the body of Christ may be built up until we all reach unity in the faith and in the knowledge of the
Son of God and become mature, attaining to the whole measure of the fullness of Christ‖ (vv. 12-13 NIV).
Imitate God (Eph. 5)
Paul closes Ephesians 4 exhorting the Ephesians to a whole array of righteous conduct designed to preserve
the unity that Christ has produced and bring every Christian to perfect spiritual maturity. In chapter 5 Paul
continues that exhortation with a simple, yet powerful command: ―Be imitators of God‖ (v. 1 NIV).
Jesus told us that ―except you be converted, and become as little children, you shall not enter into the kingdom
of heaven‖ (Matt. 18:3). Children have many outstanding qualities, but perhaps the most obvious is that they
are superb imitators. How many times have you observed a little boy imitating his father, taking large steps,
walking with his hands behind him, ―being Daddy‖?
How many times have you observed a little girl ―dressing up‖ and ―playing Mommy‖? Children imitate
everything—the good and the bad. In the same way, we need to be imitating God, who is always good. As little
children, we need to study Him intently, observe how He responds to people and events, learn what He finds to
be important and noble, understand what motivates Him, and practice walking like Him.
Instruction to Husbands and Wives (Eph. 5)
Paul now begins a section of instruction which touches on the major relationship roles we will engage in during
this life: wives and husbands, children and parents, slaves and masters. He is very much aware that these roles
need a delicate balance, and that balance is provided by a constant reference back to Christ and our
responsibility to imitate God. Paul firmly anchors his instruction regarding marriage roles in the general context
of reconciliation, lowliness and meekness, and submission.
To wives, Paul instructs submission. Submission does not mean subjection, being less-than, or committing sin
because another told you to do so. Submission simply means yielding your will to the will of another. It means
exercising longsuffering and forbearance when the authority over you is less than perfect or just plain wrong. It
means the one in submission has the responsibility to exercise wisdom to evaluate when the directives of an
authority are righteous, wise, good, indifferent, foolish or sinful—and understanding how to respond in each
circumstance.
Wives are to submit to their husbands in all things as the Church submits to Christ. Christ never leads the
Church into sin, but He does sometimes lead the Church into something difficult to do. Sometimes doing the
difficult is required—and when it is, wives need to recognize that sin and discomfort are two different things and
that discomfort does not justify rebellion. When the Church has a need or is in discomfort, it makes its need
known to Christ by petitioning through prayer. A wife, when she has a need or is in discomfort, should also
make her need known to her husband, with meekness and a quiet spirit—being careful not to let her personal
wishes lead her into nagging. After all, the Church does not badger her Husband into acceding to her
―entreaties.‖ Yet many women make this mistake. They think they win when they get their way—but in the
process, they lose their husband‘s love and respect.
To husbands, Paul instructs love. Love is outreaching concern for another. Love seeks the welfare of others
and does not concern itself with personal likes or dislikes. Love is submissive service to another, for as Jesus
said, ―If you love me, keep my commandments‖ (John 14:15)—that is, submit to Me by serving Me. Love shows
giving, kindness, longsuffering, forbearance, tact and endurance. Love means that one in authority will not
transgress the bounds of his authority, nor use that authority as a means to self-satisfaction. Love is kind,
obliging, merciful, entreatable. Love consumes itself in service, and yet never becomes exhausted but is
renewed day by day.
Husbands are to love their wives and serve them so that they may reach their full potential, just as Christ loved
the Church and gave Himself so that the Church could reach its full potential—the predestined goal of the
purpose that God had devised before the foundation of the world. This is a truly daunting task, for it means that
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despite a husband‘s personal faults and shortcomings, he is not excused from making every attempt to fulfill his
marital responsibilities.
Since a husband is typically the major breadwinner, bearing the responsibility of providing his wife and children
with financial stability, and since our 21st century world is one of increasing stress, frustration and distraction,
this responsibility to love his wife can be very difficult to meet. And this is to say nothing of overcoming his own
carnal nature and bringing himself into submission to Christ! Yet if a husband neglects his marital responsibility,
if he simply does not care to love his wife as Christ loved the Church, he will ultimately lose her respect,
embitter her, and in the process lose any submission.
As we can see from just a brief consideration of the basic responsibilities of husbands and wives, it appears
that the very things which are most needed to be done by each party are those very things each party often
finds most difficult to do. It may be that Paul does not exhort wives to love their husbands because, generally
speaking, wives have no difficulty doing so. Neither does Paul exhort husbands to rule their house well and
provide order and stability. Perhaps this is because, generally speaking, husbands have no trouble doing so.
But ask a wife to submit, ask a husband to love, and immediately we can see the potential for conflict. And this
is why mutual submission is so important. Wives will fail to submit; husbands will fail to love. When that
happens, lowliness and meekness, longsuffering and forbearance, will preserve the unity and help each party to
grow toward full Christian maturity.
Instruction for Children, Slaves and Masters (Eph. 6)
Paul now turns his attention to the relationship between children and parents. In one sense, this is the most
important physical relationship we will ever have. The relationship between parents and children determines to
a great degree the kind of adults the children will become.
Character, hopes, fears, desires, strengths, weaknesses, proclivities—even the way a person will conceive of
and relate to God—are all forged in the relationship between children and their parents.
To children, Paul instructs obedience. To get the best possible start in life, children must listen carefully to a
parent‘s instruction, asking questions, seeking to understand the principles and laws that are behind instruction,
learning what is important and what is not important. Children should remember that parents invest a
tremendous amount of energy and stress, emotional and physical, into caring for them. Parents often sacrifice
their own pleasures and desires in an effort to provide something better for their children. As an added
encouragement, Paul reminds the children that God has promised to bless their obedience.
To parents, Paul instructs tenderness, attention to nurturing and instruction in spiritual things. When a father is
patient, gentle and nurturing, the children thrive and, in later years, fondly recall that they had ―the best of
fathers.‖ This subject deserves serious thought, for an inattention to nurturing instruction will quite literally
destroy a child.
To slaves, Paul instructs obedient and diligent service. Today, the concept of slave ould, to a certain degree, be
appropriately transferred to employees. Paul instructs that employees be careful to obey their employers,
providing diligent and conscientious service, as if he is working for Christ. To masters, or employers then, Paul
instructs reciprocity—the mutual return of goodwill and respect. When employees are diligent and careful in
obedience, be diligent and careful in management as a return. Be kind and offer praise. Do not threaten, berate,
humiliate, or otherwise create an atmosphere of fear and distrust. And in all this, remember that you, too, have
your superiors, and One who is Superior over all.
The Armor of God (Eph. 6)
Paul concludes his letter to the Ephesians by exhorting all to put on the armor of God. We must never forget
that as Christians we are quite literally at war. We are the advanced guard of the Kingdom of God, and we are
behind enemy lines. Therefore, we need to be strong in the might of the Lord, using every defense and every
weapon at our disposal. Our enemy, Satan, is the most cunning and vicious of all enemies and we must not
underestimate him—for if we do, we will not prevail.
We are waging a spiritual war with stakes far higher than those of any previous battle on Earth. Paul describes
the armor of God in terms of the battle gear of the Roman legionnaire. As they were stationed in many places
throughout the Roman Empire, everyone was familiar with the sight and habits of these Roman soldiers. Notice
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that none of the armor of God covers our backside. Christianity is an offensive war. We are not to turn tail and
run; if we do so, we are completely exposed to our enemy. Instead, God wants us constantly advancing,
constantly taking territory, constantly slashing with the sword, fending off blows with the shield, confident in the
protection of the righteousness of faith, always able to endure. We have every reason to be so, for we have a
Captain who has already conquered, who is Supreme over all, and who is our constant Companion in our fight!
What boldness we may have!
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PHILIPPIANS
Introduction to Philippians (Phil. 1)
The book of Philippians was written around A.D. 61-62, while Paul was still a prisoner in Rome. It was the last
of his so-called prison epistles, and it was probably taken from Rome to Philippi by Epaphroditus, most likely
the minister in Philippi, who had come to Rome bearing a gift of financial support from the Philippians.
The book is especially interesting considering that the Philippian church was apparently the one church with
which Paul had the closest feelings of affection. In it, Paul expresses the greatest expressions of love and
tenderness, and his longing to be with them again. The major themes of the book are exhortations to humility
and self-sacrifice, reconciliation between brethren, standing fast in the faith, having no confidence in the flesh,
and the cultivation of the peace of God.
Of all the churches that Paul founded, it appears that the one in Philippi was the dearest to his heart. It was a
small church, yet when Paul was coming out of a very tough period in his life it was to the Philippians that he
went, eager for the refreshment and encouragement he knew they would naturally supply. The Philippians were
truly Paul‘s fellow-laborers in the Gospel, for they frequently sent Paul financial aid (4:10), helping him when it
seemed other churches were doing everything in their power to cause him anxiety (2 Cor. 11:8). They
supported Paul ―from the first day until now‖ (Phil. 1:5).
Paul wrote the Philippians while he was imprisoned in Rome, awaiting trial (Acts 28:16-31). While his
imprisonment was a more comfortable house arrest, it still had its moments of discouragement. Having been
away from the eastern Mediterranean for several years, Paul greatly longed after this small band of brethren
who loomed so large in his heart.
Paul had been arrested in Judea and held in Caesarea for two years before his appeal sent him to Rome. While
being held in Caesarea, Paul had contact with the movers and shakers in Judea, and had opportunity to preach
God‘s Truth to them, whether it was a bold declaration of the Gospel (as before the Sanhedrin) or a more subtle
preaching about godly character (as before Felix).
Now that he was in Rome, he found that his message was receiving even wider audience. The Jews of Rome
had been informed that Paul was on his way as a prisoner, and now they wanted to know what all the fuss was
about. This gave Paul an excellent opportunity to receive them and preach the Gospel to them as well. In
addition to this, Paul was receiving great success even among some of the Roman palace guard (Phil. 1:13), an
unheard of thing. But even more astonishing was the fact that Claudia, the adopted daughter of former emperor
Claudius (who died in A.D. 54), had also been converted—along with her husband Pudens and brother Linus
(Phil. 4:22; 2 Tim. 4:20).
Claudia, whose birth name was Gladys, was the daughter of Caradoc, the high king of Britain captured in the
Romano-British war. Her extraordinary beauty (celebrated later by the Roman poet Martial) and her keen
intellect so affected Claudius that he adopted her as his own daughter. Her husband, Rufus Pudens Pudentius,
commonly called Pudens, was a Roman senator and former aide-de-camp of Aulus Plautius, one of the most
famous and brilliant military commanders of his day, and the commander Claudius sent to Britain in A.D. 43 to
reduce the island to submission. So by the bizarre turns of history and the inscrutable working of God, Paul was
at this time in regular contact with members of the British royal family and some of the most significant Romans
of his day.
Exhortation to Humility (Phil. 2)
The Philippian church, though normally a fine example of Christianity, nevertheless did have its own problems,
as does every church. In chapter 2, Paul begins to supply the instruction and exhortation they will need to
resolve their problems. Paul exhorts them to be like-minded, of one accord, sharing the same love. He reminds
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them to do nothing in a spirit of vainglory. The implication is that the Philippian church has been suffering some
kind of internal division caused by pride and self-exaltation. The solution is for everyone to esteem others better
than himself. This kind of personal self-humiliation and lowliness of mind requires constant effort, for our human
nature seeks to puff itself up.
To drive the point home, Paul points to the example of Christ. Christ had been equal with God in the sense of
sharing the divine level of existence. But He emptied Himself of His divine nature and became a mere man,
humble and obedient even to death. Because of this, God had exalted Him to His original glory above every
other name and promised that all would bow the knee to Him.
Timothy and Epaphroditus (Phil. 2)
Paul longed to see the Philippians, but he knew it would still be some time before he could hope for release. In
the meantime he resolved to send Timothy and Epaphroditus to them so that he could receive a personal report
of the condition of the Philippians.
Timothy was a third-generation Christian, we might say, his mother Eunice and grandmother Lois having been
very faithful and sincere Christians before him (2 Tim. 1:5). The same unfeigned faith that dwelt in them
seemed almost genetically passed to Timothy. This young man was a constant source of joy to Paul, who said
of him, ―I have no one like-minded, who will sincerely care for your state‖ (Phil. 2:20). During his imprisonment
the ministry in Paul‘s area of apostolic activity had begun to show its true colors. Some were sincere, but many
more were showing themselves hirelings: ―All seek their own, not the things which are of Christ Jesus,‖ Paul
wrote (v. 21). But Timothy was well-known to the Philippians, and they could trust him. They knew how closely
he had worked with Paul.
In the meantime, Paul had sent Epaphroditus back to the Philippians. Evidently it was he whom they had sent
to Rome with financial support for Paul (4:10). At some time during his stay in Rome, Epaphroditus became
deathly ill, but God mercifully spared him. While the reason for the sickness is not explicitly stated, Paul says it
was ―for the work of Christ… [making up] for the help you could not give me‖ (v. 30 NIV)—the implication being
that Epaphroditus nearly worked himself into the grave to support Paul in his work in Rome.
These two ministers are sterling examples of diligent, loving and humble service. Their constant loyalty, tender
care for the brethren, love of things spiritual, and tireless work are examples we can all imitate—and, indeed,
God found them so admirable that he recorded their story in His Word for all time.
The Right Focus and Paul‘s Example (Phil. 3)
Paul begins to close his letter to the Philippians by briefly reminding them as to what constitutes real
circumcision. After his experiences combating the Corinthian and Galatian heresies, he wants to fortify his
beloved Philippian brethren against any deception his antagonists may attempt to work upon them. In the
strongest of terms he makes clear that circumcision—as his Corinthian, and especially Galatian, opponents
have characterized it—is of no profit whatsoever as far as justification (termed righteousness, here) is
concerned.
Paul kept his eye firmly fixed on what really counts. That is a key to success in any endeavor, for inevitably
there will be distractions. By keeping your eye on the goal, constantly moving toward it and not allowing yourself
to lose focus, you dramatically increase the probability of obtaining that goal. A second key to success in the
Christian life is to forget things in the past. We should not forget the lessons we have learned, but we should not
carry along with us the failings we have experienced.
In this regard Paul urges his brethren to imitate him. This again highlights the essential need for good Christian
role models. Each of us, and especially the ministry, need to be on guard at all times to ensure that we are
setting a right example for our brethren. Even when we least expect it, others do see what we do and hear
what we say. When others see us acting with faith, obedience, submission and love, they will be emboldened
and encouraged to follow our example.
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COLOSSIANS
Introduction to Colossians (Col. 1)
The book of Colossians was written about A.D. 60-62 and sent to its Colossian and Laodicean recipients at the
same time the books of Ephesians and Philemon were delivered to their recipients. The letter was intended to
be circulated, but probably of a more narrow circulation than the letter to the Ephesians. The major themes of
the book are God‘s work in reconciliation; Christ‘s sufficiency for the believer; the lordship of Christ over the
creation and, specifically, the Church; pursuit of spiritual things; putting off the old man and putting on the new;
and basic instruction in the major relationships of human life.
Paul had never visited the Colossians or Laodiceans (1:4-8; 2:1), those churches having been raised up by
others, most probably Epaphras (1:7). Nevertheless, those churches were within the apostolic mission area of
Paul, Epaphras was likely ordained by Paul, the congregations were, indirecty, a product of Paul‘s preaching,
and he therefore had authority over them.
The Colossians, like the Ephesians and Galatians, were also being bothered by outsiders who were bringing in
heresies, but the nature of these heresies is very difficult to discern from the scant notices of them contained in
the letter. They were apparently a blend of pagan and Jewish Gnosticism—with other strange elements thrown
in. From the discussion of Christ‘s superiority over ―thrones, dominions, principalities and powers,‖ as well as
the emphasis on Christ‘s sufficiency for all things to the believer, we can deduce that the troublers of the
Colossians were probably introducing a beguiling philosophy involving intermediate spirit-rulers to whom the
Colossians were being told to look for some manner of spiritual benefit. This was entirely contrary to the Truth
and the Gospel which Paul and his associates preached, and hence the reminders that the Colossians walk
according to the faith to which they were originally called, and not to be moved away from the hope of the
Gospel.
After mentioning some of what God the Father has done for us, Paul turns his attention to Christ. Paul calls
Christ the ―image‖—the very character impress—of the Father, exactly like the Father in every respect. He also
calls Him the ―firstborn‖ over all things, meaning that Christ is supreme over all things, just as Paul had taught
the Philippians in chapter 2, verse 9. In fact, Christ created all things at the command of God, and today all
things continue to exist through the agency of Christ. Moreover Christ is the Head of the Church and it is
through Christ that God will present us to Himself without any blemish—if we continue firmly grounded in the
faith and are not moved away from the hope of the gospel.
Exhortation to Vigilance and Steadfastness (Col. 2)
In Colossians 2, Paul continues the exhortation to steadfastness, explaining that his purpose in writing is that
the Colossians may be united in love. This Paul says because he knows well that many deceivers are going
about the Church, corrupting the faith of many. So he warns against deceivers who speak ―enticing words‖ and
straightly tells the Colossians that just as they have received Christ and as they have been taught, so should
they continue to walk in Him.
The virtues of vigilance and steadfastness are much needed by Christians, for Satan never ceases in his
attempts to confuse, distract and deceive. Human nature is always wanting something new (Eccl. 1:8),
something ―stimulating,‖ and we have been plainly told that in the last times some would depart to fables and
would not endure sound teaching, but would instead heap up for themselves piles of teachers (2 Tim. 4:3-4).
Those days are here. How diligent and steadfast are you?
The ―Handwriting of Ordinances‖ (Col. 2)
Protestant scholars regularly turn to Colossians 2:14-15 in an attempt to prove the law was ―nailed to the cross‖.
But notice that the word law does not appear in these verses, nor does it appear anywhere in the entire book of
Colossians. The no-law enthusiast, however, contends that the phrase ―handwriting of ordinances‖ means the
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law, the Ten Commandments. Does it? We shall see that it does not, and that Paul is using two metaphors in
this passage in order to describe the true effect of Christ‘s death.
The first metaphor Paul uses involves the phrase ―handwriting of ordinances.‖ The Greek of the phrase is
chierographon tois dogmasin. The word dogma (plural, dogmasin) simply means a decree, whether of God or
man. But what is a decree? A decree is an order having the force of law, but it is not a law. A decree has force
because it is backed by a law, not because it is a law—a subtle, yet important, distinction.
The word chierographon literally means ―hand (chier) writing (grapho),‖ and it was used to indicate a
handwritten note of debt, or what you and I would call an IOU. The Scripture prominently compares our sins to
debt—recall ―forgive us our debts as we forgive our debtors‖ (Matt. 6:12) and the parable of the unmerciful
steward (18:21-35). With this in mind, let us ask what it is that the Scripture repeatedly says is blotted out—a
law, or our sin? The answer is our sin! (Acts 3:19; Ps. 51:1, 9; 109:14; Is. 43:25; 44:22; Jer. 18:23; Neh. 4:5)
Indeed, in first-century B.C. extrabiblical writings (for example, the Apocalypse of Elijah), the chierographon was
the book in which the sins of each person were recorded, as in an accounting ledger. While we must tread
carefully in the use of such uninspired sources, they can nevertheless give us valuable insight on how language
was used at the time. Clearly, then, the ―handwriting of ordinances‖ represents our sins as a note of debt.
The second metaphor involves a court proceeding. Notice that Paul said the chierographon was ―against us‖
and ―contrary to us.‖ The two phrases are not equivalent. The chierographon was ―against us‖ in that is was
held against our account—it was a record of our debt in sin. It was ―contrary to us‖ in that it stood opposing us.
But how so? The answer is provided by noting that Paul said the chierographon was ―taken out of the way.‖ The
word ―way‖ is translated from the Greek mesos, which is more properly translated ―midst.‖ Now just as our
English word stand has many different meanings—to remain upright, a retail sales booth, or even the place in a
court where witness testimony is given—so does the word mesos have different meanings. One of those
meanings is seen in Acts 4:7, where it is translated midst. Please note that in Acts 4:7, Peter and John are on
trial before the Sanhedrin, and in being examined they are placed ―in the midst.‖ This is the place from which
the accused and accuser presented their evidence, in the midst of the courtroom, before the judge, and
surrounded by onlookers. The chierographon (the record of our sins) was in the mesos (the ―witness stand‖ in
court) as we were being accused before God.
Now who is the one who accuses us? Satan the devil! (Rev. 12:10) But what evidence does he bring? Why, the
record of our sins! But what does Paul say happened? Christ took it out of the midst, mesos, out of the
courtroom, nailing it to His cross. His death paid our debt, blotting out any record of it! In other words, Satan‘s
evidence was destroyed and the case against us has been dismissed for lack of evidence!
These verses do not teach that the law was done away! They teach that our sins—the things that stood
between us and God (Is. 59:1-2)—have been removed by Christ‘s death!
Seek Things Above (Col. 3)
Finding ourselves free of the debt of sin, what shall we do now? Shall we again become indebted? Certainly
not! Since we stand raised to life with Christ (Col. 2:13), we must seek heavenly things, mortifying (killing) our
fleshly members on earth. That is, we must now take up our cross and, in a sense, endure the painful death of
crucifixion, i.e. spiritually—putting to death the carnal man. We then put on the new man, which is renewed in
the image of God!
The Christian life is not a life of permission to sin because Christ died for us. On the contrary, we have a greater
responsibility to live holy lives and conform ourselves to the very image of Jesus Christ, who is the image of
God the Father. It is now our responsibility to fully cooperate with God in the production of holy, righteous
character until we look and act like the rest of the family—the Father and Christ.
As we progress through our life as Christians, we should become more loving, merciful, kind, faithful, selfdisciplined, humble, meek, patient and longsuffering, service-oriented. We should be able to look back and say,
―Wow, have I changed!‖ The transforming power of God should be obvious in our lives. Is it obvious in yours?
―Salty‖ Speech (Col. 4)
Pound for pound, what is the most powerful muscle in your body? Strange as it sounds, it is your tongue. But
how unruly is that little member! We regularly use our tongues to accuse, slander, vilify, demand, complain,
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murmur, argue, attack, swear, jest coarsely, put down, berate and otherwise abuse our fellow man. Yet that
same instrument of destruction can be used to encourage, compliment, praise, instruct, edify, guide, counsel,
comfort, cheer, defend, persuade and otherwise benefit our fellow man.
As Christians, we have been given a spirit of love and self-control (2 Tim. 1:7). With that power comes the
ability to tame the unruly tongue and render it a submissive servant of good. Just as salt adds flavor to our food,
often turning a bland mess into a delightful dish, so should the use of God‘s Spirit flavor our speech, making it
pleasing, palatable, delightful, edifying, and wise. Courteous and respectful speech, with everything said in love
for the betterment of our fellow man, should be the regular habit of Christians.
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1 THESSALONIANS
Introduction to 1 Thessalonians (1 Thess. 1)
Paul‘s first letter to the Thessalonians was written about A.D. 50-52 from Corinth, just after Paul had come from
Athens by way of Thessalonica and Berea. The Thessalonican church had been recently founded amidst
persecution, but by the time Paul wrote the hostility had substantially declined. The letter was written in
response to the news received when Timothy returned from a brief trip to Thessalonica; he had been sent there
by Paul to discover how the church was faring.
The letter commends the Thessalonians for their outstanding example of perseverance, their abounding love
and faith, and their attachment to Paul. It also addresses a few questions the Thessalonians had conveyed to
Paul either through Timothy or perhaps by letter. Paul also addresses some problems internal to the
Thessalonican church. Paul wrote his second letter to the Thessalonians a few months later.
An Example Through Suffering (1 Thess. 1)
The city of Thessalonica was Paul‘s second stop on the European leg of his second evangelistic journey.
Having just come from Philippi, where he and Silas had been unjustly beaten and cast into prison (Acts 16:640), Paul was probably looking forward to a short period of peace. Short it was—as short as the distance
between Philippi and Thessalonica.
The Jews of Thessalonica proved themselves to be just as implacable as the Philippian magistrates. The
unbelieving Jews, after mustering a crowd of no-goods and ruffians to cause as much uproar as possible,
assaulted the home of Jason, who had become a follower of Paul. Jason and several brethren were hauled
before the city magistrate, but the designs of the Jews came to nothing when the magistrate only took security
from Jason and his companions and then let them go. Paul and Silas were hurriedly spirited out of town, and
sent on to the city of Berea.
Paul now fondly recalls the founding of the Thessalonican church. He knows that those first days were hard for
the brethren here and that, in one form or another, the persecution had continued. Yet, despite their hardship,
the Thessalonians had remained faithful and eager to assist in the work of preaching the Gospel. Their faith and
labors, their total renunciation of idolatry, were well-known. In fact, Paul says they set the example for everyone
in Macedonia and Achaia.
Paul often mentions how the example of one congregation affects the congregations of neighboring cities. How
true this is! How often have you had visiting brethren in your congregation? Have you always been as warm
and friendly, as uplifting and spiritual, as encouraging and zealous as you could have been? What‘s the
―spiritual temperature‖ of your congregation? Can you honestly say that you and your congregation have set the
example for others to emulate? This is no small thing, for every congregation is part of the larger body, and its
condition will affect others.
Take the time to examine yourself and honestly assess whether you could rightly claim the praise Paul offered
the Thessalonians. If you see yourself falling short, if you see room to improve, if there is something you could
do to ―fire up‖ both yourself and your local congregation, inspiring love and fellowship and good works, by all
means do so! Not only will the Sabbath truly be a time of spiritual refreshment and joy, but you will strengthen
your brethren in the surrounding area by setting an example worthy of emulation.
Powerful in Word, Gentle in Deed (1 Thess. 2)
This chapter presents interesting contrasts in Paul‘s modus operandi. He says that when he first preached the
Gospel to the Thessalonians he did so in boldness, despite the fact that he and Silas had been so
ignominiously treated in Philippi. This boldness, however, was not a cocky reliance upon his own innate
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powers. Instead, Paul always kept in mind the fact that he was allowed by God to be His steward, one who
manages and distributes the goods of the master to those of the master‘s household.
The Gospel, Paul knew, was entrusted to him. Therefore, he was under a great responsibility to please God in
his administration of it. To do so, Paul made conscious effort not to use flattering and flowery rhetoric to win the
hearts and minds of the brethren. Paul spoke the Word of God in plain terms, with patience and attention to
detail. He knew that though a speaker must deliver a pleasant presentation, the Word of God contains its own
power and that the best results are obtained when the speaker allows the natural power of God‘s Word to have
free course. Speak well, of course. Be persuasive, yes. Speak with conviction, to be sure. But the man who
preaches the Word of God must always work to push his own person into the background while bringing the
plain teachings of God to the foreground.
Paul also had to deal with another disappointing fact of life—there always have been and there always will be
religious and philosophical hucksters like so many snake-oil salesmen hoping to make a quick buck. They
breeze into a city, preach this god or that, this philosophy or that, get the people stirred up, extract as much
gold and silver as possible, then disappear with the next wind. Even today ―mainstream Christianity‖ is so full of
showmen and preachers plagued with financial and moral scandal that the common people avoid and ridicule
anything even remotely hinting of God.
Paul understood this, and he took steps to avoid what some might mistakenly view as impropriety. Though he
was an apostle, and therefore entitled to the financial support of the Christian communities he raised up, he did
not avail himself of this benefit. Instead, Paul worked with his own hands to support himself—in short, he pulled
double-duty, working during the day as a preacher and during the night to provide for his own needs. It was a
physically exhausting regimen.
But Paul was intent upon not allowing himself to become any impediment to the work of the Spirit. He would not
do anything that might cause others to doubt the truth of his message. This is just one more example of how
Paul minimized himself and maximized the message of God.
But Paul also minimized himself in another way, too. He treated the Thessalonians with gentle, caring kindness.
Though he spoke boldly, passionately, with conviction and full demonstration of the Truth, yet personally he
was small, deferential, patient, meek, courteous, helpful, serving. He was as gentle with them as a nursing
mother with her newborn child. He sought every opportunity to provide comfort and encouragement to his new
brethren. In our terms, Paul was the one who would ask if there was something he could get you from the
Sabbath refreshment table. He was the one who took the time to speak to the older persons in the
congregation, looking for an opportunity to perform some useful service. He was the one who asked about your
week, looking for some reason to rejoice with you, or comfort you, or some item to add to his prayer list.
So Paul was a man of interesting contrasts: the bold speaker who spoke with conviction and passion, yet never
allowed his technique to take center stage; the tireless worker who labored with vigor, yet never took advantage
of a benefit which was his right; the leader of God‘s evangelistic work to the Gentile world, yet the one who
made himself a quiet, diligent and gentle servant of all.
The Source of a Minister‘s Joy (1 Thess. 3)
This letter was written just after Paul had arrived in Corinth for the first time, having come from Athens. Athens
had been singularly disappointing. The citadel of Greek learning was wholly given to idolatry of the most prolific
and ignorant kind (Acts 17:16). The Jews of the city were obstinate, unable to be reached. Even the Greek
philosophers who expressed some interest in gaining a better understanding of Paul‘s message proved
themselves to be more interested in clever argumentation and polished rhetorical skills than in an honest
pursuit of truth. Corinth was proving little more satisfying. The city itself was wealthy and bustled with
commerce, but its morals were appalling. Prostitution, both ritual and commercial, was rampant. Like Athens,
Corinth was full of idolatry. But in Corinth, Paul did have evangelistic success, converting the ruler of the
synagogue, Crispus, and his family, as well as numerous Greeks. Moreover, Paul had revealed assurance from
Christ, who told him, ―I am with you, and no one is going to attack and harm you, because I have many people
in this city‖ (18:10).
With such disappointing experiences in Athens and Corinth, it is perhaps quite understandable that Paul would
feel more acutely the absence of his Thessalonican brethren. Their complete rejection of idolatry in all its forms,
their simple and growing love, and their pure faith made Paul yearn for the opportunity to return to them. But, as
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he wrote them, ―Satan hindered us‖ (1 Thess. 2:18). Therefore, being in anxiety and desiring to know their
state, Paul sent Timothy to them with instructions to establish and comfort them. Paul was concerned that his
recent experiences, as well as the persecution the Thessalonians had endured, might cause them to ―be moved
by these afflictions.‖
Timothy‘s return with the good news that the Thessalonians were solid in the faith, strong in love, and just as
anxious to see Paul as he was to see them was just the medicine his tired soul required. Chapter 3 is a
marvelous record of the mutual love between a pastor and his congregation. It shows us vividly just what it is
that brings joy to a true minister of God—the steadfast faith, sincere love, zeal and growing holiness of his
congregations. When a pastor sees such real Christianity in his congregations, he is refreshed, the burdens of
his office are lightened, he is emboldened and his zeal is increased. In return, the congregations have peace
and the minister is able to give them the deeper, meatier, more spiritual instruction in the Word of God that
brings true satisfaction.
Let us all turn away from worldly wisdom (Athens) and the vain pursuit of materialism (Corinth), and take up
residence where idolatry is rejected, love is embraced and faith is practiced (Thessalonica)!
Pursue Holiness (1 Thess. 4)
In the preceding chapters Paul has praised the Thessalonians for their work of faith, labor of love, patient hope
in Christ, exemplary conduct, rejection of idolatry, and attachment to Paul and the ministers laboring with him.
Now Paul turns his attention to the subject to which all the others lead—holiness.
Unfortunately, few today think about or can even define holiness. Yet that is to be our primary preoccupation
during our Christian walk. Consider the typology of the Old Testament. The exodus from Egypt typified our
redemption from the world. The gathering at Sinai typified our conversion and constitution as God‘s people.
Those events took only a matter of days for the one, just a few months for the other. But Israel spent 40 years
wandering in the wilderness, wickedness being purged, which for us typifies a life of being sanctified or made
holy, purged of evil—an absolute requirement before entrance into the Promised Land, which for us means the
Kingdom of God. The book of Hebrews states, ―Follow peace with all men, and holiness, without which no man
shall see the Lord‖ (Heb. 12:14).
Paul begins his discussion of holiness in 1 Thessalonians by addressing it in terms of sexual purity. ―We
beseech you, and exhort you,‖ he begins (4:1)—that‘s pretty intense pleading! There is a very good reason why
Paul begins discussing holiness in terms of sexual purity. Sexuality is being used as a symbol of all sensual
distractions that lead people away from holiness. As the Apostle John would later write, all that is in the world is
―the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life‖ (1 John 2:16), sensuality heading the list. The
pursuit of and temptation to sensual indulgence, especially sexual dalliance and infidelity, is a pervasive and
fundamental fabric of this world‘s societies, and flirting with it is deadly to Christian holiness.
The Dead in Christ (1 Thess. 4)
The hope of every true Christian is the resurrection from the dead and the glorification to immortal spirit life. To
this hope Paul turns his attention, giving the Thessalonians both admonition and comfort. No doubt the
Thessalonians had sent Timothy back to Paul with questions about the resurrection because some of their
number, only very recently converted, had died. Paul remarks that our knowledge of the resurrection should be
a source of comfort. When a loved one dies, we ought not to sorrow endlessly, for we have the ironclad,
unbreakable, unshakable promise of God that the dead in Christ will live again and that we will be with them in
glory, if we hold fast.
It would be worthwhile to note that these deceased Christians about whom Paul writes had been converted only
a few months before their deaths, yet Paul assures the Thessalonians that they will be resurrected in glory to
meet the returning Christ. This realization should comfort us, for we need not worry that a person who dies
young in the faith will somehow have to wait, that he just didn‘t have enough time to be ―ready.‖ Not so! God
knows full well what happens to His saints, and through Paul He assures us that any saint who dies in the faith
will be in the first and better resurrection—no matter how long or short the time of his conversion may have
been.
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General Admonitions (1 Thess. 5)
While we wait for Christ‘s return, we need to be exercising self-control, and encouraging and edifying our
brother. Self-control is an important attribute for those who live in the end time, for society will be pulsating with
all the sensual and material distractions that so easily ensnare our carnal natures. Fighting against the natural
pulls of our flesh and the inducements of the world can become tiring and frustrating, and for this reason it is
essential that we make every effort to encourage our brethren and edify one another with spiritual discussion
and fellowship. To be a lone Christian in the end time is like being a wildebeest trailing the rear of the herd—
easy pickings for the dogs of the desert.It is also interesting to note that in the context of the return of Christ,
Paul asks theThessalonians to ―respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and
who admonish you‖ and to ―hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work‖ (5:12-13).
Paul knew that a massive apostasy was coming and that true ministers, fearfully serving God, wouldbe few and
far between. Many, if not most, ministers would be hirelings, menpleasers and outright wolves. Others would
become entangled in fables and speculation. In such an environment it would be natural for the brethren to
become embittered against the ministry and distrustful of any organized authority. Indeed, haven‘t we witnessed
just this in our recent history? Therefore, Paul‘s admonitions are very apropos.
Notice also that Paul pointedly admonishes the brethren to ―live in peace with each other‖ (5:13), and that this
admonition follows immediately after Paul‘s remarks about the ministry. With the splintering of the Church of
God, how many different groups have appeared? How many have sniped, barked at, snapped at, or openly
castigated other groups? How many brethren who formerly sat side by side in Sabbath services now bite and
attack each other or even refuse to speak with each other? As Jesus warned: ―Because lawlessness will
abound, the love of many will grow cold‖ (Matt. 24:12). Truly, living in peace with your brethren is very much an
end-time concern.
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2 THESSALONIANS
God‘s Wrath upon Our Persecutors (2 Thess. 1)
At first glance chapter one of 2 Thessalonians might seem quite unchristian. After all, Paul appears to look with
satisfaction upon the prospect of the utter destruction of those who persecute God‘s people. Yet Paul is not
suggesting that we study to hate. God‘s way is a way of love. God is love. Everything He does is described by
and directed by His love for mankind. God calls Christians to a life of loving service to their brethren first and
then to all men. A Christian must love and pray for even his enemies, desiring their repentance so that they too
may no longer be called enemies but rather brothers!
But in the end, not everyone will be brothers. Some will still be enemies of God—who must be destroyed. But
even this is done out of love—for the good of everyone else and to save the incorrigible from eternal misery.
Understanding this, it is no sin to look forward to the day that all the enemies of God and His people will be
destroyed. It is no sin to look forward to vindication and just judgment. It is no sin to look forward to the day that
the stubbornly wicked are destroyed and all who remain are in perfect accord with the Father. But let us all
hope and pray that those miserable souls who are to be destroyed will be few in number!
Signs of Christ‘s Return (2 Thess. 2)
In this chapter we perhaps see more of why the Thessalonians had been pondering the resurrection and the
Day of the Lord. Apparently they were being told that the Day of Christ was at hand ―by spirit… by word… by
letter.‖ ―By spirit‖ may be a reference to Gnostic individuals claiming spiritual revelation; ―by word‖ may indicate
reports of what Paul is alleged to have said; and ―by letter‖ may indicate that letters falsely ascribed to Paul
were being circulated. In any case, Paul puts them in remembrance (v. 5) of certain things he told them while
he was with them, things which should give them full assurance that the Day of the Lord is not yet.
The first sign Paul gives is an apostasy, or falling away, from the Truth. This applies only to the Church, for the
unconverted, who were never in the Truth, cannot be said to fall away from the Truth. Paul also mentions this
defection from the Truth in his last letter to Timothy (2 Tim. 4:3-4).
The second sign is the revelation of the ―man of sin‖ who will oppose God and claim to be God. Paul says that
this man will ―sit in the temple of God.‖ In the ultimate fulfillment of this prophecy, the ―man of sin‖ will appear
and be empowered by Satan the Devil to work signs and wonders. His deceptive abilities will be so profound
that if it were possible, even the very elect would be deceived (cf. Matt. 24:24).
Final Instruction Regarding Idlers (2 Thess. 3)
This is now the third time Paul has addressed this matter between the two Thessalonican letters, and you might
wonder why so much emphasis is being given to it. There are several good reasons.
First, the Thessalonican idlers were burdening the rest of the congregation. From Paul‘s remark that others
were to follow his example in not ―eat[ing] anyone‘s bread free of charge‖ (v. 8), it seems that this is just what
the idlers were doing—perhaps moving from house to house, mooching from the more industrious and
responsible of their brethren. No doubt these brethren thought they were being loving, patient and
compassionate with their indolent brethren, but in fact they were simply enabling ungodly conduct.
Second, while Paul was with the Thessalonians he had explicitly told them that ―if any would not work, neither
should he eat‖ (v. 10). Unfortunately, the Thessalonians had either forgotten Paul‘s admonition or they had
simply decided to ignore it, believing that they knew better since they were ―closer to the events.‖ But the
violation of this fundamental precept of godliness, that every man should labor to support himself and his family,
risked disrupting the very fabric of a stable, just and peaceful congregational social life. Left uncorrected, the
spiritual welfare of the entire congregation was endangered.
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Third, as the old expression goes, idle hands are the devil‘s workshop. Paul wrote that the idlers were
―busybodies,‖ or persons who meddled in the affairs of others. We have all seen or heard the stereotype of the
meddlesome mother-in-law who is forever troubling her daughter‘s marriage, or the old man who makes the
rounds bending the ears of his neighbors and dispensing unwanted advice. Such stereotypes have staying
power because they are founded upon a kernel of truth. Such conduct is a direct violation of God‘s law (Ex.
20:16, Lev. 19:16), and the Proverbs warn about gossiping busybodies and the pernicious effects of their
idleness (16:28; 17:9; 18:8; 20:19; 26:20-22).
Finally, these idlers were dishonoring the congregation and God‘s Truth before the eyes of the whole
community. The Thessalonians were being persecuted by their foes, principally the Jews, and their enemies
would waste no time capitalizing upon the bad behavior of these errant brethren. Their lazy, freeloading,
busybody ways were shaming the Word of God before the unconverted, and perhaps driving away some of
them whom God was calling.
Paul‘s commanded remedy was to shun the idle brother. Have nothing to do with him. Do not fellowship with
him. Do not eat with him. Do not associate with him. Every member of the congregation was to avoid the idle
brother. This disfellowshipment was in order to shame the brother into reforming his conduct (v. 14). Human
nature has a very powerful drive to be accepted. Withdrawing fellowship, shunning an individual and avoiding
all contact with him, can be a powerful motivator to change. Yet the avoidance must not be done with a meanspirited heart. The offending brother is not to be counted as an enemy, but a brother—a badly behaved brother
who needs to change (v. 15). Not only would such avoidance shame the brother into reformation, but all four of
the above mentioned reasons for Paul‘s attention to this problem would be solved.
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1 TIMOTHY
Introduction to 1 Timothy (1 Tim. 1)
Paul‘s first letter to Timothy was written in the mid-60s A.D. from Macedonia. Paul had been acquitted during
his first trial before Caesar in the early 60s and, following the acquittal, he journeyed west to Spain and,
according to numerous early traditions, into Britain. After his western journeys, he returned to Achaia,
Macedonia and Asia Minor.
This first letter to Timothy focuses on dealing with false teaching within the Church, church governance,
instruction for pastoral administration, relating with persons of various age, the administration of financial
assistance, discipline of elders and personal encouragement. From this letter several insights into the various
offices of ordained service are gained, and we have the clearest statement of necessary qualifications for these
offices.
Timothy‘s Job in Ephesus (1 Tim. 1)
As we saw in our readings on several of Paul‘s letters—particularly the Corinthian, Ephesian, Colossian and
Philippian letters—Paul was frequently combating opponents who appear to have been Gnostics of a Jewish or
Jewish Christian background. These opponents were active all over Paul‘s apostolic sphere of evangelistic
work, and they were an especially seductive and pernicious force.
The first chapter of 1 Timothy has Paul assigning Timothy to work in Ephesus and the surrounding area to
combat these same troublers of the churches. Paul instructs Timothy to command certain men to stop teaching
false doctrines and to avoid the myths and endless genealogies they were pursuing. These men, Paul writes,
are promoting controversy, not godliness, and they must cease from doing so. It is interesting to note that Paul
does not command that the men be put out of the congregation, only that they stop teaching heresy. Paul
elsewhere explains that disfellowship in such cases is to come after two unheeded warnings (Titus 3:10). These
men had obviously not gone as far as Hymenaeus and Alexander, whom Paul did have to disfellowship.
The false teaching Paul is addressing seems to have involved an incorrect use of the law. Please note that it is
an incorrect use of the law, not any use of the law. Paul emphatically says that the law is good, if it is used
properly. On this point, those who were erring appear to have been teaching a wrong use of the law. Thus,
these verses simply cannot be used to suggest that Paul was arguing that the law was done away, as some
maintain.
Paul does write here that the law is for lawbreakers, the disobedient, the ungodly, sinners, the unholy, the
profane, and several other classes of people. Notice, however, that he does not say the law is not for
Christians. Indeed, the law is for lawbreakers, for by it comes the knowledge of sin and through it the one who
breaks the law may be instructed in godliness. The law was not made for the righteous in that a truly righteous
man would naturally do what the law requires—and would thus have no need for the law (just as God does not
need the law to lead Him to live righteously). But since no human being is sinless and thus truly righteous
(Rom. 3:10; 1 John 1:8, 10), since all have a nature inclined to sin, the law was made for all.
Indeed, Christ came to save us out of our former way of lawbreaking. Paul explains that God extended mercy to
him even though he was, in his own estimation, the worst of all sinners, having blasphemed and persecuted the
Church of God. How thankful we can be, then, that God will forgive any sin we have perpetrated if we repent
and ask His forgiveness. But is God‘s mercy intended to enable our continuance in wrongdoing? No. We must
now obey God. Of course, that obedience is not suddenly perfect. Our development of godly character is
gradual. Therefore, we must continually repent and seek God‘s forgiveness—which He is faithful to extend.
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The Foundation of Proper Attitudes (1 Tim. 2)
Chapter 2 is a gentle and subtle reminder of the foundation of proper attitudes—submission, a subject which is
not apparent in the beginning of the chapter but which is made explicit by its end.
Submission is a word that makes women cringe and men gloat. That is unfortunate. Submission is not just for
wives—it is for everyone. In fact, the most truly masculine man there ever was, Jesus Christ, was also the most
perfectly submissive person there ever was.
Paul opens the subject of submission by referring to prayer. Prayer is the foundation of submission, for in
prayer every person, male or female, presents himself to God, the ultimate authority, and is made acutely
aware of his own insufficiency and need for mercy. When prayer is rightly and regularly done, an attitude of
lowliness and meekness, longsuffering and forbearance, is cultivated, enabling proper submission.
Paul exhorts all to pray that the civil authorities will competently and justly govern so that Christians may live
quiet and peaceful lives, devoting themselves to the pursuit of holiness. We ought to pray that God gives our
civil rulers wisdom, patience and self-control. To each sex Paul gives instruction. Men are to avoid anger and
disputing, which means adopting a submissive and lowly attitude when relating to others. Women are to learn
quietness and full submission to their husbands. When submission is rightly practiced by all, the result is peace
with increasing holiness.
Qualifications for Ordained Service (1 Tim. 3)
Desiring to be an ordained servant of Jesus Christ is not wrong, per se. In fact, to desire to become a lifelong
servant is a noble desire. In this chapter, Paul briefly discusses the personal character and abilities a person
considered for ordination must possess. Anyone seriously desiring to serve in this way will have to do a
significant amount of personal Christian growth. Three classes of ordained service are mentioned: bishops (i.e.
overseers, ones who manage a body of people), deacons and deaconesses.
Overseers are elsewhere called elders, generally, and pastors or teachers according to the scope of their
respective responsibilities. An overseer must be a man of blameless character. Ten character traits are listed.
First on the list is that an overseer must be ―the husband of one wife.‖ This phrase has been variously
understood. Some take it to mean not a polygamist, which is possible. Others take it to mean never having
been divorced (that is, only ever having had one wife). The Greek is literally ―a one-woman man‖ (Bible
Knowledge Commentary). The phrase may simply mean, then, that the overseer must be faithful in marriage. In
fact, the Expositor‘s Bible Commentary states that this is the generally accepted meaning today, and the verse
is actually translated according to this understanding in several modern Bible versions (e.g. New English Bible,
Jewish New Testament, New Living Translation, Contemporary English Version).
An overseer must also be a good manager of his family. This requirement appears to parallel in some sense the
position he will occupy with respect to other officers in the government of a congregation. Being a good
manager of a family‘s concerns and needs is somewhat similar to being a good manager of a team of
individuals who have their own concerns and needs. A good family man, moreover, is much more likely to have
the relationship skills necessary when dealing with a much larger group of persons, whether a circle of deacons
or an entire congregation. If a man is able to lovingly and competently guide and provide for his family, he will
be much more likely to be a better administrator over his extended family, the local congregation, in the oftenproblematic matter of governing.
Additionally, it is very important that an overseer be an experienced Christian. Such a man generally has the
wealth of realistic knowledge and personal history that enables him to see Christianity as more than just theory.
The practical difficulties of being a Christian are well-known to him and he is prepared to provide sound advice
and instruction on the ―nuts and bolts‖ of walking in righteousness and pursuing holiness. His relationships are
generally mature, he has a practical knowledge of business, he has personally experienced many of life‘s
milestones, and he likely has hands-on work-a-day familiarity with the often-conflicting demands of raising a
family and meeting civic responsibilities. These are qualities that a young man simply cannot gain through book
learning in a seminary. Since a minister will be dealing with the problems of all his congregants, it is essential
that he be personally fitted to render mature and experienced service.
Finally, an overseer must have a good reputation in the community. A man with a questionable past, someone
who has long-running conflicts with his neighbors, or an individual with a criminal history that society would
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frown on, cannot minister effectively in the community. He will always be seen as ―damaged goods,‖ he will be
easily attacked by enemies, and the local people will naturally assume that those with whom he associates
(namely, the Church) are of similar character. Moreover, a good reputation in the community ensures that he is
not an individual who has one face for the Sabbath and another for the remainder of the week—no one can
pretend 7 days a week, 24 hours a day.
The list of qualities which must be found in a deacon is somewhat shorter, but their general character implies
that much of what was said of the overseer can, in concept, be applied to the deacon. The deacons were often
responsible for the business of administering a local congregation.
Their role appears to have been more supportive than directive, but in any organization it is seldom an either-or
question but rather one of proportionate responsibilities. Since a deacon‘s responsibilities were more business
oriented, they were subject to the added stipulation that they be tested, that is, that they be given
responsibilities commensurate with their abilities and given greater responsibility only as they develop a history
of success.
Latter-Day Falling Away (1 Tim. 4)
During New Testament times God was revealing new knowledge through His apostles and prophets. Some of
that revealed knowledge—the knowledge God deemed essential for Christians of all ages—is preserved in the
27 books of the New Testament. In 1 Timothy 4 we have part of a prophecy regarding the ―latter days,‖ a period
of time stretching, in certain contexts, from early New Testament times to the culmination of God‘s plan—
perhaps indicating the last three millennial ―days‖ in an apparent 7,000-year plan. Yet the phrase ―latter days‖ or
―last days‖ finds ultimate fulfillment in the final generation preceding Christ‘s return and the time beyond this.
Indeed, Acts 2:14-21 serves as an illustration of ―last days‖ being used in both contexts.
According to Paul, the Spirit has indicated that during the latter days hypocritical liars with permanently
corrupted consciences would seduce many brethren into believing demonic doctrines, two of which would be
celibacy and abstention from certain foods which God has permitted men to enjoy. This prophecy has probably
been fulfilled in part with the priestly celibacy and required abstention from permitted foods instituted by the
early Catholic Church. This was part of the great falling away that began even in Paul‘s time. Yet, like the strong
delusion spoken of in 2 Thessalonians 2:11, this particular prophecy will find even greater fulfillment in the final
rise of the Beast and False Prophet.
Some have taken Paul‘s comments on abstention from certain foods to indicate that the latter days would see
the rise of some who advocated adherence to the biblical food laws (Lev. 11; Deut. 14). They are entirely
mistaken. Notice that Paul said that the creatures which are good and to be received with thanksgiving are
those ―sanctified by the word of God and prayer‖ (v. 5). What foods are sanctified (set apart) by the Word of
God? Why, those described in Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14, of course. Paul did not have God‘s food laws
in mind when he wrote this.
A Minister‘s Duties (1 Tim. 4)
In warning of a latter day apostasy, Paul admonished Timothy to ―put the brethren in remembrance of these
things‖ and thereby prove himself a good minister. That is an important function of a minister, to remind the
brethren of God‘s instruction. God‘s people should be reading and studying His Word daily, but a minister
needs to find ways of explaining how familiar principles and instructions are to be applied to new
circumstances. In addition, a minister must be expert in his knowledge of and ability to expound doctrine.
As mentioned above, the governance of the Church is organized into two general classes of men, elders and
deacons. To elders has been delegated the responsibility of teaching and general oversight; to deacons has
been delegated the responsibility of attending to the general physical business of the congregation. This
division of labor enables specialization and the pursuit of excellence in each endeavor. Following that idea, Paul
instructs Timothy, who as a preacher would be an elder, to ―give attendance to reading, to exhortation, to
doctrine‖ and to ―meditate on these things [and] give yourself entirely to them‖ (vv. 13, 15).
If an elder is burdened down too much with the administrative and business work of a congregation, a
significant amount of his time will be consumed in matters having little to do with general reading, exhortative
preaching and study of doctrine. As a result, the brethren in his care will not receive the full measure of spiritual

1142

edification the ministry is intended to produce. But when an elder devotes himself to matters of preaching and
teaching, as Paul told Timothy, ―you will save both yourself and your hearers‖ (v. 16).
Dealing with Others (1 Tim. 5)
The first two verses of 1 Timothy 5 are succinct and easily overlooked. That they are so easily overlooked as
one reads through the letter is very unfortunate, for they contain a very vital principle which all elders must
never forget—an elder must deal with church members as family, not employees.
Elders are not to assume that they have line authority over their brethren. In point of fact, except for matters of
congregational decorum, preserving doctrine and unity, and ensuring order, they do not! The brethren are,
generally speaking, independent and personally responsible adults who do not need to be parented by the
eldership. To attempt to do so is insulting to the personal dignity and intelligence of the brethren and, perhaps
more importantly, counterproductive to the inculcation of maturity and sobermindedness. When a man is
ordained to service as an elder, he has not been promoted to assembly-line manager with an army of captive
subordinates. An elder is a servant leader whose primary responsibility is to provide instruction and counsel, not
command and control.
There are occasions, however, when discipline must be applied. As we saw in our reading of the Corinthian
letters, Paul used corrective ministerial authority, and he did not hesitate to remind the Corinthians that he had
such authority. But Paul never transgressed the limits of his authority. That is the fundamental issue—knowing
the limits of one‘s authority and learning to recognize when to use it. Elders will make mistakes as they learn to
understand and use their authority. Mistakes are a part of any learning or administrative process. When
mistakes are made, the wronged brother should calmly and patiently discuss the matter with his elder, being
willing to both instruct and be instructed.
We are to be in subjection to the ecclesiastical authority over us, but God never requires that we obey such
authority when it is clearly acting beyond the limits of its authority.
Care of Widows (1 Tim. 5)
God calls Himself the judge (or advocate) of the widows (Ps. 68:5). He is sensitive to the needs that their age
and frailty impose upon them, and He has always exercised a particular care for the widows among His people.
Paul instructs Timothy here in providing church assistance to them. In doing so, he writes, ―Honor widows who
are really widows‖ (v. 3). The NIV translation, ―Give proper recognition to those widows who are really in need,‖
is somewhat misleading, for Paul‘s emphasis is not on the need but on the state of widowhood. Paul is
concerned about defining the kind of widow who is to benefit from Church assistance.
Widows who have grown children or grandchildren (as the KJV ―nephews‖ should be translated) in the Church
are to be cared for by their families. The Church is not to be made chargeable for the care of a widow when she
has family members upon whom her care should naturally fall. A Church member who has an indigent widow in
his family and refuses to provide for her care, Paul says, ―has denied the faith and is worse than an unbeliever‖
(v. 8). Moreover, Paul defines a true widow as a woman who is at least 60 years of age, ―having been the wife
of one man,‖ a phrase probably equivalent in meaning to the requirement that a minister be ―the husband of one
wife,‖ and who is noted for her good works.
To the younger widows, Paul gives advice: marry. In Paul‘s day, a woman alone in society did not have the
opportunities we have come to consider commonplace. Marriage was often the best, if not only, assurance of
security and stability. Paul was also well aware of the welfare syndrome—women living on the dole, becoming
idle busybodies with nothing better to do than wander from house to house, engaging in ungodly gossip. Such
is not God‘s way. The Father desires that we live productive, self-sufficient, service-oriented lives.
Compensation and Discipline of Elders (1 Tim. 5)
The last subject Paul addresses in chapter 5 is the compensation and discipline of ordained elders. He writes in
verse 17, ―Let the elders that rule well be counted worthy of double honor, especially they who labor in the word
and doctrine.‖ The word translated ―honor‖ is also found in Greek literature to indicate compensation. In fact, the
Moffatt translation uses the words ―ample remuneration‖ instead of ―double honor.‖ Thus, this verse reveals a
system of compensation for elders or, at the very least—supposing the word to mean honor as we commonly
think of it—that elders who ruled well were to be held in higher esteem.

1143

With regard to discipline of an elder, Paul instructs Timothy to require at least two witnesses for any charge
brought against an elder. The New Testament Church was a miniature community, complete with ecclesiastical
courts (Matt. 18:15-20; 1 Cor. 6:1-6). In any large body of people, there will inevitably arise disputes requiring
adjudication, even among the saints, and an orderly system of processing such complaints is required. Elders
face the same problem that any high-profile person faces—those over whom they rule will be hypercritical of
every action or inaction of the elder.
Elders may even be subject to malicious and false accusation, in the hope that the mere accusation will forever
blacken their reputations. So, for a complaint against an elder, Paul required precisely what the law requires for
positive proof—two or three witnesses. Moreover, if an elder sinned (i.e. was found guilty of the charge), he was
to be rebuked before the entire congregation so that the rest would fear to sin.
Instructions for Slaves (1 Tim. 6)
For most of human history slavery has been a fixture of nearly every society at some point in its development.
Some systems of slavery have been very severe, while others have been comparatively mild. Some societies
permitted the lawful purchase of persons, while others made de facto slaves of classes of individuals by
denying them human, civil and legal rights. In Paul‘s day, slavery was permitted by Roman, Greek and Jewish
law, and in some areas of the Roman Empire the slave population nearly outnumbered the free population.
It has been suggested that Paul‘s ―liberal‖ teaching on unity in Christ (1 Cor. 12:13; Gal. 3:28; Col. 3:11) could
have been taken to extremes by some slaves who were attracted to the Gospel, and even by some who were
converted. The new freedom in Christ could have been construed as an incitement to rebellion among the slave
classes. Therefore, in several of Paul‘s letters, he admonishes Christian slaves to be obedient and diligent
servants of their masters. Here in chapter 6, Paul instructs slaves to honor their masters ―that the name of God
and His doctrine may not be blasphemed.‖ And, as mentioned in last month‘s highlight on Ephesians 6, the
concept of master and slave can, in a sense, be transferred appropriately to our modern employer-employee
relationship.
Wealth and the Man of God (1 Tim. 6)
We have seen in some of our past readings how Paul‘s opponents in some areas attempted to draw away
disciples so that they could then demand financial support. The troublers in Ephesus appear to have been
similarly minded. We should not be too surprised. Religion has always been a big money venture and when the
unscrupulous and crafty prey upon the gullible, huge fortunes can be at stake—as the recent history of
American televangelism has all too clearly demonstrated.
In his closing comments to Timothy, Paul warns his young disciple about the dangers of money and religion. He
begins by exposing the moral bankruptcy and money-motivation of the Ephesian troublers. Those teachers of
false doctrines operate from conceit and a love of debate and philosophical quarrels, all of which ultimately
leads to greater envy, strife, malice and suspicion. No doubt the false doctrines were concocted to be intriguing
and stimulating, something new. That was the hook. Once the hearers bit, the troublers would get rich.
While wealth can be a blessing, more often than not it is a curse. Perhaps that is why so few of God‘s people
have any appreciable amount of it. Paul counsels that we learn to be content when our basic needs are met,
and that we pursue godliness, righteousness, faith, love and meekness rather than gain. Money can be very
useful, but the pursuit of wealth is fraught with distractions deadly to Christian character and often antithetical to
godliness. We would all do well to learn and love the sentiment of Agur in Proverbs 30: ―Give me neither
poverty nor riches; feed me with food convenient for me: Lest I be full, and deny thee, and say, Who is the
LORD? or lest I be poor, and steal, and take the name of my God in vain‖ (vv. 8-9 KJV).

1144

2 TIMOTHY
Introduction to 2 Timothy (2 Tim. 1)
This is the last letter written by Paul. From internal evidence, we know that he had been in Ephesus, Troas,
Corinth and Miletus. Now, Paul is again a prisoner in Rome, and he is fully persuaded that the outcome of this
second imprisonment will be his death, which he anticipates shortly (4:6-8).
This letter was written from Rome around A.D. 65-68, and it deals chiefly with preparing Timothy to assume a
greater role in the Church, offering various instruction and personal encouragement, as well as warning of
future apostasy and a minister‘s responsibility.
Encouraging a Son (2 Tim. 1)
Paul has been an apostle for more than 30 years. In that time he has traveled the length and breadth of the
Roman Empire, suffered innumerable trials, rejoiced in innumerable triumphs, been loved, been hated, been
sent to Rome in chains, been sent to heaven in vision. He has spread the Gospel throughout the Empire,
working harder than all the other apostles, raising up churches in every major city and its surrounding towns.
Now he was very near the end of his life—and it was time to pass the baton.
Timothy was the most dearly beloved of all Paul‘s associates. He was more than an associate—he was a true
son in the faith who had worked tirelessly with Paul from the time of his second evangelistic journey until he
made his final journey to Jerusalem. Paul knew Timothy inside out. Of him he said, ―I have no man likeminded,
who will naturally care for your state‖ (Phil. 2:20).
Undoubtedly Timothy would inherit much of the responsibility for the churches in Paul‘s care. It was important,
therefore, that Paul encourage and motivate him to the task ahead. Timothy appears to have been a somewhat
timid individual. Earlier Paul had to remind him not to allow his youth to become an impediment to the exercise
of his ministerial authority (1 Tim. 4:11), and from Paul‘s comment regarding the use of wine (5:23) we may
gather that he had a stomach disorder perhaps caused by a nervousness nature. Now, Paul encourages
Timothy to stir up, stoke as a fire, the Spirit of God, which is in him: ―God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a
spirit of power‖ (2 Tim. 1:7 NIV). Just as God had to encourage and exhort Joshua to be courageous, so Paul
encouraged and exhorted Timothy to be zealous and bold.
Assuming greater responsibility is frightening in any situation. No matter how extensive one‘s experience may
be, no matter who may be there to offer support, it can be an unnerving experience to know that, as American
President Harry Truman said, ―the buck stops here.‖ Every good teacher seeks to impart two things: knowledge
and confidence. One without the other will be of little use. To do so, a teacher must know his student as well as
his subject, and he must be able to provide the kind of encouragement and motivation that will ―turn the key‖ for
a particular student and enable him to perform with competence and pleasure.
Essential Instruction for a Minister (2 Tim. 2)
Chapter 2 is a gold mine of sound instruction for a minister of any age, but especially the young. In it Paul
covers training of subordinates, endurance, ministerial compensation, doctrinal fidelity, personal holiness and
teaching essentials. Paul addresses the training of subordinates in a single verse: ―The things you have heard
me say in the presence of many witnesses entrust to reliable men who will also be qualified to teach others‖ (v.
2).
Notice the elements of this exhortation. Timothy was to pass along what he had heard from Paul—not what
Paul was alleged to have said or written, not the doctrines of Judaism, etc. Timothy was to entrust these
teachings to reliable men—not friends, longtime associates, persons particularly popular or scholarly, nor the
influential. Timothy was to formally invest these men in the presence of many witnesses—not in private
ceremonies, not by letter. The men invested were to be qualified to teach—not just good administrators, not the
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wealthy, not social climbers. In short, subordinates were to have proven themselves reliable men able to teach
what Timothy himself had received, and these men were to be publicly inducted into the office of elder before a
large group of witnesses.
Endurance as a minister is given under the figure of a soldier. This is most appropriate, for Christians are
literally at war with Satan, the world and their own carnal natures. Soldiers must be disciplined, inured to
hardship and privation, able to take direction, able to work as a team, dedicated to the art of war. Paul advises
Timothy to be wary that he is not anxiously entangled by the cares of the world and the necessities of life—that
in seeking first to please Christ, the rest will fall into place.
Moreover, like an athlete, there must be diligence in running the race according to all the rules, lest the runner
be disqualified. Regarding compensation, Timothy should understand that as a minister he is entitled to live of
the Gospel (1 Cor. 9:14). Ministers are to work hard, but they are not to be denied the normal expectations of
life—home, family, security in old age. A minister is worth his wages, especially those ministers who do not
minister for the wages. How this is to be done will vary from circumstance to circumstance. For although Paul
was also entitled to compensation, he chose to forgo it lest his remuneration cause those being called to
stumble. Appropriate compensation allows a minister to focus his attention on ministering, not making ends
meet or fretting over the cares of life.
Notice again that Paul exhorts Timothy to remind the brethren of certain things. As mentioned before, reminding
the brethren how God‘s instruction is to be applied in new and different circumstances is an important function
of the ministry. Avoid quarrels about the minutia of this or that aspect of Scripture. Someone may be right or
wrong about the ―twiggy‖ things, but more often than not such quarrels destroy rather than build godly
character. Besides, most truths of Scripture are evident along several lines of proof and do not depend upon
some obscure point of grammar or history. Thus, it is important that Timothy, and all ministers, be skilled at
rightly dividing the Word of Truth, cutting straightly and being approved by God, not men.
As to personal holiness, be diligent to avoid heretical persons, for their doctrine will act like cancer, slowly killing
its host. Cleanse yourself from all spiritual defilement and you will be a vessel of honor in the hand of God. To
the young minister, who must contend against his own natural foolishness and inexperience, avoid youthful
desires. Status, popularity, comfort, constant entertainment—eschew them and pursue righteousness, faith,
love and peace. Avoid the stupid and unprofitable contentions that youths are prone to indulge in. If you do so,
you will be ahead of your time, wise beyond your years.
Finally, as a teacher, be gentle. A harsh teacher cannot inspire devotion and love of the subject, nor can he
move his pupil to pursue his subject all his life long. A good Christian teacher is always gentle and patient,
meekly instructing his pupils with a view to leading them to a more complete repentance in the knowledge of the
Truth—that they may thereby escape the snares of Satan.
Characteristics of Last-Days Society (2 Tim. 3)
Chapter three of 2 Timothy is a tailor made condemnation of the times in which we live! The description Paul
penned is so startlingly accurate that one is hard pressed to decide which of the 19 character defects listed is
the most evident today. While whole sermons could be dedicated to expounding each, it is interesting to note
that love of self and money head the list, while love of pleasure and empty ritualism trail it.
A closer examination of the list of vices reveals a loose pattern. Generally speaking, Paul appears to list vices in
groups of two or three, implying a relationship among the group members. For example, a love of self naturally
leads to a love of money, which enables self-gratification in luxury. Boasting and pride are but the action and
the attitude behind it. As for blasphemy and disobedience to parents, the former is but the latter to our highest
Parent. Ingratitude is paired with lack of holiness because both fail to acknowledge dependence upon another.
A person without love or ―natural affection‖ (KJV) is consequently unforgiving and slanderous, being devoid of
some tenderness of feeling. Brutality is the ultimate lack of self-control.
People who don‘t love those who are good betray them whenever it is convenient to do so. The conceited
behave rashly (NIV) for they can see no other consequence than what immediately affects themselves. And
those who love pleasure more than God turn their religion into an empty ritualism of personal entertainment and
self-gratification.
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That is what our end-time society is like. Paul‘s instruction: Avoid it! End-time society is the ultimate opiate
threatening real Christianity—a deadly cocktail of hyper-individualism that destroys godliness and
righteousness. Perhaps that is why the Laodiceans are so condemned (cf. Rev. 3:14-22)—they foolishly failed
to recognize the deadly brew being served, and, like ―gullible women,‖ they thereby became addicted to its
narcotic power.
Continuing (2 Tim. 3)
In the face of such a degenerate last-days society, what is a Christian to do? How can he avoid being swamped
by a tidal wave of cultural debauchery? Paul gives two answers: continue in what you have learned, knowing
from whom you have learned it; and know the Scriptures.
As Christians we are guaranteed the victory—if we do certain things. First, we must continue in the things we
have been taught. Too many of God‘s people have left their first love. They did not continue. Some new wind of
doctrine, some new speculation, the allurements of the world, pressures on the job or family, or
disillusionment—in some way too many of us have settled for a war of stalemate, retreated, or just plain
surrendered to the enemy. How tragic, especially when we are so close to the return of Christ, so close to
having the final victory!
But continuing in the things we have learned is not enough. We must continue in the things of which we have
been assured or convinced. Being convinced, convicted, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt, will empower a
person to ―pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe.‖ If you have
not taken the time to prove the things you believe, to have a sensible, truthful and accurate answer for every
possible objection, then you run the risk of being duped and deceived by the three most cunning enemies ever
to confront you—Satan, the world and your carnal nature.
Paul gives this sober advice in the context of knowing those who‘ve taught you. We are directly commanded to
―know them which labor among you‖ (1 Thess. 5:12 KJV). That means knowing more than their name and
phone number. It means knowing them—knowing their character, their conduct, the things they value, the way
they respond. It means studying them, to some degree. Look how many times Paul exhorts us to follow our
spiritual leaders (cf. 1 Thess. 1:6; 2 Thess. 3:7, 9; 1 Cor. 4:16; 11:1; Phil. 3:17; Heb. 13:7). How will you know if
your minister or elder is a spiritual leader if you don‘t carefully observe him? You could be following a fool, or
you could miss an opportunity to observe godliness in action. The example of the ministry is vitally important to
Christians. Therefore, know those who labor among you!
Finally, Paul exhorts us to know the Scriptures. Holding on to what you have, being convicted and knowing your
teachers are all fine and important. But a Christian simply must know the Word of God. Knowing the
rudimentary dos and don‘ts, the basic commands, then proceeding on to the deeper things of God, the meat of
the Word, growing in grace and knowledge, being perfected in wisdom—these things are a must! There is no
substitute. Every disciple (i.e. student) must learn his text, becoming completely conversant with it, and every
good teacher was first a good student.
God-Breathed Scripture (2 Tim. 3)
Paul assures Timothy that the Scriptures he has known since childhood—what we call the Old Testament—are
―able to make you wise for salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus‖ (v. 15). The writings of the complete
Bible, Old and New Testaments, are not like any other writings on earth. Written over a period of roughly 1,500
years, the various books of the Bible contain law, poetry, narrative, history and prophecy covering subjects as
diverse as the origins of the world, marriage, child rearing, justice, wisdom, salvation and the end of the world. It
was penned by a former general of the Egyptian army and fugitive murderer, kings, professional prophets,
fishermen, shepherds, a physician, a tax collector and a couple of rabbis. Some of its penmen were highly
educated and enjoyed privileged positions in society; others were common folk working the land. Yet despite
this astonishing diversity of writers and circumstances, the Bible displays a remarkable unity of thought and
purpose, no part contradicting another (when rightly understood), and a power that has fascinated and inspired
men for nearly 3,500 years.
Paul tells Timothy that all Scripture is ―given by inspiration of God.‖ The quoted phrase is translated from a
single Greek word, theopneustos, literally ―God-breathed.‖ Though the Bible was written by many different
persons, its real author is the Author of all things, God. The Apostle Peter told us that ―prophecy came not in old
time by the will of man: but holy men of God spake as they were moved by the Holy [Spirit]‖ (2 Peter 1:21 KJV).
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The phrase translated ―moved by‖ is more literally rendered ―carried along by,‖ as a wind carries a leaf. The
writers of Scripture were carried along by the Holy Spirit, being directed and guided in what they wrote.
Yet while being ―carried along‖ by the Spirit, the writers were not mere unthinking secretaries, mechanically
penning what another was dictating. The various books of the Bible give ample evidence of the individual
personalities of the various writers: Paul‘s complex style, characterized by long and involved sentences with
frequent diversions; James‘ short and terse style; Luke‘s detail-oriented perspective; John‘s exalted vocabulary;
David‘s free emotionalism; Solomon‘s wisdom and pessimism; Amos‘ forceful, down-home speech; Isaiah‘s
majestic imagery; Jeremiah‘s vigor. Precisely how God worked with the natural talents and abilities of the
biblical writers, inspiring the writing and guaranteeing inerrancy but not obliterating their individual personalities,
is not explicitly revealed in the Scriptures. Yet we are assured that what the writers wrote was God‘s Word, not
their own (v. 20), and that there is no contradiction between scriptures (John 10:35). We may therefore have
confidence that the Scriptures contain the words of a Divine Being incapable of error, and that they are a
reliable guide to right and happy living.
Paul‘s Last Words (2 Tim. 4)
The fourth chapter of 2 Timothy contains the last written words of Paul that we have record of. It is perhaps
significant that they begin with a very solemn adjuration: ―In the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who will
judge the living and the dead, and in view of his appearing and his kingdom, I give you this charge…‖ (v. 1 NIV).
With such a grave introduction, it would be wise for all to give sober consideration to what he says.
Paul cuts straight to the matter: Preach the Word. Timothy was an evangelist, a high ranking elder. As we have
seen, elders are given the responsibility to preach and teach. But preach and teach what? The Word—not a
man‘s own thoughts, not philosophy, not the fads of the day, not pop psychology, not what is politically correct.
The job of a man ordained to preach is to preach God‘s Word! Every sermon must be out of the Scriptures, not
merely in agreement with the Scriptures.
The whole counsel of God is to be expounded and discoursed upon. The Bible is an inexhaustible source of
instruction and able to make a man thoroughly equipped for every good work. The length, breadth, depth and
height of its wisdom can never be fully explored in any single lifetime, nor even in all the lifetimes ever lived by
men. For Scripture is the mind of God in print, distilled to its fundamentals and presented for the instruction of
the people of God in righteousness and holiness. When a minister adheres to this single command, giving
himself wholly to its fulfillment (1 Tim. 4:13, 15), he fulfills his office, edifies the Body, prepares his brethren for
godliness and saves both himself and those who hear him (v. 16).
Paul adds the command to be ―instant in season or out of season‖ (2 Tim. 4:2 KJV). The expression means to
be ready at any moment, whether it be convenient or inconvenient (―season‖ here not referring to the Festival
seasons of the year). A minister must always be ready to teach. Opportunities to draw out a spiritual lesson,
provide guidance and impart understanding can arise at any time and in a multitude of circumstances. Being so
ready is the essence of God‘s command that parents teach their children His ways ―when you sit at home and
when you walk along the road, when you lie down and when you get up‖ (Deut. 6:7 NIV), and a minister is in
some ways a kind of ―father‖ to all. With such a readiness of mind, always dwelling on spiritual matters, the
whole environment will be transformed into a schoolroom of godly instruction.
―Correct, rebuke and encourage‖ (2 Tim. 4:2 NIV), the three fundamental elements of instruction. Correction
means to restore to a standard. Human beings naturally stray from the standard of holiness and righteousness,
and correction is designed to restore by diagnosing the error and prescribing a remedy.
Correction, rightly done, provides the positive motivation to reform. Rebuke is the sharp verbal blow that is often
necessary to focus the attention and turn one from a wrong path. It is designed to sting, providing the negative
motivation for reform. Encouragement is the fixative that motivates one to continue on a certain path. It provides
positive affirmation of reform and validates the disciple‘s learning. All of this must be done with great patience
and careful instruction, for learning is a slow process and the unenlightened mind needs careful guidance if it is
to be brought to maturity.
Paul gives Timothy this instruction on preaching and teaching with a view to what he knows will surely come—
the progressive corruption of the brethren so that they will tire of instruction in sound doctrine and turn instead
to fables artfully and interestingly presented by a multitude of false and unstable teachers. As it was soon after
Paul‘s death, that time is now upon us—in a, perhaps, even more intense way. Whereas the Church of God
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was united in doctrine and practice not that long ago, it is now broken and fragmented, with many brethren
turning back to the very doctrinal rubbish heap they were called away from, living lives less and less different
from the rest of the unenlightened and unconverted world.
In some ways this last chapter of Paul‘s writings presents the most lamentable of pictures. Paul knew his time
was very short. His death was close at hand and, in fact, he was already being offered as a drink offering, being
slowly poured out on the altar of God‘s service until nothing else remained. All his closest associates, except
the ever-loyal Luke, had departed from him; one had even rejected Christianity and gone back to the world. Old
enemies had gotten the upper hand. Paul was an aged apostle, confined in his cell and lonely for his son in the
faith, Timothy.
Yet in this otherwise disheartening situation, Paul still thought of ministering and asked Timothy to bring Mark.
Tychicus had been sent to Ephesus to relieve Timothy, whom Paul wanted to come as soon as possible. Some
have even speculated that the ―parchments‖ mentioned in verse 13 may have pertained to the canonization of
the New Testament. But Paul‘s greatest comfort now was that he could have confidence and hope in the
reward awaiting him from the hands of a just Judge and loving God. Paul had kept the faith. He had fulfilled his
responsibilities as an apostle and minister of Christ. He had declared the whole truth of God. He had provided
for the brethren. He had set the finest example.
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TITUS
Introduction to Titus (Titus 1)
The short letter to Titus was written in the mid-60s A.D. Paul had been acquitted of all charges during his first
Roman imprisonment. Upon his release, there is much reason to believe that he traveled west into Spain and
then north into Britain before returning to the eastern Mediterranean. Once back in the eastern Mediterranean,
he visited the churches he had founded earlier. But he also made a trip to Crete, where he and Titus raised up
many new churches.
There remained, however, some organizational and pastoral work to be done. For this reason, Titus was left in
Crete, and this letter furnished him with his assignment. The letter covers ministerial qualifications, godly
conduct and fundamental instructions for elders.
Qualifications for Ministry (Titus 1)
The only time the book of Acts records Paul being in Crete was during his transportation from Caesarea to
Rome, and even then it was only for a few days at most. It may be that he then formed an intention of visiting
the island after his trial in Rome. If so, his later trip with Titus fulfilled that desire.
Paul‘s instruction to Titus reveals a little more about New Testament church governance. He instructs that Titus
―ordain elders in every city.‖ Normally, each city had but one congregation. In a few very unusual cases, when a
city was particularly populous, two or more congregations might exist. But such was not the case in Crete,
which had no large cities. That each city was to have ―elders,‖ in the plural, suggests very clearly that each
congregation was to have a plurality of elders rather than just one.
Of course, it takes time to determine who these elders should be. For once again, following the instruction to
ordain elders Paul enumerates the qualifications for an elder that must be evident. And they are very similar to
those found in 1 Timothy 3. Notice again the emphasis placed on purity of character, teaching ability and
faithfulness to received doctrine.
Conduct in Accordance with Sound Doctrine (Titus 2)
Sound doctrine is essential to real Christianity. But sound doctrine alone is useless if it is not accompanied by
holy and righteous conduct. Doctrine must affect and direct behavior. If this does not happen, one‘s religion is in
vain.
Paul therefore turns his attention to behavior that adorns and accompanies sound doctrine. He gives Titus a
command to teach various classes of people to exhibit certain types of behavior and character traits. Generally
speaking, the older members of the congregation are to serve as living teaching examples.
Elder members of the Christian community are to be models of self-discipline, moderation, faithfulness, sobriety
and love. But they are not to be silent models only. They are also to be teaching the younger members of the
congregation to emulate these virtues. Teaching by word is no less important than teaching by example.
Human beings need exhortation and admonition. It is a necessary part of our nature. A good example may
inspire admiration, but actual teaching that a good example illustrates motivates emulation.
Paul‘s instruction to the young dwells more upon the instruction young women need. Even his instruction
regarding older women is a bit more pointed than his instruction to older men. This seems to suggest that there
was some social dynamic that was producing more problems among the Cretan women.
What that social dynamic was might be suggested by Paul‘s quotation from Epimenides: ―Cretans are always
liars, evil brutes, lazy gluttons‖ (1:12 NIV). The poet was referring to the conduct of Cretan men, and so it may
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be that the bad behavior of Cretan men was forcing Cretan women into abnormal social responsibilities, thereby
wreaking havoc on Cretan society.
Further Instruction on Conduct (Titus 3)
Paul‘s instruction on conduct in accordance with sound doctrine continues in this chapter. Notice the repeated
emphasis on doing what is good. Do—be active in your expression of the doctrines you espouse. Practice is the
necessary counterpart to profession. Paul grounds this admonition, however, in a sober appreciation for what
God has done for each of us. Conduct motivated by intellectual assent to a proposition (religious or
philosophical) will be shallow and temporary, lasting only until the intellect finds some new fancy. Conduct
motivated by fear will be grudgingly given and will last only until the threat is removed. But conduct motivated by
love and appreciation will be deep and long-lasting.
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PHILEMON
Words Fitly Spoken (Philemon)
The little letter to Philemon was written close to the end of Paul‘s first Roman imprisonment, in the early 60s
A.D. Its 25 verses are a wonderful example of words fitly spoken.
Philemon was a Christian of the city of Colosse, and likely a man of some wealth. This man had a slave,
Onesimus by name, who had run away from his master—an offense punishable by death—and who by some
bizarre or providential twist of fate had made his way to Rome, come into contact with Paul and been
converted. It might be possible that Onesimus sought out Paul, having come to know of him through Philemon,
but it is also possible that Onesimus was simply attempting to lose himself in the teeming multitudes of the
imperial capital. Following his conversion, Onesimus became an aid to Paul, proving himself very profitable (the
name Onesimus actually means ―profitable,‖ a pun Paul uses in verse 11).
Paul writes Philemon to request that Onesimus be allowed to remain in Paul‘s service. He begins the letter by
noting that Philemon has a well-deserved reputation for refreshing the hearts of the brethren. This is not
insincere flattery, but it is designed to produce a receptive frame of mind for Paul‘s request. Paul notes that he
could have used his apostolic authority to make a demand upon Philemon, reminding Philemon that since Paul
was the instrument of his conversion Philemon in a sense owed Paul his life. This is a gentle reminder of the
debt of obligation that Philemon bears as a Christian, and it is a necessary reminder, for from Paul‘s comment
in verse 18 we can deduce that Onesimus had stolen something (likely money) from Philemon to finance his
getaway. By reminding Philemon of his obligation, Paul hopes to assuage Philemon‘s anger and motivate
acceptance of restitution and reconciliation.
Take particular note of Paul‘s method of entreaty. He assures Philemon that he is much loved by Paul (v. 1),
that Philemon is frequently the object of Paul‘s care through prayer (v. 4), and that Philemon has a welldeserved reputation for living Christianity and demonstrating love to all the brethren (vv. 5-7). Paul then
deferentially humbles himself before Philemon, forgoing a right and making a request in true lowliness of mind
(vv. 8-14). He suggests that the events which have transpired may have a greater, God-directed purpose (vv.
15-16), and he appeals to Philemon‘s love of Paul and guarantees payment for any missing property (vv. 1719). Paul then closes his request by expressing confidence in Philemon‘s magnanimity and joy at the prospect
of seeing Philemon soon.
One final point: the letter to Philemon was delivered by Onesimus. Onesimus had to face Philemon. Paul would
not let Onesimus hide in Rome any longer. It must have been an awkward and somewhat frightening return
back to Colosse for Onesimus, but it also provided a rare opportunity for both Philemon and Onesimus to grow
in character, reconcile and enjoy their new relationship as spiritual brothers. In sending Onesimus back to
Philemon, however, Paul also made it just a little more difficult for Philemon to refuse his request, for Paul
showed himself honest in his dealings, deferential and willing to trust in Philemon‘s good character. This little
letter is such a model of tact, lowliness of mind, attention to obligation, deference and entreaty that it merits long
and attentive study by every Christian.
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HEBREWS
Introduction to Hebrews (Heb. 1)
Because the book of Hebrews contains an exposition of the Levitical temple system directed at Jewish
Christians yet makes no mention of this system actually ending with the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, it
is reasonable to assume that it was written before that date. With Timothy still living (13:23), persecution
mounting and the Levitical system about to be removed (12:26-27), a date between A.D. 64 and 67 is
suggested. Beyond this, many questions with uncertain answers surround the book of Hebrews. Who wrote it?
From where was it written? And to whom was it written? We look first at authorship. Because there is no direct
reference in the epistle as to who wrote it, nor an absolutely solid identifying clue, we must agree with the thirdcentury Catholic theologian Origen‘s statement: ―Who it was that really wrote the Epistle, God only knows.‖
Nevertheless, there are reasons to believe it was written by the Apostle Paul.
1. Tradition regards Paul as the author—and there is no other tradition. Thus, the book‘s title in the King
James Version: ―The Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Hebrews.‖ And tradition often has a basis in fact—
though, as we‘re surely aware, not always.
2. The tradition of Pauline authorship was received from the Eastern Orthodox Church, which preserved the
authoritative Byzantine Text of the New Testament. Though apostate, this church has roots among
defectors from the true Church in Asia Minor. It is, therefore, here that we look with most confidence
regarding textual transmission. And in the Eastern Church, there was no dispute over who wrote Hebrews
as in the Western Church of Rome.
3. The ―inspired order‖ of the New Testament, i.e. the order of the original manuscripts as transmitted to us,
places Hebrews amid Paul‘s letters. Of course, this could possibly be the result of the Eastern Church‘s
bias.
4. Part of the book‘s acceptance by the Eastern Church involved its being regarded as one of the ―fourteen‖
epistles of Paul (New Open Bible, introductory notes on Hebrews). God often deals in sevens, apparently
symbolizing perfection or completeness, particularly in the structuring of his Word: ―The words of the LORD
are pure words, like silver tried in a furnace of earth, purified seven times‖ (Ps. 12:6). Besides intricate
patterns of seven and multiples of seven scattered throughout the Scriptures, the entire Bible has seven
divisions: Law, Prophets, Writings, Gospels, Acts, Epistles and Revelation. If Paul wrote Hebrews, the
Epistles section of 21 (7 x 3) epistles would consist of 7 General Epistles and 14 (7 x 2) Pauline Epistles.
The Epistles of Paul would therefore constitute exactly two-thirds of the epistles, while the General Epistles
would make up exactly one-third.
5. The same basic style appears in Paul‘s letters. Now it‘s true that there are some differences, which have
led most scholars today to reject Pauline authorship. But these can be adequately explained. For instance,
one contention is that the Greek style of Hebrews is far more polished and refined than that of Paul‘s
epistles. However, Paul may have simply been using a more qualified scribe, who polished the writing as
the apostle dictated. Another objection is that the author of Hebrews relies on the testimony of others about
Christ (2:3), while Paul elsewhere emphasizes being taught by Christ Himself. Yet Paul probably received a
great deal of information about Christ‘s human ministry from the other apostles. Furthermore, the ―us‖ the
author is classed among in Hebrews 2:3 could simply be the Church in general. Interestingly, though most
scholars now reject Paul as the writer, they nonetheless admit that the author ―shows a Pauline influence‖
since ―some aspects of the language, style, and theology of Hebrews are very similar to Paul‘s epistles‖
(New Open Bible).
6. Hebrews contains the same basic technical approach to doctrine as found in Paul‘s letters. One example
cited in this regard is Hebrews 7.
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7. The book refers to Timothy (13:23), as Paul‘s writings so often do because he was very close to this young
evangelist.
8. The closing of the letter (v. 25) is typical of Paul‘s closings.
9. From what we know of the early Church, no one was more qualified to write about technical Old Testament
laws with such depth of exposition than the Apostle Paul. While God can help any individual to do anything,
he often places his servants where they fit best, with the natural and acquired talents He has prepared them
with through life.
10. If Paul is the author, we have a possible reason for his name being left off. While Hebrews 13:18-24 seems
to indicate that the immediate recipients of the letter knew who wrote it, we may safely assume that, as with
other epistles, this letter was expected to have a wider circulation throughout the Church, particularly
among Jewish Christians. And since Paul was considered a traitor to the Jews, was under suspicion of
lawlessness and wasn‘t well liked (cf. Acts 20:17-21; Rom. 3:8), it is understandable that he would not
attach his name to a letter he wanted them to read. On the other hand, if someone else wrote Hebrews, we
haven‘t a clue why that person‘s name would be missing.
As to where the letter was written from, we have the original King James rendering of Hebrews 13:24: ―They of
Italy salute you‖—making it appear that it was being written from Italy. However, the New King James renders
this, ―Those from Italy greet you.‖ The New Open Bible‘s notes explain that ―this seems to suggest that Italians
away from Italy are sending their greetings home.‖ Of course, this impacts upon exactly who the letter‘s
recipients were. It is almost certain that the book was intended for Jewish Christians. But where? Jerusalem
has been suggested on the ground that these are longtime Christians who had endured hardships for the Truth
(cf. 5:12; 10:32-34). But there are problems with this view.
For one, Hebrews appears to cite almost exclusively from the Greek Septuagint translation of the Old
Testament—which would make far more sense in writing to Jews outside of Judea rather than just those within
Judea. Furthermore, the recipients of the letter seem to be described as able to financially assist other believers
(6:10), while the Judean brethren had become impoverished (Rom. 15:26). Thus, from all this we may postulate
that the Apostle Paul wrote the book of Hebrews to Jews living in Italy while he himself was somewhere outside
of Italy—perhaps Asia Minor or Greece, based on Paul‘s travels during this time. Furthermore, the letter was
likely intended to circulate among other Jewish Christians in the empire, probably including those in Judea—
particularly since many from far and near were, no doubt, still traveling to the Jewish temple at Festival times.
However, we simply cannot be certain that this is the case.
Purpose of the Letter (Heb. 1)
The Jewish Christians addressed by the book of Hebrews had become ―dull of hearing‖ (5:11) and were in
danger of drifting away (2:1; 3:12)—making them very susceptible to the renewed persecutions that were
coming upon them (12:4-12). It appears that many were about to lapse back into Judaism to avoid persecution
from other Jews as well as the Romans (Christianity had become outlawed following Nero‘s blaming of
Christians for the burning of Rome in A.D. 64.). Thus, the letter offers a ―word of exhortation‖ (13:22). It stresses
the superiority of Christianity over the religious system of Old Testament Israel. Throughout the book, we find
the word ―better‖ (1:4; 6:9; 7:7, 19, 22; 8:6; 9:23; 10:34; 11:16, 35, 40; 12:24). Though the religious system God
gave the Jews
was very good—even ―glorious‖ (2 Cor. 3:7)—Christianity is better. Though Moses and the prophets were good,
Christ is better. Though the Levitical priesthood is good, the priesthood of Christ is better.
Though the Old Covenant was good, the New Covenant through Christ is better. Though the sacrificial system
of Israel was good, Christ‘s sacrifice is better. Indeed, Christ is very God! (Heb. 1:8-9) And all the things just
mentioned prefigured what He has now brought. Therefore, to turn away from Christ, with the understanding the
readers were now accountable for, would be worse than the worst apostasies from the Jewish religion in the
past. Thus, the book gives five solemn warnings about the danger of rejecting Christ (2:1-4; 3:7–4:13; 5:11–
6:20; 10:19-39; 12:25-29). Rather than rejecting Him and forfeiting eternal life, the answer to suffering is to
follow the example of other great men and women of the Bible by enduring hardship—through faith. Through
faith and a renewed commitment to Christian obligations, by the very power of Christ within them, the readers
will endure—and overcome.
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Christian Maturity vs. Apostasy (Heb. 4–6)
The understanding of the nature of Christ—of who and what He is, the fact that He can sympathize with our
human temptations and sufferings, and that through Him we can receive help from God to endure—should have
been at the forefront of the readers‘ minds. But they have become ―dull of hearing‖ (5:11) and need to have
someone cover the basics of Christian understanding with them again. If they had been exercising some
discernment in what was happening (v. 14)—rather than simply drifting along with a more comfortable way of
avoiding hardship (cf. 2:1)—they would have known how to obtain needed help (cf. 4:16) and, moreover, they
would be growing and advancing in understanding to a point of weathering difficulties with greater mental and
spiritual stamina.
Then follows a list of basic Christian doctrines (6:1-2), an appeal to go beyond them to ―perfection‖—i.e.
spiritual maturity—and a warning against committing the unpardonable sin if the readers persist in their present
course (vv. 4-8). Most Protestants today hold to the concept of ―once saved, always saved‖ and think it‘s
impossible to lose salvation once converted. However, some see things more clearly. Here is a passage
commenting on Hebrews 6:4-6 from a 1996 book titled Hard Sayings of the Bible. It is quoted because of how
remarkably it agrees with our teaching on the unpardonable sin:
―First…. the verse under consideration here refers to a class of people who cannot ‗be brought back to
repentance.‘ The issue is not whether God would forgive them if they repented, but whether there is any way to
bring them to repent at all. The answer is no. They are like farmland that produces nothing useful; ‗in the end it
will be burned.‘ People can so harden themselves against God that nothing will keep them from hell [i.e. the
lake of fire].
―Second, the people under discussion are fully initiated Christians. In the preceding passage, the author
contemplates whether he should discuss Melchizedek, a difficult teaching, or return to the basic teachings of
the faith. He lists these foundational experiences as repentance, faith, and teaching on (a) baptism…, (b)
reception of the Spirit (laying on of hands), (c) resurrection of the dead and (d) eternal judgment. If the
instruction they received had been defective, there would be some reason to go over it again. But he will not
return to these teachings, for he knows these readers. They are fully initiated Christians. There was nothing
defective in how they were brought to Christ, so there is no use in going back over the basics.
―These individuals are ‗enlightened‘ (often a reference to baptism, but at the least meaning that they have
received accurate teaching about God), ‗have tasted the heavenly gift‘ (…at the least meaning salvation or
reception of the Spirit), ‗have shared in the Holy Spirit‘ (who except Christians receives this?), and ‗have tasted
the goodness of the word of God and the powers of the coming age‘ (probably indicating their experience of
prophetic words and miracles, seen as a present experience of what would be fully realized in the coming
age…). These are people with a full Christian experience, defective in no way. In fact, this is one of the clearest
descriptions of Christian initiation in the New Testament…
―What, then, is the author of Hebrews saying? He is refusing to return to basics on the grounds that there is no
use in doing so for people who have been accurately initiated into the Christian faith. His arguments to keep
them in the faith must come from deeper truth, not from a clarification of the foundational truth. He then points
out by way of warning that if fully initiated Christians turn their backs on Christ, they will so harden themselves
that nothing anyone can do will bring them back to repentance. Their end result will be damnation. But, he
concludes, while this is a real possibility for some, ‗we are confident of better things in your case‘ (Heb 6:9). If
he were not, at least for some of them, there would have been no use in writing the letter at all. They may be on
the verge of apostasy, but they have not made the decision and crossed the line.
―In so writing the author strikes the balance found throughout the New Testament. The New Testament authors
write out of an experience of the grace of Christ and a firm conviction that they are on their way to a greater
inheritance in [the kingdom of] heaven. At the same time, they write with a concern that they or their readers
could apostatize and thus lose what they already have. So long as people are following Christ they are
supremely confident about them. If their readers turn back to the world, rejecting the rule of Christ, then the
New Testament authors never express any hope that without repentance such people will enter [the kingdom
of] heaven‖ (Walter C. Kaiser, Peter H. Davids, F.F. Bruce, Manfred T. Brauch, pp. 681-683).
More on the unpardonable sin will follow in a few days in the commentary on the latter part of Hebrews 10.
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The Old and New Covenants (Heb. 8)
In Hebrews 8, we are told that there was something wrong with the Old Covenant—that is, the covenant made
with Israel at Mount Sinai. And so Christ has come as the ―Mediatr of a better covenant‖ (v. 6)—the ―new
covenant‖ (v. 8). ―For if that first covenant had been faultless, then no place would have been sought for a
second‖ (v. 7). Yet the fault, we are told, was not with God. Nor was it with any of the demands of the Old
Covenant. God did not make a mistake! Rather, God found ―fault with them‖ (v. 8)—i.e. the Israelites. And just
what was their fault? God says, ―They did not continue in My covenant‖ (v. 9). This is even more clear in
Jeremiah 31:31-34, the Old Testament passage from which Hebrews 8:8-12 is quoting. It says, ―My covenant
which they broke, though I was a husband to them, says the LORD‖ (Jer. 31:32).
A covenant, it must be understood, is simply a formal agreement or contract. Indeed, God‘s covenant with Israel
was, on a spiritual level, a marriage covenant or contract—as can be seen from the verse just quoted, where
God (i.e. the preincarnate Christ, cf. 1 Cor. 10:4) was Israel‘s Husband.
Many have confused the issue, claiming that the Old Covenant was the law code of the Old Testament. Thus,
the obsolescence of the Old Covenant and the introduction of the New (Heb. 8:13) is seen as the doing away of
God‘s law. But this is utter nonsense, as can be seen from the very passages in question here. While a
covenant or contract may be based on law, it is not a law itself. A marriage contract today, for instance, is not a
law—though it is based on law. And so it was in God‘s covenant with Israel. It did not equate with God‘s laws.
But it was based upon them. God promised to bless the Israelites and make them His special people, setting
them above all peoples, if they would obey His laws. So how did the Israelites break the covenant? By violating
its terms in not obeying God‘s laws. Indeed, as the New Testament makes clear, they were incapable of
perfectly fulfilling the terms of the covenant (cf. Rom. 8:7).
Therefore, God said He would make a new covenant with Israel—a new marriage agreement. It is based not
upon better laws or an absence of law, but upon ―better promises‖ (Heb. 8:6), as we‘ll see in just a moment. But
how can we be so confident that God‘s law is not abrogated under this New Covenant? Because, as part of it,
God says, ―I will put My laws in their mind and write them on their hearts…. I will be merciful to their
unrighteousness, and their sins and lawless deeds I will remember no more‖ (vv. 10, 12). And these must mean
the laws given in the Old Testament for, again, this is a quote from the Old Testament book of Jeremiah.
Furthermore, how can lawless deed be forgotten if they are still being engaged in? Thus, the New Covenant is
based upon the same laws that the Old Covenant was based upon.
What, then, of the better promises? One we‘ve just seen is the blotting out of our sins, our past lawbreaking.
This is accomplished through the perfect sacrifice of Jesus Christ, as the next two chapters of Hebrews detail.
Another incredible promise concerns the ability to actually fulfill the covenant‘s terms of obedience to God. This
is made possible through the bestowal of His Holy Spirit. And along with that comes the wonderful gift of
spiritual understanding (v. 11). Of course, the greatest promises, never available under the Old Covenant, are
those of salvation—eternal life as divine beings in God‘s Kingdom (cf. Heb. 2). A better covenant? Indeed! But
not a better law—for the law of God, the way of God, is ever the same (cf. 13:8).
The Law a Shadow? (Heb. 10)
Some Protestants quote the first part of Hebrews 10:1 and claim that the Ten Commandments were a mere
shadow compared to the reality that is in Christ. This argument for lawlessness, however, is rather easy to
disprove. For the rest of the verse makes clear that the law being referred to as containing a shadow is the law
of sacrifices. And indeed, the sacrificial system of ancient Israel provided a foreshadowing of the perfect
sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Perfect spiritual atonement and justification could not come through the sacrificial
system (vv. 1, 4). So was there, then, any value tothe sacrifices God instituted as part of it? Of course—or God
would not have instituted it at all. As verse 3 states, ―in those sacrifices there is a reminder of sins every year.‖
By having to offer sacrifices for various sins, the Israelites could gain an inkling of just how sinful they were—
and how much they needed God‘s forgiveness.
Also, as long as they practiced the sacrificial system as a nation, it kept them from the terrible excesses of
complete heathen lawlessness. Indeed, God added this law because of their transgressions (Gal. 3:19)—and,
surprising to many today, He even added it after making the Sinai covenant. As God says in Jeremiah 7: ―For I
did not speak to your fathers, or command them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt,
concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices. But this is what I commanded them, saying, ‗Obey My voice, and I will
be your God, and you shall be My people. And walk in all the ways that I have commanded you, that it may be
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well with you‘‖ (vv. 22-23). It was only after Israel‘s rebellion at Mount Sinai that God instituted the Levitical
system with its rituals and sacrifices.
The fact that God did not originally want all these sacrifices but instead desired obedience is reiterated in
Hebrews 10, especially in quoting Psalm 40:6-8 (Heb. 10:5-7). Rather than these sacrifices, the perfect
sacrifice—―one sacrifice for sins forever‖ (v. 12)—was to come through the offering of the body of Jesus Christ.
Through this sacrifice, lawless deeds would be purged—but not so we could continue in them. Rather, God
desires the obedience from us He has sought all along. And this is why the passage on the New Covenant in
Jeremiah 31 is again quoted, as it was in Hebrews 8.
God‘s purpose has always been that His laws would be written in our hearts and minds (10:16). Indeed, this
obedience—presenting ourselves as ―living sacrifices‖ in following the example of Christ (Rom.12:1-2)—was
also foreshadowed by the sacrificial system. Lawlessness, on the other hand, is nowhere advocated in God‘s
Word.
Willful Sin (Heb. 10)
Here we see more evidence that it is possible to reject God and lose salvation even after conversion. Notice,
again, what the book Hard Saying of the Bible has to say, this time in its comments on Hebrews 10:26:
―The point Hebrews is making can best be seen by following the author‘s progression of thought. Having noted
the adequacy of Christ‘s sacrifice in Hebrews 10:1-18, he urges the readers to draw near to God with
confidence (Heb 10:19-22). This is expressed in (1) holding on to the hope that we have in Christ, (2)
encouraging each other to live the faith in practice and (3) gathering together (Heb 10:23-25) [particularly, we
would say, on God‘s weekly and annual Sabbaths]. The opposite of these would be to withdraw from the
Christian gatherings, to stop doing public expressions of faith, and to give up commitment to Christ and hope in
him. In other words, the opposite would be apostasy.
―That this is the point of the passage is clearly seen in Hebrews 10:29, where the ‗deliberate‘ sinners are
described as those who have ‗trampled the Son of God under foot,‘ treated the ‗blood of the covenant‘ as
something common… and ‗insulted the Spirit of grace.‘ This is deliberate sin, but deliberate in the sense that a
person willfully is renouncing Christianity and rejecting Jesus, his death and the personal experience of the
Spirit (which is the slander against the Holy Spirit condemned in Mk 3:28-29).
―It is not that such deliberate sinners (or apostates) did not know the truth. The author is clear on that point.
Only ‗after we have received the knowledge of the truth‘ is such an action so serious. Like those mentioned in
Hebrews 6:4-8, they have been fully initiated into Christianity, for the phrase ‗knowledge of the truth‘ is common
in later New Testament writings for having come to full Christian conversion (Jn 8:32; 1 Tim 2:4; 4:3; 2 Tim
2:25; Tit 1:1; 1 Jn 2:21; 2 Jn 1). But they have chosen to reject their experience of Christ. Had they received a
distorted picture of Christianity there might have been hope, for one could correct the distortion. But they have
developed a ‗sinful, unbelieving heart that turns away from the living God‘ (Heb 3:12). For such people there is
no sacrifice for sin remaining; they have rejected the only one that exists. What remains is the judgment of
God…. We can only tremble at the thought of the judgment awaiting them and take care that we stay far away
from the slope that leads down into that pit‖ (pp. 689-690).
Christian Obligations (Heb. 13)
Having explained that the way to endure severe trial is through following the tremendous examples of faith
found in God‘s Word—and having followed that up with a final warning—the author closes with an exhortation
to focus on Christian service. For in outflowing concern for others, following the direction of faithful ministers
and standing up for Christ, perseverance will be assured. God, it is stressed, will never forsake those who
adhere to Him and His way (vv. 5-6). The first items mentioned in this chapter are love for the brethren, showing
hospitality to strangers (who could even be angels!), keeping suffering members in mind (the implication being
to pray for them and do whatever else can be done for them), and honoring marriage. As translated in the King
James and New King James, the meaning of verse 4 is not clear. Translators should almost certainly have
inserted the words ―to be‖ before the words ―honorable‖ and ―undefiled,‖ as this makes the verse easier to
understand. The correct sense is conveyed in the Contemporary English Version: ―Have respect for marriage.
Always be faithful to your partner, because God will punish anyone who is immoral or unfaithful in marriage.‖
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The author also exhorts the brethren to follow ministerial authority. Those who object to ministers having any
actual authority are hard pressed to explain verses 7 and 17. The latter states that we are to obey ministers,
that ministers rule, that they rule over us, and that we are to be submissive to them because they watch over
us. Though their authority is limited to certain areas and is to be used for the service of others, it is authority
nevertheless—and must be respected as such.
Indeed, as the verse explains, giving the ministry a hard time is hurtful to the one doing so. The final argument
of the book is made in verses 10-14. According to the King James Study Bible‘s notes on these verses, the
argument is that ―there were times within the Jewish ritual when even the priests could not eat of the sacrifices
(e.g., the Day of Atonement). Rather, the flesh was taken outside the camp and burned (Lev. 16:27). So now
also, as the believer‘s sin offering, Christ has been separated from the camp of Levitical worship. Those who
have turned to Him for redemption must also join Him outside the camp. ‗For here we have no continuing city‘
may be a foreboding of Jerusalem‘s imminent destruction. Even if there were no prophetic intent within the
author‘s statement, God is about to remove the temptation for Jewish Christians to return to the sacrificial ritual
of the Jerusalem temple.‖
Verses 20-21 provide an encouraging reminder of the redemptive work of God through Christ. It is not too late
for any of the readers. Moreover, they have the perfect Leader to lead them into doing what is right. And the
author of Hebrews, very likely the Apostle Paul, is quite confident that this is just what will happen. May all of us
take the same encouragement from these words.
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JAMES
Who Was James? (James 1)
The New Testament identifies three apostles named James. Two of them were among the original twelve
apostles. James. the brother of John of the Zebedee family—both being the "sons of thunder" (Mark 3:17)—was
the first apostle to suffer martyrdom. Herod ordered his execution in A.D. 44. The other was James the son of
Alphaeus, called James the Less (Luke 6:15; Mark 15:40).
James, the author of the epistle, was neither of these two original apostles. Rather, he was a half-brother of
Jesus Christ (Matt. 13:55). Though he was not one of the original twelve, he was later called an apostle (Gal.
1:19). This James pastored the Church of God in Jerusalem for 30 years and delivered the summary judgment
at the historic Jerusalem conference (Acts 15). He was called James the Just, reflecting his godly character.
Historical tradition records that James died a violent death for refusing to abandon his faith. Men of the
Sanhedrin took him to a high gallery in the Temple complex and told him to renounce Jesus Christ. James,
knowing it meant certain death, boldly proclaimed that Jesus was the Son of God and rightful Judge of the
world. Then, the men threw James off and even stoned him—all while he prayed for God to forgive them
(Halley's Bible Handbook, p. 657).
Why the Letter? (James 1)
Who were the "twelve tribes which are scattered abroad" to whom James addressed his letter? Why was James
writing to them?
Centuries before the beginning of the New Testament Church of God in Jerusalem, the Israelites had been
dispersed throughout what is now known as the Middle East and Asia Minor. In 721 B.C., the Assyrians
deported Israelites from northern Palestine to the Caspian Sea region. Through the centuries, these exiles
migrated far from their homeland and became known as "the lost sheep of the house of Israel" (Matt. 10:6;
15:24). The nation of Babylon invaded southern Palestine and carried away the tribe of Judah—the Jews—to
Mesopotamia. Some Jews returned to Jerusalem in 536 B.C., but most remained in Babylon.
Later, when Greece and then Rome controlled Palestine, many Jews voluntarily moved to Syria, Egypt and
Asia Minor to live in thriving ports and commercial centers. When James wrote his epistle, Jews inhabited
almost all of Greece, the islands in the Mediterranean Sea, and had established a community in Rome. In Acts
2, Luke records that thousands of Jews who lived away from Palestine came to Jerusalem to observe the Day
of Pentecost: Parthians, Medes, Elamites, Romans and many others. All these visitors heard the wonderful
news about the Messiah, or Christ, and carried the story back home. Peter had told them, "For the promise is to
you and to your children, and to all who are afar off, as many as the Lord our God will call" (v. 39).
During the time James pastored the Jerusalem Church, Christians suffered persecution that intensified with the
savage murder of Stephen. Stephen's testimony before the Sanhedrin seemed to unite the Sadducees, the
Pharisees and the common people in a "most violent and ungovernable fury" (Coneybeare, Life and Epistles of
St. Paul, p. 64). Saul led the assault on believers, thinking he was rooting out a dangerous apostasy. As a
result, Luke says that all the Christians in Jerusalem were scattered abroad throughout the regions of Judea
and Samaria, except the apostles" (8:1). Just how many Christians returned to the city is not known, but the
Bible indicates that brethren in Jerusalem continued to suffer.
James wrote to Christians who perhaps had been members of his congregation before they fled Jerusalem. His
letter, no doubt, circulated among the foreign Jews converted to Christianity on Pentecost, and it eventually
reached the "lost sheep of the House of Israel."
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No Wavering (James 1)
James observes that Christians must view trials from what they produce and not how they feel. Whether the
trials come from an outside source, like the persecution of Christians in Jerusalem, or from within one's carnal
nature (James 1:13-15), trials test faith. During trials, Christians go to God for wisdom to get through difficult
times. And God will help those who ask in faith, believing that He hears and answers prayer (v. 6). In contrast to
a faithful Christian, the double-minded man vacillates between belief and unbelief. He can't decide to trust God
or to ask for help in building confident faith. When Christ healed a demon-possessed child, He did not ask the
child's father if he had "perfect" faith, but only if the man could believe. Christ healed the boy in response to the
father's profession of faith and request for help to believe more completely (Mark 9:17-27).
‖Of His own will He brought us forth by the word of truth, that we might be a kind of firstfruits of His creatures,"
James tells the brethren—the first of those God has called to a new way of life (James 1:18). Christians who
live a godly life, obeying the perfect law of liberty (the Ten Commandments) will be blessed (v. 25). In the last
nine verses (vv. 19-27), James gives his readers a guide for examining themselves. Am I a ready listener? Am I
slow to speak and slow to get angry? (v. 19). Do I avoid worldliness, evil and immorality? (vv. 21, 27). Do I
study God's Word with humility and do what it says? (vv. 21-25). Do I control my tongue? (v. 26). Do I help the
less fortunate? (v. 27).
No Partiality (James 2)
James admonishes Christians not to "make distinctions between one man and another" (James 2:1
Weymouth). Anyone who shows respect of persons—i.e. favoritism or partiality—breaks the royal law of love for
one's neighbor (Deut. 16:19; Lev. 19:15; Matt. 22:36-40). This law of love reflects the very character and will of
God. James warns Christians that Jesus Christ will judge them all on how well they live in harmony with God's
commandments (v. 12). And they will be judged harshly if they habitually show disrespect for His law and lack
of compassion for their brethren! "Judgment without mercy will be shown anyone who has not been merciful" (v.
13 NIV). Mercy triumphs, however, when Christians show mercy and love for one another. Merciful Christians
can have "confidence on the day of judgment, because in this world [they have acted] like Him" (1 John 4:17
NIV).
Faith and Works (James 2)
James contrasts genuine, living faith with superficial belief. One who has true faith in God will show godly fruits.
His actions, like those of Abraham and Rahab, will demonstrate obedience, trust, courage and decisiveness. It
is foolishness to think that merely professing to believe in God constitutes living, dynamic faith. Even the
demons believe in God's existence, but to what end? James challenges anyone to show him "faith without
works" (2:18). It can't be done—at least not with true faith. Empty of works, one's "faith" is dead and as
worthless as cheerful words alone are to a destitute man. Can empty words help a hungry brother? (vv. 14-17).
Of course not. And neither can faith be separated from the works that demonstrate its existence: "If there are no
acts springing from faith, that faith is no more alive than the body without the spirit"' (Expositors Bible
Commentary, vol. 12, p. 185).
Notice that in verse 21 the KJV translates the Greek word edikaiothe as "justified." Other translations render it
"considered righteous" or "declared righteous"—i.e. right with God, lined up with His way. In the NIV, verse 21
reads, "Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on
the altar?" In verse 22, the Greek word translated "perfect" in the KJV can also be understood to mean
"complete"—that is, Abraham's faith was completed by his actions.
Taming the Tongue (James 3)
James talks about using the tongue—that is, using our words—for both good and evil purposes. "With the
tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. Out
of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be" (vv. 9-10). The tongue is so small,
yet it can cause a "world of evil" (vv. 6, 8) and bitterness. Although men can tame animals, "no man can tame
the tongue" (vv. 7-8). Only God can help a man control his tongue. Christians must ask God for wisdom to
speak as befits a believer (1:5; 3:16-18). A fresh, pure spring doesn't taste bitter. A fig tree doesn't bear olives.
A grapevine doesn't grow figs. Neither should a Christian speak in an ungodly manner (vv. 11-18).

1160

An Enemy of God (James 4)
Were the Christians James wrote to actually fighting and quarreling among themselves? Had any of them
murdered a brother to obtain some material possession? Actual war and wholesale murder seem unlikely (cf. 1
John 3:15), although an isolated occurrence of this is not beyond the realm of possibility (cf. 2 Sam. 12:9). Even
so, it seems more likely that James was addressing the conduct of the world around them. These Christians
were living in nations that were frequently at war. And James explains the reason for wars, noting that humanity
moves quickly from wanting something to killing for it. Christians, on the other hand, are to be seeking the
"peaceful fruits of righteousness" (James 3:18). And these can't be found in warfare, between quarreling
brothers and sisters, or in a society that puts "self" before God.
Those who want to be a friend of the world and Satan's system choose to make themselves enemies of God.
"To have a warm, familiar attitude toward this evil world is to be on good terms with God's enemy. It is to adopt
the world's set of values and want what the world wants instead of choosing according to divine standards"
(Expositor's Bible Commentary, vol. 12, p. 193). "Adulterers" is what James calls these friends of the world, who
are spiritually unfaithful to God (James 4:4).
Commentators translate James 4:5 in two different ways. The KJV says, "Do you think that the scripture says in
vain, The spirit that dwells in us lusts to envy?" Marginal references cite Genesis 6:5, showing that man, with
his Satan-led human spirit, will tend toward evil and selfishness. With this understanding, James 4:5 seems to
say that human beings should not be surprised by the evil within themselves.
The Weymouth (and similarly the New King James Version) translates verse 5, "God yearns jealously for the
spirit He has made to dwell in us." The scriptures cited are Exodus 20:5 and 34:14. Here God states that His
name is Jealous and that He is a jealous God—for our sakes, that is. With this understanding, the verse in
question seems to say, "How do you think God feels about your spiritual adultery? You know He is a jealous
God" (Expositor's, pp. 193-194).
Whichever is the correct understanding, James' intention is clear. He wants the readers to draw close to God, to
clean up their lives and to repent and mourn for putting anything else before God (4:8-10). Life is too brief, he
says, for boasting and rejoicing in major plans in which God's will has not been taken into account (vv. 13-14).
Instead, Christians should focus their lives on seeking God's will (v. 15) and on doing good (v. 17; 1:22, 25, 27).
Picking up the subject of the tongue again in verses 11-12, James says, "Speak not evil one of another." The
Greek word katalaeite refers to any form of speaking against a person, not only slander and lies, but also harsh,
unkind words (Expositor's, p.196). Anyone who speaks in a critical, judgmental or harmful way against his
neighbor breaks the command to "love your neighbor as yourself" (Lev. 19:18). If someone flaunts that law, it
means he has judged it not worth keeping. But God does not give any man the authority to evaluate whether
His law is worth keeping. God alone is Lawgiver and Judge. He will save those who yield to Him and destroy
those who ultimately reject Him.
The Unrighteous Rich (James 5)
In verses 1-6 of chapter 5, James diverts his comments from the brethren to rebuke the "unrighteous rich."
These wealthy persons appear to be non-Christians who have made life difficult for the brethren. They had
hoarded grain, oil, fine metals and costly clothing in excess of what they could ever consume—so much so that
moths had ruined their stored garments, and their grain rotted in storage—yet they still withheld wages from
their employees! They routinely enjoyed extravagant pleasures as "on a day of slaughter" when many animals
were sacrificed as part of idolatrous feasting. They dragged righteous, defenceless men into court and
condemned them to death. In verse 7 James directs comments to the brethren again, telling them to "be
patient" without grumbling against the unrighteous rich, because the Lord will come and set things straight.
Speaking of the tongue again, James tells the brethren not to take oaths or swear by God's name (v. 12). Put
your tongue to good use instead: confess your faults to God, sing songs of praise, pray fervently for the
brethren, restore a brother to the Truth (vv. 13-20).
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1 PETER
The Apostle of Hope (1 Peter 1)
Peter, one of the original twelve apostles, wrote his letters from Rome during desperate years. Paul had already
been beheaded as part of the mass persecution that had begun in A.D. 64. In that year a great fire destroyed
part of Rome. Many living at the time thought that Emperor Nero had set the fire himself to rebuild Imperial
Rome on a grander scale. Nero shifted the blame onto the Christian community, "a new and despised sect of
people, mostly from the humbler walks of life, without prestige or influence, many of them slaves" (Halley's Bible
Handbook, p. 635). Nero ordered that many Christians be tortured to death. During his reign of terror (A.D.
6467) many believers died. They were burned, crucified and thrown to wild beasts. Shortly after writing his
second letter, Peter was himself crucified.
Nero's example "encouraged the enemies of Christians everywhere to take advantage of the slightest pretext to
persecute" (Halley's, p. 663). The Christians in Asia felt the effects of persecution as it spread outward from
Rome. Silvanus—possibly the same as Silas (2 Cor. 1:19)—left the city to comfort the scattered Christians and
to tell them the heavy news of Paul's death. He carried with him Peter's letter of hope (1 Peter 5:12).
As James had done, Peter examined their current fiery trials in the context of eternity (James 1:12). He states it
in this manner: "In this [hope] you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief
in all kinds of trials. These have come that your faith... may be proved genuine" (1 Peter 1: 6-7 Weymouth). At
the beginning of the letter, Peter reminds them that God Himself chose them, the elect, for an eternal purpose
(vv. 2, 4). He called them according to a plan He began at the foundation of the world (vv. 2, 18-21). Although
this plan would involve all mankind, God chose to sanctify or set apart some individuals earlier than others. For
this reason, Christians today live in obedience to Jesus Christ—while living in this evil world (v. 2). Those whom
God chooses to work with now, who accept the blood of Jesus Christ (through repentance and baptism),
receive the Holy Spirit (v. 2).
In contrast to those God has not yet called, the elect have a living hope—eternal life—which God holds in store
in heaven (vv. 3-4) until Jesus Christ returns to this earth in glory bringing His reward with Him (vv. 9, 13; Rev.
22:12). Christians can rejoice even in persecution, because, through God's power, they will receive eternal life
(1:5-6,9). Knowing this hope and the power of God (vv. 10-12, 5), Christians must live obedient, sober and holy
lives. God requires it! (vv. 13-16). "For I am the Lord your God; sanctify yourselves therefore, and be holy, for I
am holy" (Lev.11:44 NRSV).
Peter states, "Since you call on a Father who judges each man's work impartially, live your lives as strangers
here in reverent fear" (1 Peter 1:17 NIV; cf. Eph. 5:15-16; Col. 4:5) and "love one another deeply, from the
heart" (1 Peter 1:22). Physical life may be brief—but what God promises in His Word "stands forever" (vv. 2325).
A Spiritual House (1 Peter 2)
Peter encourages Christians to think of themselves as newborns craving pure spiritual nourishment from God's
Word (1 Peter 2:2-3). Because they have tasted the goodness and mercy of God, Peter tells them to be done
with wickedness (v. 1) and to grow spiritually. God intends that they become royal priests to glorify Him with
praise (vv. 5, 9). Since a priest should provide a sterling example for others, Peter tells Christians to be honest
and submissive to civil authority and to do good works (vv. 12-18). God wants Christians to "live such good lives
among the nonbelievers that though they accuse you of doing wrong, they may see your good deeds and glorify
God" (v. 12 Weymouth).
Peter envisions for his readers a spiritual house arising from Jesus Christ, the cornerstone (2:6-8; Matt. 16:18).
Peter explains that God established Jesus as the foundation of a spiritual temple, but the religious leaders in
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Jerusalem rejected this very foundation, which they had sought (Is. 28:16). They stumbled over the Person and
the message He brought. They fell into disobedience, which "is also what they were destined for" (1 Peter 2:8).
But, he says, "you have been called out of darkness into His marvelous light... You believe [the Cornerstone] is
precious... You [yourselves] are built up [into that] spiritual house" (vv. 9, 6, 5 Weymouth).
Peter reminds them to bear their trials patiently by remembering the ultimate example of Jesus Christ. He
suffered without retaliating (vv. 22-23). He entrusted Himself to God's righteous judgment—and Christians
should do the same (v. 25).
Husbands and Wives (1 Peter 3)
Peter discusses the opportunity God presents when He calls a wife to the Christian way of life before He calls
her husband. The husband, Peter points out, "may be won over without words" by his wife's purity and
reverence toward God (1 Peter 3:1 NIV). In a Christian marriage, where both husband and wife are led by
God's Spirit (v. 7), husbands create an environment for spiritual growth and answered prayer when they honor
their wives with respect and consideration (vv. 7, 12). Wives who seek to please God must submit to their
husbands as Sarah obeyed Abraham (vv. 5-6). Christian husbands and wives are also subject to the
requirements of "brethren in the faith." As such, they should not insult and curse one another, but live together
in harmony, as a blessing to one another (vv. 8- 11).
Christ Preaching in Hell? (1 Peter 3)
Some have mistakenly thought that, in 1 Peter 3:19, Peter spoke of Christ descending into a fiery underground
"hell" between the time of His crucifixion and resurrection to speak with demons imprisoned there—thus
"proving" consciousness beyond death and prior to a resurrection. Christ told the 70 disciples He sent out that
He had personally seen God cast Satan down from heaven and that evil spirits lived on the earth not in a
subterranean inferno (Luke 10:17-20; Ezek. 28:16; Is. 14:12-14; Rev. 12:4). Peter confirms that God cast the
evil angels out of heaven down to a place of restraint (tartaroo) for judgment (2 Peter 2:4). What we learn from
Peter is that at the time Noah preached repentance and built an ark for saving his family—more than 2,000
years before the crucifixion—Christ spoke with the angels who had sinned long ago and were restrained to
dwell on earth (1 Peter 3: 19-20; 2 Peter 2:4-5). Thus, this has nothing to do with the time of Christ's death.
When Christ died, He was really dead—without consciousness (Eccl. 9:4-5, 10).
Judgment (1 Peter 4)
Peter discusses the Christian way of life (1 Peter 4:2, 8-11) in light of judgment. Christ will judge all mankind (v.
5) by the message He brought (v. 6). He judges some now (vv. 7, 17), "the house of God," the elect to whom
God has revealed the Truth and given His Spirit (1:2). Peter asks, "What will the outcome be for those who do
not obey the gospel of God?" (4:17). What will happen to the elect who ―tasted the goodness of God" and then
rejected it? (2:3). It would have been "better for them not to have known the way of righteousness, than, after
they [had] known it, to turn from the holy commandment delivered unto them" (2 Peter 2:20-22 KJV).
Others who are not of the household of faith (4:3), the unbelievers God has not yet chosen to work with,
continue living unrighteously. They judge, condemn and speak evil of Christians (vv. 3-5). These unbelievers
(spiritual Gentiles) will give account to Jesus Christ for their behavior! At a time in the future, when God has
opened their minds to understand the truth (Rev. 20:5, 12-13), they will repent of their former ways, receive
God's Spirit and be judged by the same standards that Christ judges the "house of God" now. Since God deals
justly with all mankind, Christians can trust Him and "continue to do good" (4:19).
Humility (1 Peter 5)
Peter exhorts the elders of the Church to serve the brethren willingly and that all the brethren learn to submit to
one another. When the elders and the rest of the brethren work together in this manner, the Church is "clothed
with humility" (1 Peter 5:5) and can rightfully bring its cares to God. Peter assures believers that they can bring
all of their concerns to God—no matter the number or complexity—because God cares for His people (cf. Ps.
37:3-7). However, they must remain vigilant in this life and resist Satan's deadly influence (1 Peter 5:8-9). Peter
reminds them, ―God has called us into His eternal glory," and, "after you have suffered a little while, "God will
make you perfect!‖(v. 10).
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2 PETER
Be Sure! (2 Peter 1-3)
Peter wrote his second epistle from Rome to the same scattered brethren he addressed in the first letter. This
time he wrote with the urgency of a man who did not have long to live (2 Peter 1:12, 15). Bible historians
believe Peter was crucified during Nero's persecution of Christians, shortly after he completed this second
epistle.
Peter tells the readers to do what is necessary (vv. 5-8) to "make your calling and election sure" (1:10; 3:14)
because false prophets and teachers have come among the people of God! They bring heretical ideas. Their
words and deeds effectively deny Christ (2:1). They speak evil of the truth (vv. 2, 12). They cultivate
unrighteousness (vv. 14-15). They seek to draw believers away "with stories they have made up" (v. 3
Weymouth). By "swelling words of vanity," they entice new Christians (v. 18) to follow them into "freedom" and
"liberty" (v. 19).
If believers won't hold on to the truthful, eyewitness reports about the Lord Jesus Christ (1:16-18) and the sure
words of prophecy (vv. 19-21), they will follow in the shameful ways of false teachers (2:2). It would be better for
them never to have been called by God than to return to their former, sinful lives (vv. 20-22; 3:17).
When Peter was inspired to write in his first letter, "The end of all things is at hand" (1 Peter 4:7), some may
have understood him to mean that the horrendous persecution in Rome was the tribulation Christ had
prophesied (Matt. 24:9, 21-22). We don't know how Peter himself understood it. The timing would have made
some sense as Christ had said He would return within one generation of certain dire events—and some may
have counted this as 40 years from His crucifixion. Moreover, Nero's persecution lasted three years, nearly
fitting the biblical time frame of the tribulation. But this wave of persecution ended in 67 and the 40 years ended
in 71, with Jerusalem destroyed but Christ's return still nowhere in sight.
Whether or not Peter foresaw all of this—as he most likely wrote this while the terrible persecution was still
raging since tradition says he died during it—it is apparent that God certainly would have foreseen any major
disappointment that might have followed. Perhaps that's part of the reason He inspired Peter to give an
important warning at that time: "Understand that in the last days scoffers will come and... say 'Where is the
coming He promised?"' (2 Peter 3:3-4).
These scoffers don't understand that God's plan stretches from the time of creation to the coming of a new
heaven and a new earth (vv. 5-13). So what seems like an endless wait to mankind is nothing to God. He is not
constrained by time the way we are: "With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are
like a day" (v. 8). God focuses on salvation and waits patiently for all He calls to repentance (vv. 9, 15). When
He does intervene to usher in the return of Christ, He will act quickly and unexpectedly: ―For in such an hour as
you think not, the Son of man comes‖ (Matt. 24:44). Peter cites Paul's understanding of God's patience in
waiting for ―the sons of God" to mature (cf. Rom. 8:19, 23).
Peter closes the body of his second letter with an admonition to remember the things we have known and grow
in the grace and knowledge of Jesus Christ (3: 17-18).
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1 JOHN
Who Was John? (1 John 1)
The Apostle John indicates that he may have been Christ's closest friend on earth (John 13:23; 19:26; 20:2;
21:7, 20). Apparently, he alone of the twelve apostles attended the crucifixion (New Unger's Bible Dictionary, p.
699). As Christ suffered on the cross, He gave John the responsibility of caring for His mother (John 19:26-27).
John remained in Jerusalem with Mary until she died. After the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, John
moved to Ephesus and lived there until persecution drove him to Patmos. Historians can't say with certainty
what happened to John thereafter. He may have died on Patmos, he may have been taken to Rome and
survived being thrown into boiling oil, or he may have returned to Ephesus but kept from fellowshipping with the
brethren. Tradition tells us that the elderly John, before he died, was carried into the Church congregation at
Ephesus "and simply said, with a feeble voice, 'Little children, love one another."' (Unger's, p. 699).
Why Did He Write? (1 John 1)
In his first epistle, John addresses a "supreme danger." False teachers claiming to have "superior capacity for
knowledge" (New Unger's Bible Dictionary, p. 614) had appeared in the Church. Called gnostics, they were
respected and able teachers "who had defected from the true faith and fellowship" (Expositors Bible
Commentary, vol. 12, p. 295). They established their own community and actively tried to persuade the
brethren to join them. In his letters, John pinpoints errors in their "theology" by the things they deny (Expositors,
p. 297).
1. They denied that Jesus was the Anointed One, the literal Son of God (1 John 2:22; 5:1, 5).
2. They denied that Christ had really come in the flesh and could thus be tempted to sin (1 John 4:2).
3. They denied that Christ was now coming in the flesh, i.e. living His life in us (2 John 7).
4. They denied the authority of God's law (1 John 2:4).
5. They denied their own sins(1 John 1:8,10).
6. They denied the need for constant forgiveness through Christ (1 John 2:2).
7. They denied the requirement that believers love one another (1 John 2:9, 11).
8. They denied the requirement of right conduct to fellowship with God (2 John 6; 1 John 2:29; 3:6, 10).
9. They denied the requirement to live like Jesus Christ lived (1 John 2:4, 6; 3:7).
10. They denied that fellowship with the brethren in whom God dwelt was fellowship with God (1 John 1:3).
11. They denied John's authority to write the true message(1 John 1:5; 3 John 10).
12. They denied that there were any not with them who were in the Truth (1 John 2:20-21).
In the Beginning... (1 John 1)

John begins his first epistle just as he did his Gospel—at the beginning. "That which was from the beginning"—
that is, the Word who was with God (1 John 1:1)—"appeared to us." John says that he and other eyewitnesses
who saw, heard and touched the Word, i.e. Jesus Christ, can truthfully testify to what He said and how He lived.
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We do this, John said, "so that you also may have fellowship with us [and with the Father and Son]" (vv. 1-3).
John wanted his readers to know the Truth and experience fellowship through the power of God's Spirit. To
have fellowship with God, Christians must know and live the Truth because God is truthful, He is "light," He is
pure and glorious (2:24). Those who turn from the truthful ways of God and prefer "darkness" and sin, can't
fellowship with Him or with other true believers. Thankfully, since all fall short of living in the light, God, through
Christ, made provisions for repentance and forgiveness (1:8-10).
A New Commandment? (1 John 2)
How do you really know if you "know" God? If you are "in Him" and on the right track? John gives the answer:
"Whoever claims to live in him must walk as Jesus did" (1 John 2:6). We know God if we "obey His commands"
(v. 3). A man who professes to know God but doesn't do what God says "is a liar, and the truth is not in him" (v.
4).
John makes a puzzling remark in referring to a "new" command which is not new, that he is "not writing" to them
and "is writing" to them. The commandment is old, he explains, because they had heard it from the beginning,
even from the time of Cain (3:11-12)—i.e. the law of God, the Ten Commandments. But the Ten
Commandments are new in the way Jesus Christ lived them: for their "truth is seen in Him" (2:7-8). John
illustrates his remarks by citing the sixth commandment: "anyone who hates his brother" sins because hatred is
murder (3:15). Jesus Christ equated hatred with murder in His Sermon on the Mount. "You have heard that it
was said to those of old, 'You shall not murder, and whoever murders will be in danger of the judgment.' But I
say to you that whoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment" (Matt.
5:21-22). Christ stated that God's law rested on two summary commandments of love: love toward God and
love toward neighbor (22:37-40). Any "new" commandment expounded by Christ or John simply illuminates how
God intended the law to operate from the beginning. In that sense, God's law is both old and new.
John speaks of false teachers who left the Truth and trouble the brethren with their philosophies (1 John 2:1823). He reminds the brethren that they received the Holy Spirit at baptism, the anointing that will teach them
truthfully if they seek truth—"if you remain in [God]" (v. 27). They didn't need any "deceiving, seducing"
philosophers who spoke in opposition to God's Spirit to teach them (vv. 26-27). John specifically addressed the
problem of false teachers who denied the Truth and sought to draw away believers from the faith—he was not
rejecting the need for godly teachers (Eph. 4:11-15). Indeed, the point was that John and other godly teachers
had already delivered the faith to them, just as Jude describes (Jude 3). And through God's Spirit, they had
come to understand these teachings as the Truth.
Future Glory and Present Preparation (1 John 3)
"What we will be has not yet been made known," John says, because we are still physical. But one thing we can
know is that when He appears, "we shall be like Him" and "shall see Him as He is" (1 John 3:1-2 NIV). How
tremendous that is to contemplate! Indeed, "how great is the love the Father has lavished on us‖ with this hope
of being part of His spiritual Family (v. 1).
Everyone who has this hope prepares himself by living like Jesus Christ lived. In Jesus Christ there "is no sin,"
no breaking of the law, no deception (vv. 3-7). He "is righteous." He came to the earth to destroy ―the works of
the devil" (vv. 7-8). In the Jewish New Testament, 1 John 3:9-10 reads, "No one who has God as his Father
keeps on sinning [that is, as a routine way of life], because the seed planted by God remains in Him. That is, he
cannot continue sinning [in this fashion], because He has God as His Father. Here is how one can distinguish
clearly between God's children and those of the Adversary: everyone who does not continue doing what is right
is not from God." But until God establishes the Kingdom on earth, Christians must battle with personal sin (1:8,
10). They "purify" themselves by choosing righteousness and love instead of hatred and sin (3 :11-18).
Touching on the magnitude of God's forgiveness, John states that Christians who strive to please God and
keep His commandments needn't feel condemned and guilt-ridden (vv. 20-22). They can pray with peace and
confidence because God knows all about them (v. 20). "He laid down His life for us" (v. 16) and will forgive us
upon repentance (1:9).
Try the Spirits (1 John 4)
John confronts the doctrines of false teachers who are really only seeking a following for themselves. Some of
these teachers believed that Jesus Christ was not human when He lived on the earth and that He was not
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God's literal Son. John states that believers must evaluate what these false prophets teach in the light of God's
Truth. The Holy Spirit (which they received at baptism) is the Spirit of Truth, and Jesus Christ, who has already
overcome the world, dwells in each of them by that same Spirit. Therefore, they too can overcome those who
speak in the spirit of error (1 John 4:6). Jesus said, "When the Spirit of truth comes, [it] will guide you into all the
truth" (John 16:13 NRSV).
Those who preach the Truth know that ―Jesus Christ has come in the flesh" (1 John 4:2) but any who would
preach otherwise have the spirit that opposes God—antichrist (v. 3). God does not dwell in them and they have
no fellowship with Him (v. 15).
In these verses, John states that unless a believer comes to a deep and profound sense of love, God cannot
dwell in him. "God is love" (v. 8) and He began His relationship with mankind in love (vv. 10-11,19). He requires
those He loves to love one another because He sacrificed His Son for them all. They cannot profess to love
Him if they hate one another (vv. 20-21). He intends to perfect them as they learn to love others (v. 17).
Life Through Christ (1 John 5)
In reference to the gnostic teachers who denied that Christ was God's literal Son, John says not to receive the
testimony of these men (1 John 5:7-9). God Himself testified about His Son through the spirit of prophecy (Luke
2:25-38), by water baptism (Matt. 3:13-17), and the blood of crucifixion (Acts 2:22-24, 32, 36). These three
testify that Christ is God's Son. (Note: In 1 John 5:7-8, transcribers added the following words to the original text
with the intent of portraying God as a Trinity: in heaven, the Father, the Word, and the Holy Ghost. and these
three are one. And there are three that bear witness in the earth.)
John reminds the brethren to pray for one another, especially when they see a brother sinning. Pray that God
would help the brother repent. A sin is "not leading to death" (vv. 1617)—i.e. ultimate spiritual death in the lake
of fire—if it can still be repented of. But for those who return to a life of sin, ultimately rejecting God, there can
be no repentance because they refuse to repent (Heb. 6:4-6).
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2 JOHN
The Chosen Lady (2 John)
Bible scholars wonder if John wrote to an actual Christian mother and her children or if he addressed the
Church of God and its members by using code words. "If [a coded] letter fell into unfriendly hands, it would
seem to be nothing more than a private message to a friend" (expositors Bible Commentary, vol. 12, p. 361). In
either situation, John writes to those who love the Truth. It is not "new" truth, John says, but what they had
heard from the beginning: that you love one another and obey God's commands (2 John 5-6). Continue in the
true teachings of God and you will have fellowship with the Father and the Son (v. 9). John cautions the readers
against showing false teachers the same hospitality as one would extend to faithful brothers. Expositors states,
"Because they are deceivers, it would be a mockery... to give those who deny the Son and hate the brethren a
place of respect within the community of faith. To do so would be to become a partaker in their unbelief and
hatred of the truth" (p. 365).
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3 JOHN
Imitate Good (3 John)
John speaks favorably about friends named Gaius and Demetrius, but of a man named Diotrephes, John says,
"He will have nothing to do with us" (3 John 9). He refused to welcome true brethren or to even let them attend
Church. John says he will confront Diotrephes about his ungodly conduct, for "gossiping maliciously about us,"
and for putting himself first. John ends with a warning not to follow Diotrephes' evil example. Imitate what is
good instead—for "he that does good is of God" (v. 11).
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JUDE
Who Was Jude? (Jude)
Jude identifies himself as the brother of James (Jude 1). Therefore if this is the same James who wrote the
book of James (as it most likely is), then Jude is Christ's half-brother Judas (Matt. 13:55; Mark 6:3). Neither
James nor Jude were among the original twelve disciples.
In his short letter, Jude tells the brethren to hold on to the Truth. Ungodly men were corrupting the Church with
lawless teachings and spiritual filth. They spoke evil things about those in authority, even denying God and
Jesus Christ. Yet they felt free to mingle with faithful brethren on Feast days, polluting the fellowship with their
complaints, "swelling words" and lust for attention. Christ had warned that such mockers would appear in the
Church (vv. 17-19). God would punish them as He had punished the ungodly before (vv. 5-11).
Jude encouraged the believers to "keep yourselves in the love of God...have compassion and make a
difference" (vv. 21-22). He also said to work carefully with those you can lead out of sin, but don't pollute your
own "garment" (v. 23). Jude strengthened the brethren with a wonderful promise: God "is able to keep you from
falling, and to present you faultless before the presence of his glory with exceeding joy" (v. 24).
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REVELATION
Introduction to Revelation (Revelation 1)
The writer of the book of Revelation repeatedly refers to himself as John. And early tradition unanimously
declared that this was none other than the Apostle John. It was probably written during the latter part of Roman
Emperor Domitian‘s reign, which lasted from A.D. 81 to 96. John was a prisoner on the Greek island of Patmos
(1:9), a rocky, roughly 16-square-mile island 30 miles west of Asia Minor, to which political prisoners were sent
by the Roman authorities.
Although John wrote the book of Revelation, he is not its author. Revelation 1:1 tells us that it is ―the Revelation
of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show His servants— ….sent and signified… by His angel to His servant
John.‖ Then John describes himself merely as one ―who bore witness… to all things that he saw‖ (v. 2).
The book is a prophecy (v. 3; 22:18) about things ―which must shortly take place‖ (1:1), for ―the time is near‖ (v.
3). Although written almost 2,000 years ago, this book is clearly for our ―time of the end,‖ of which the Bible has
foretold that ―knowledge shall increase‖ (Dan. 12:4). Only today is it possible to understand some of the
statements in the book, as will become apparent (cf. v. 9; Rev. 22:10).
Setting the Stage (Revelation 1)
John says that he was ―in the Spirit on the Lord‘s Day‖ (v. 10). This means he saw visions (cf. 4:2; Ezek. 8:3; 2
Cor. 12:1-4) dealing mainly with a time span of perhaps one year leading up to the return of Christ (cf. Is. 34:8).
This period is referred to in Scripture as the ―Lord‘s Day‖ or as the ―Day of the Lord‖ (2 Peter 3:10; Mal. 4:5).
John saw yet future events unfolding, culminating in the Day of the Lord, before his very eyes.
First, John saw the glorified Christ ―like the Son of Man‖ (Revelation 1:12-18; cf. Matt. 9:6), having ―the keys of
Hades [the Grave] and of Death‖ (Revelation 1:18). What does this mean? John stated earlier in the chapter
that Christ died for us, thereby paying the penalty for our sins and reconciling us to God the Father, making it
possible for us to become kings and priests who will rule with Christ on this earth for 1,000 years (vv. 5-6; 20:4;
cf. Rom. 5:10; 6:23)—and that He will return visibly to reward His servants and punish the ungodly (Revelation
1:7; 22:12).
But here John saw a vision of Christ in His glorified state long before His visible return to this earth. His
appearance was so awesome that John ―fell at His feet as dead‖ (1:17). But Christ comforted him, reminding
him that He is in control over life and death (v. 18), that He is the Head of His Church and that John had to pass
on a message to the ―stars‖ or angels of the seven churches (vv. 11, 20; 2:1).
Christ‘s Messages to the Seven Churches (Revelation 2–3)
It has long been understood and taught by God‘s Church that Christ‘s message to the seven churches appears
to have at least a three-fold application. First, it relates to seven literal churches or church congregations in Asia
Minor at the time of John. Then, it prophesies the history of the Church from the time of John until Christ‘s
return in seven distinct ―Church eras.‖ And finally, it points out spiritual strengths and weaknesses of various
segments of God‘s Church throughout its existence. Christ‘s messages to the seven churches, then, although in
some respects directed foremost to individual congregations and/or Church eras (2:6, 10, 14-15, 20-23; 3:3, 10,
20) are, in an overall sense, meant for all Christians at all times (vv. 7, 11, 17, 29; 3:5-6, 12-13, 21-22). If you
wish to study this section of Scripture in more detail, you might read the booklet, God‘s Church Through the
Ages, Global Church of God, 1996.
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· Message to Ephesus (2:1-7)
The city of Ephesus was the commercial center of Asia. Its temple of Artemis or Diana was one of the Seven
Wonders of the Ancient World. Although the brethren did not, at first, follow ―false apostles‖ (v. 2), they
subsequently did tolerate false teachers such as the ―Nicolaitans,‖ a sect believed by many to have advocated
licentiousness as a way of life (cf. v. 6). The Ephesian Christians had become weary and had effectively left the
love for Christ and His Truth they had started out with—not being as zealous anymore to resist error. That this
could happen was partially due to constant persecution from the Romans under Emperor Domitian (whose
statute was found in Ephesus and who called himself ―God‖) and the fact that Christians were meeting in their
homes or anywhere else they could—scattered congregations with their own pastorship and a lack of central
leadership (cf. Halley‘s Bible Handbook, 24th ed., p.701).
Historically, the New Testament Church was founded in Jerusalem and transferred later to the city of Pella
around 69 B.C. When Paul traveled to Europe, Ephesus became a second headquarters. According to tradition,
the Apostle John died here.
· Message to Smyrna (2:8-11)
Although Smyrna was a splendid city, the members themselves were poor (2:9). Polycarp, the disciple of John,
became the leader of the Church in Smyrna, who refused, in A.D. 155, to renounce Christ and was martyred as
a consequence. The persecution mentioned in Revelation 2:10 might refer to the one under Trajan, which hit
Smyrna quite hard. Then there is the specific prophecy of ―ten days‖ of tribulation—which, based on the
prophetic day-for-a-year principle (cf. Num. 14:34; Ezek. 4:6), could indicate ten years. Historically, a ten-year
persecution against the Church occurred under Diocletian and Galerius from A.D. 303 to 313. Subsequently, in
325, the observance of Passover was prohibited by Emperor Constantine—and, since 365, Sabbath
observance became outlawed as well. God‘s Church was forced to flee ―into the wilderness‖ for 1,260 years to
be able to observe God‘s laws (cf. 12:6)—where it remained virtually unrecognized by this world.
· Message to Pergamos (2:12-17)
A great altar of Zeus or Jupiter overlooked Pergamos. This town was also the seat of emperor worship. And
Christians refusing to worship pagan gods or the emperor were often killed (v. 13). In addition, Pergamos was a
center of healing associated with the temple of Asclepius, who was worshiped in the form of a serpent (one of
the designations of Satan, cf. 12:9). Christ chides the church at Pergamos for holding the doctrine of Balaam
(2:14; cf. Jude 10-14; 2 Peter 2:15). The original Balaam lured the ancient Israelites into immoral pagan rites in
order for them to bring God‘s wrath upon themselves (Num. 22).
The Pergamos Era appears to have begun around A.D. 650 under Constantine of Mananoli. He led hundreds of
thousands of Christians who became known as ―Paulicians.‖ A large portion of these were killed, as one author
put it, ―by hanging, fire and sword.‖
· Message to Thyatira (2:18-29)
A mysterious figure, Jezebel, is mentioned in this passage. Whether a literal woman or a reference to the pagan
Phoenician wife of ancient Israel‘s King Ahab—or perhaps even the great false church, the ―woman‖ named
Babylon in Revelation 17–18, since the Phonician capital of Tyre was also symbolic of end-time Babylon (cf.
Ezek. 27)—the thought conveyed here seems to be that the church had begun to engage in what amounted to
pagan worship of the goddess Astarte (cf. 2 Kings 9:22), including Easter celebrations, a doctrine or teaching
referred to here as the ―depths of Satan‖ (Revelation 2:24).
The Thyatira Era appears to have begun around 1100 with Peter of Bruys in France. He was later succeeded
by Peter Valdez or Peter Waldo of Lyons, leader of the Waldensians. In the 12th century, Waldensians were
spread throughout more than 20 European countries. In 1309, they appeared in the Netherlands. And a few
years later, Waldensian leaders Walter the Lollard and his brother Raymond preached in Great Britain. In 1315,
according to reports, there were 80,000 Waldensians in Bohemia. By 1539, their number in Europe had
reached 800,000.
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· Message to Sardis (3:1-6)
The city of Sardis had once been extremely wealthy under the legendary King Croesus and was still famous in
Roman times. Apparently, many in Sardis converted to Christianity, but only few remained faithful. Most were,
and would be, asleep (cf. 1 Thess. 5:2).
Historically, it appears that the Sardis Era began in the late 1500s, when there are clear records of flourishing
Sabbath-keeping congregations in England. Later, in 1664, Stephen Mumford of the Church of God in England
came to Newport, Rhode Island, and established the mother congregation of the Church of God in the United
States. In about 1860, the Church of God separated from the Adventist movement. Around 1890, Spanish
speaking congregations in Chile and Argentina were keeping God‘s annual Holy Days.
· Message to Philadelphia (3:7-13)
Philadelphia was a small town. The brethren, having ―little strength‖ (v. 8), were humble and content in the
midst of a corrupt society. The churches of Smyrna and Philadelphia are the only ones Jesus does not rebuke
for some fault. Christ, who has the key of David (v. 7; cf. Is. 22:20-22), promised to keep the Philadelphians
from the Great Tribulation (Revelation 3:10) and to give them an open door (v. 8; cf. 1 Cor. 16:9).
The Philadelphia Era apparently began in the early 1930s with Herbert W. Armstrong‘s ministry, which would
increase in strength and power to become a worldwide work, well recognized by kings, presidents, heads of
government and influential personalities in the humanities, sciences and arts.
· Message to Laodicea (3:14-22)
Laodicea was a very prosperous city, in fact a center for trade and banking, near Colosse. Christ alludes to this
prosperity directly (cf. v. 17), and indirectly by referring to clothing and eye salve, two of the town‘s commercial
products (cf. v. 18). Laodicea‘s water supply was challenged—with hot springs some distance away in
Hierapolis and cold springs in Colosse, water from both reached the town ―lukewarm‖ (cf. v. 16).
While all the other messages were directed to the angel of a particular city, this message is directed to the
angel of the ―Laodiceans‖ (not Laodicea), perhaps showing the ―individuality‖ of the people.
Halley‘s Bible Handbook remarks, ―Strange picture. A Church of Christ, with Christ Himself on the outside,
asking to be let in to one of His own churches‖ (pp. 707-708). Eerdman‘s Handbook to the Bible concurs: ―The
worst case of all seven is a church so self-satisfied as to be totally blind to its true condition. It is so far from
what it should be that Jesus stands outside, knocking for admittance to the lives of individuals who call
themselves Christians‖ (p. 650; cf. John 14:23).
While Christians with a Philadelphia mindset are protected during the coming Great Tribulation, as we saw in
Revelation 3:10 and will see more of in Revelation 12, it appears that the Laodiceans will have to go through
this terrible period, having their faith tried so that what remains is spiritual ―gold‖—i.e. godly character (vv. 1819). They, then, are the ―rest‖ of the Church in Revelation 12:17 that will have to endure Satan‘s wrath at that
terrible time. Yet in God‘s plan, this is for their ultimate good—just as the Apostle Paul told the Corinthians:
―Deliver such a one to Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that his spirit may be saved in the day of the Lord
Jesus‖ (1 Cor. 5:5).
At the time of his death in 1986, Herbert W. Armstrong asked in a prayer before the Church‘s Advisory Council
of Elders whether he was passing the baton to the Laodicean Era. Subsequent events appear to have
answered that question in the affirmative.
Scroll with Seven Seals (Revelation 5)
God the Father has in His right hand a scroll, sealed with seven seals, which contains prophecies of future
events. No one is worthy to open the scroll to reveal what will happen except Jesus Christ, who is pictured as a
Lamb (cf. John 1:29). It is noteworthy that John sees God the Father and Jesus Christ, as well as ―many
angels‖ numbering ―ten thousand times ten thousand and thousands of thousands‖ (Revelation 5:11; cf. Heb.
12:22), but not the Holy Spirit, which would be strange if the Holy Spirit were a person.
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First Six Seals Opened (Revelation 6)
This chapter covers the first six of the seven seals. When Christ opens the first four seals, John sees in the
vision the terrible ride of the famous four horsemen of the Apocalypse, which kill ―a fourth of the earth‖ with
―sword, hunger, death and by the beasts of the earth‖ (v. 8). In comparing verses 2-8 with Matthew 24:4-7 and
Luke 21:8-11, the meaning of the four horsemen becomes clear: the first horseman, on the white horse,
pictures religious deception; the second rider, on the red horse, war; the third horseman, on the black horse,
famine; and the fourth rider, on the pale horse, pestilences or disease epidemics. Oftentimes, religious
deception leads to wars, directly or indirectly. Wars, in turn, lead to famine and diseases. Historically, the Black
Death alone killed upwards of one-third of the people living in Europe in the 14th century. The influenza
epidemic of 1918 killed perhaps 20 million people.
After the four horsemen, Revelation turns to the martyrdom of true Christians—depicted by the fifth seal
(Revelation 6:9-11, cf. Matt. 24:9-12; Mark 13:11-13; Luke 21:12-19). Here we see ―souls under the altar‖
pictured as speaking. But remember, this is a vision, parts of which should be understood figuratively. These
dead souls are not really alive and don‘t actually cry out to God with a loud voice—just as the ―dry bones‖ in
Ezekiel‘s vision and Abel‘s shed blood did not really speak either (cf. Ezek. 37:11; Gen. 4:10).
Concurrent with this severe religious persecution, the modern nations of Israel and Judah will be destroyed in
war, mainly by a European power bloc, during the ―Great Tribulation,‖ apparently lasting 2 1/2 years (cf. Matt.
24:15-28; Mark 13:14-20; Luke 21:20-24; Dan. 12:1; Jer. 30:7-10; Hosea 9:3; 13:16; Amos 6:7; 7:17). This
severe time of trial upon the Church and Israel will occur after the Gospel of the Kingdom of God has been
preached in all the world as a witness (Matt. 24:14; Mark 13:10) and before the sixth seal is opened—picturing
―heavenly signs‖ or cosmic disturbances, which are introduced by a great earthquake (Revelation 6:12-14; Luke
21:25-26; Matt. 24:29).
These cosmic disturbances will be followed by the ―Day of the Lord,‖ the seventh seal. Revelation 6:17 refers to
it as the ―great day of His wrath‖ (cf. Joel 2:30-31; 3:14-15). This time span of evidently one year prior to
Christ‘s return is described as a time of Godly retribution (Is. 2:10-21; 13:6-16; 34:8; Zeph. 1:14-18).
The 144,000 and the Great Multitude (Revelation 7)
Before God pours out His wrath on unrepentant mankind during the Day of the Lord, something else has to
happen first—the sealing of God‘s servants to protect them from the time to come (vv. 1-3; cf. Ezek. 9:4; Rev.
9:4). First, the number sealed is given as 144,000—the vision picturing 12,000 from each tribe of Israel (7:4-8;
cf. 14:1-5) except Dan (cf. Judges 18:30; Deut. 29:17-20; Gen. 49:18). John then sees a great multitude that
―no one could number,‖ from ―all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues,‖standing before the Lamb in white
garments (Revelation 7:9). They ―came out of the great tribulation… and washed their robes and made them
white‖ (v. 14). If they came out of the Great Tribulation (as it says in the Greek), then they must have been in it.
While some of God‘s people will be protected from the Great Tribulation (cf. 3:10; 12:14; Luke 21:36; Prov.
14:26), others will have to go through it to be purified (Revelation 12:17; cf. 1 Cor. 11:32). But all of His people
who survive that time of trouble will be protected from His wrath to come.
Beginning of the Seventh Seal—The First Four Trumpets (Revelation 8)
The seventh seal portrays events that will take place during the Day of the Lord, when God will begin to directly
assert control over a sinning world. The seventh seal consists of seven trumpets blown by seven angels. The
first four trumpets are covered in verses 7-12.
The first trumpet describes a firestorm destroying one-third of all trees and grass. The second trumpet depicts
what appears to be a huge burning meteor falling into the sea, destroying one-third of all sea creatures and
one-third of all ships on the ocean. The third trumpet seems to describe another falling celestial body, perhaps
a fiery comet or asteroid, destroying or poisoning one-third of the earth‘s drinking water. The fourth trumpet
brings further cosmic disturbances, in which one-third of the light of the sun, moon and stars are blocked out for
some time, perhaps by all the debris in the air.
Verse 13 speaks of the last three remaining trumpets as the ―three woes‖—because of the extreme misery and
suffering they will bring to the earth‘s inhabitants.
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Fifth and Sixth Trumpets of the Seventh Seal (Revelation 9)
The first of the three woes—or the fifth trumpet—is described in verses 1-12. It identifies the final resurrection of
the Roman Empire, coming out of a ―bottomless pit‖ (vv. 1-3; cf. 11:7; 17:8), an end-time European power bloc,
referred to as the ―Beast‖ elsewhere. It is shown to be at war with other nations.
Its instruments of war are here symbolically portrayed as ―locusts‖ (9:3), perhaps modern helicopters, causing
pain and harm on human beings for five months without killing them (vv. 4-5, 10), which may indicate some type
of chemical or biological warfare. The real ruler of this power bloc is ―the angel of the bottomless pit‖ (v. 11)—
none other than Satan the Devil. This war occurs after the Great Tribulation—after the time of war between
Europe and the modern nations of Israel and Judah. By that time, both Israel and Judah will be mostly
destroyed, their surviving people having been taken captive by this European power. The war depicted in
Revelation 9 is alluded to more fully in Daniel 11, commencing with verse 41.
Revelation 9:13-21 describes the second woe or the sixth trumpet—the appearance of an invading army of 200
million soldiers from the east (vv. 14, 16), after Europe‘s invasion of the Middle East (cf. Dan. 11:41-43, 45), to
kill ―a third of mankind‖ (Revelation 9:15). Apparently, this is the second stage of a total world war between
mainly, at that time, the European power bloc and a coalition of eastern nations (cf. v. 17; Joel 2:4; Dan. 11:44).
The third woe or the seventh trumpet is not described until Revelation 16. Most of chapters 10–15 appear to be
interludes—including flashbacks—to fill in the gaps, so to speak, setting the stage for the climax of the last or
seventh trumpet in chapter 16 (cf. 10:7).
The Little Book (Revelation 10)
John hears a message from seven angelic beings, called the ―seven thunders,‖ which he is to ―seal‖ and which
he is not permitted to write down or pass on (v. 4)—apparently until the time of the sounding of the seventh
angel, when the mystery of God is finished (v. 7). A mighty angel gives John a little book to eat. When he eats
it, it is sweet in his mouth, but bitter in his stomach (vv. 9-10; cf. Ezek. 3:1-3). John is then asked to prophesy
again about many peoples, nations, tongues and kings. The knowledge that God is going to intervene and
correct humanity is sweet at first, but it becomes bitter when one realizes the severity of punishment required to
humble the people of this world into repentance—and also that some will still not repent.
The Two Witnesses (Revelation 11)
Jerusalem will be occupied for 42 months or 3 1/2 years by Gentiles (vv. 1-2; cf. Luke 21:23-24; Dan. 2:44)
under the future political and religious leaders of the resurrected Holy Roman Empire (v. 45; 2 Thess. 2:4). John
is to measure the ―temple of God‖ (Revelation 11:1). This could refer to God‘s Church, which is a spiritual
temple. But it could also refer to a literal temple in Jerusalem that may yet be built prior to Christ‘s return (cf. Is.
63:18; Ps. 79:1; Zech. 1:14; 2 Thess. 2:4).
During this same period, God‘s ―two witnesses‖ will prophecy in Jerusalem (Revelation 11:3)—apparently while
the faithful in the Church are taking refuge in a place of safety (1,260 days here corresponding with ―a time and
times and half a time‖ or 3 1/2 years in 12:14, ―time‖ meaning ―year,‖ cf. Dan. 4:16).
These two witnesses are called ―the two olive trees and the two lamp stands‖ in Revelation 11:4 (cf. Zech.
4:11). The Beast or military ruler will kill them, and their dead bodies will lay in Jerusalem for 3 ½ days
(Revelation 11:7-10). After that, they will be resurrected and ascend to heaven in a cloud—at the end of the
second woe, the beginning of the third and final woe, when the seventh angel sounds (vv. 11-15, 19).
The resurrection of the two witnesses will take place, then, at the time of the first resurrection of the just to
immortality (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16-17; Matt. 24:30-31).
The Woman and the Dragon (Revelation 12)
A struggle is described here between a ―woman‖ and the dragon, Satan the Devil (v. 9; cf. Gen. 3:15). The
woman is clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet and on her head a garland of 12 stars, a symbol of
Israel (Revelation 12:1; cf. Gen. 37:9, where Jacob or Israel is the sun, his wife is the moon, and his sons are
represented by stars). Revelation 12:2-5 describes the birth of Christ and Satan‘s unsuccessful attempt to kill
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him through King Herod (cf. vv. 3, 9; Matt. 2:13, 16). Also, Satan‘s rebellion against God in ancient times, prior
to the events in Genesis 1:2, is alluded to—and it is stated that one-third of the angels followed Satan in his
failed coup d‘etat and became demons (cf. Rev. 12:4; Is. 14; Ezek. 28; Luke 10:18).
As revealed by the symbolism here, the woman in Revelation 12 is at first Israel, the Old Testament Church (v.
1), giving birth to Christ in the person of the Israelite woman Mary (vv. 2-5). In succeeding verses, the woman‘s
identity apparently changes to that of spiritual Israel, the New Testament Church of God (cf. Matt. 25:1; Eph.
5:22-32; 2 Cor. 11:2; Gal. 4:26; highlights for Rev. 2–3 on the message to Smyrna). It is the Church, then, that
flees into the wilderness in 12:6 for 1,260 days, i.e. years.
Commencing with verse 7, events at the time of the end are described. A new war is depicted here between
Satan and God—another demonic attempt to knock God off His throne. But Satan will fail again and be cast
back to the earth, where he will then take his fury out on the woman, God‘s Church (vv. 7-13). While the Church
is borne to her place of safety with ―two wings of a great eagle‖ (cf. Ex. 19:4; Deut. 1:31; 32:11; Is. 63:9), to be
nourished there for 3 1/2 years (Revelation 12:14), Satan is depicted as spewing water out of his mouth like a
flood after the Church, symbolic of sending an army after her (cf. Ps. 69:1-4; 124:2-5; Is. 59:19; Jer. 47:2-3). But
the earth opens its mouth to help the Church (cf. Num. 16:31-32). As a consequence, Satan persecutes others
of the Church who are not in the place of safety (cf. highlights for Rev. 3 on the Laodiceans).
Two Beasts (Revelation 13)
Verse 1 describes a fantastic beast that has seven heads, ten horns and ten crowns. This reminds us of
Satan‘s description in Revelation 12:3, showing that this beast springs from him (cf. 13:2, 4). The Beast was like
a leopard but with the feet of a bear and the mouth of a lion (v. 2). In the book of Daniel, chapters 2, 5, 7 and 8,
we find stated the historically-proven fact that there would be four human-led world-ruling empires on the earth
from that time—the Babylonian Empire (2:36), the Medo-Persian Empire (5:28), the Greek Empire (8:20-21)
and a fourth empire (2:33; 7:7). In Daniel 7:3-24, these four kingdoms are compared with a lion, a bear, a fourheaded leopard and a terrible beast with ten horns. We can see that the Beast in Revelation is a
conglomeration of these four beasts. It has seven heads—apparently the head of the lion, the head of the bear,
the four heads of the leopard, and the head of the fourth beast with ten horns.
Virtually all Bible scholars and history agree that this fourth beast was the Roman Empire. It was to be divided
(Dan. 2:41). This division, between East and West, happened in A.D. 286 under Emperor Diocletian. By the
fourth century, the Roman Empire had two capitals—one in Rome and one in Constantinople (modern Istanbul,
Turkey). According to Daniel 7:24, ten kings were to arise out of the Empire—in other words, the Beast was to
have ten resurrections. Revelation 13:3 explains that one of its seven heads (the head of the fourth beast, the
Roman Empire) would be mortally wounded and then healed. Daniel 7:24 explains, too, that a ―little horn‖ would
―subdue‖ three of the ten resurrections.
Historically, the little horn subdued the first three resurrections after the ―deadly wound‖ in A.D. 476 (the Fall of
Rome). These first three resurrections occurred under Gaiseric of the Vandals, Odoacer of the Heruli, and
Theodoric of the Ostrogoths. All three leaders were followers of Arian Christianity, which was condemned by
the Roman papacy (the ―little horn‖ of Daniel 7:24). These three resurrections occurred during what is now
sometimes referred to as the ―transition age‖ between the Roman and medieval periods. The ―healing‖ of the
Beast‘s deadly wound and its fourth resurrection occurred in A.D. 554, when East Roman Emperor Justinian
took back the West Roman Empire and restored it under Roman Catholic rule. Following this so-called ―Imperial
Restoration,‖ the Empire in the West, under the influence of the ―little horn,‖ was to remain for 1,260 years (42
months equaling 1,260 days or, prophetically, years), that is, from 554 until 1814. The fifth resurrection occurred
under Charlemagne in A.D. 800; the sixth under Otto the Great in 962; the seventh under Charles V Hapsburg
in 1530; and the eighth under Napoleon, from 1804 until 1814, when Napoleon abdicated at the Battle of
Leipzig).
After the eighth, two more resurrections were to occur to make up ten horns. The ninth resurrection culminated
with Mussolini and Hitler. And the tenth resurrection has not happened yet (cf. Rev. 17:10). Revelation 13:11-18
introduces a second beast, this one with two horns. It looks like a lamb (Jesus Christ), but speaks like a dragon
(Satan). Jesus had warned of religious deception (cf. Matt. 7:15). A careful reading shows that this second
beast, a worldly religious power, existed before the creation of the ―image,‖ but it only obtained the power of the
first beast with that image. Historically, the Roman imperial Church copied the governmental system of the
Roman Empire as it was administered over the Empire‘s territory—that is, the Roman church created an
―image‖ of the Roman Empire.

1176

The second beast would exist until the return of Christ (cf. Dan. 7:20-25). Daniel 7:24 makes clear that the ―little
horn,‖ this second beast, was to be ―different‖ from the first (three) horns or resurrections—it was not identical
with the political system. Furthermore, this second beast was, and it will be, responsible for Christian martyrdom
(Revelation 13:15).
Revelation 13:16-17 explains that the false religious power will cause people to accept a ―mark‖ of the first
beast ―on their right hand‖ or ―on their foreheads.‖ Without it, they cannot buy or sell (cf. 14:9). This mark of the
Beast clearly involves disobedience to God and seems to involve honoring Roman Sunday observance and
rejecting God‘s Sabbath commandment (cf. Ex. 31:13; Ezek. 20:20; Is. 56:2; Is. 58:13; Amos 8:5; Ex. 16:23, 26;
Ex. 31:15). In the Bible, the ―right hand‖ is associated with work (Ps. 137:5), while the ―forehead‖ is the seat of
thoughts (Ezek. 3:7-9; 9:4; Rev. 7:3). And according to the book of Daniel, the ―little horn,‖ the second beast,
would try to ―change times and law‖ (7:25)—that is, God‘s law regarding holy time. Indeed, it appears that it will
again, as it did in the past, influence the first beast to command people to work on the Sabbath, while
prohibiting work on Sunday, on pain of death, thereby ―causing‖ the death of true Christians (cf. Rev. 13:15).
For centuries, this dynamic was at work in the Holy Roman Empire, with so-called heresy being harshly dealt
with. Notice what historian Will Durant says in The Age of Faith, volume 4 of his renowned work, The Story of
Civilization, about the Code of Justinian: ―This Code, like the Theodosian, enacted orthodox Christianity into
law. It began by declaring for the Trinity…. It acknowledged the ecclesiastical leadership of the Roman Church,
and ordered all Christian groups to submit to her authority…. Relapsed heretics were to be put to death;
Donatists, Montanists, Monophysites, and other dissenters were to suffer confiscation of their goods, and were
declared incompetent to buy or sell, to inherit or bequeath; they were excluded from public office, forbidden
to meet, and disqualified from suing orthodox Christians for debt‖ (1950, p. 112). And amazingly, according to
God‘s Word, history is about to repeat.
Revelation 13:18 identifies the number of the first beast, which is also the number of a man, as 666. According
to early church father Irenaeas, John‘s disciple Polycarp explained that this is the total Greek numerical value of
the letters in Lateinos, the Greek word for ―Roman,‖ the name of the Empire and of each of its citizens. Other
significant Roman names and titles also add up to this number. It seems likely, then, that the numerical value of
the name or title of the last ruler of the Beast power, himself also referred to as the Beast (cf. 16:13; 19:20), will
likewise total 666.
Prelude to the Seventh Trumpet (Revelation 15)
By the end of the ninth chapter, we reached the sixth trumpet of the seventh seal. Then, as previously
mentioned, chapters 10–15 appear to be interludes. And here in chapter 15, we are being introduced to the
woeful events that follow the seventh trumpet of the seventh seal, events which are detailed in chapter 16 (the
actual blowing of the seventh trumpet is recorded in 11:15). The seventh trumpet completes the ―wrath of God‖
on rebellious mankind (15:1; cf. vv. 7-8). The seventh trumpet of the seventh seal, also described as the third of
the three woes in Revelation 8:13, consists itself of seven last plagues (15:6, 8). These seven plagues are also
referred to as ―seven golden bowls full of the wrath of God‖ (v. 7).
Although not specifically mentioned in chapters 15 and 16, additional important events are going to take place
when the seventh trumpet sounds. Most importantly, at that time God‘s true servants will be resurrected from
the dead—or, if still alive, changed—to become immortal spirit beings, full, glorified members of the Family of
God (cf. 1 Cor. 15:52; 1 Thess. 4:16; Matt. 24:31; Rev. 11:15).
Seven Last Plagues of God‘s Wrath (Revelation 16)
Revelation 16 details the seven last plagues or bowls of the seventh trumpet that will befall rebellious mankind
at the time of Christ‘s return, when the saints are resurrected or changed. Seven angels pour out these bowls of
the wrath of God (v. 1). The first bowl causes a ―foul and loathsome sore‖ on those who worship the Beast and
its image, and who have accepted the mark of the Beast (v. 2). The second bowl causes every living creature in
the sea to die (v. 3). The third bowl causes the drinking water supply to become ―blood‖—that is, undrinkable
(vv. 4-7). The fourth bowl brings about increased solar radiation that horribly scorches mankind. Yet despite this
punishment from God for their sins, man will not repent but, rather, will blaspheme Him (vv. 8-9). The fifth bowl
causes total darkness to cover the headquarters of the Beast and apparently more pain—yet people will again
blaspheme God and refuse to repent even then (vv. 10-11).
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The sixth bowl will dry up the waters of the ―great river Euphrates,‖ (v. 12) to enable the ―kings from the east‖ to
march to the place of ―Armageddon‖ (v. 16), where the world‘s armies will ―gather‖ in preparation for ―the battle
of that great day of God Almighty‖ (vv. 14, 16). These kings of the east, as well as all the other kings of the
earth, will be influenced by Satan and the demonically possessed Beast and False Prophet (vv. 13-14). Again,
all of them will gather at ―Armageddon‖ or the Hill of Megiddo, (―har‖ meaning ―hill‖ in Hebrew), about 55 miles
north of Jerusalem and about 15 miles inland from the Mediterranean Sea. Megiddo is a huge mound with a
commanding view of the long and fertile Valley of Jezreel—an ideal place for armies to gather. From there, they
will converge on Jerusalem to fight the returning Christ. We don‘t read anywhere that there will be a battle at
Armageddon—the actual battle, referred to in Revelation 19, will be fought farther south in the Valley of
Jehoshaphat, today called the Kidron Valley, bordering Jerusalem on the east (Joel 3:2, 12-15).
The seventh bowl causes a tremendous earthquake to shake this planet ―as had not occurred since men were
on the earth‖ (Revelation 16:17-18; cf. Is. 2:12-19; 13:6-13; 24:1-20), causing ―the cities of the nations‖ to fall
(Revelation 16:19) and tremendous geologic upheaval (v. 20). A great hail of 75-pound hailstones (possibly a
violent meteor shower or a rain of volcanic debris) destroys everything it falls upon. Yet again, man still does
not repent, but blasphemes God because of the hail (v. 21).
The Woman on the Scarlet Beast (Revelation 17)
Chapter 17 begins with another insert, but leads, together with chapter 18, to the events depicted by the end of
chapter 16. In chapter 17, John sees in vision a woman sitting on a scarlet beast, having seven heads and ten
horns (v. 3). The seven heads of the beast are identified as seven kings or kingdoms (v. 10).
The ten horns are also ten kings or kingdoms, but they are different from the seven heads. While the seven
heads represent seven successive resurrections, corresponding to the seven last horns of the Beast in
Revelation 13 (following the uprooting of the first three), the ten horns here (springing from the last of the seven
heads) represent ten simultaneous rulers in Rome‘s final resurrection. These ten kings are identical with the
―ten toes‖ of the prophetic image in Daniel 2:34, 41-45, ―toes‖ which will be destroyed by Jesus Christ, the stone
in Daniel‘s vision (vv. 34, 45). The ten kings, then, are ten still-future rulers or national powers that will place
themselves under the leadership of a mighty political personage, the Beast.
The ten kings will, at the very end, receive power together with the Beast for only a short time (Revelation
17:12) before they finally make war with the Lamb, Jesus Christ (v. 14). The woman, here called ―Mystery,
Babylon the Great,‖ is depicted as a harlot (v. 16), who exchanges her favors for political power and wealth.
Indeed, she is quite wealthy (v. 4). She is also the ―mother of harlots‖ (v. 5), having made the inhabitants of the
earth spiritually ―drunk‖ with the ―wine of her fornication‖—doctrines or teachings that blur spiritual vision and
dull the mind to God‘s Truth (v. 2).
For she teaches the ancient Babylonian mystery religion (v. 5) and is responsible for the martyrdom of the
saints of God (v. 6; cf. Dan. 7:21). Moreover, she is also identified as a city that reigns over the kings of the
earth (Revelation 17:18) and sits upon seven mountains or hills (v. 9). Halley‘s Bible Handbook states that this
―exactly fits Papal Rome. Nothing else in World History does fit‖ (p. 731). Indeed, anyone who is honest with the
Bible and educated in history cannot fail to see the Church of Rome in these verses.
Again, the seven heads of the Beast, which are also identified as kings or kingdoms, are the last seven of the
ten resurrections of the Roman Empire—the woman having only sat on the last seven and not on the first three
(the first three having been uprooted by her, she being identical with the ―little horn‖ in Daniel 7:24). As noted in
the highlights for Revelation 13, six of the last seven resurrections have already occurred in history—all of these
influenced by the great harlot.
Notice the church-state relationship that has persisted: (1) the Imperial Restoration in A.D. 554 under Justinian,
at the behest of a succession of Roman popes; (2) the Carolingian Empire under Charlemagne, crowned in
A.D. 800 by Pope Leo III; (3) the Roman Empire of the German Nation under Otto the Great, crowned in 962 by
Pope John XII; (4) the Holy Roman Empire under Charles V Hapsburg, crowned in 1530 by Pope Clement VII;
(5) the French Empire under Napoleon Bonaparte, crowned in 1804 by Pope Pius VII; and (6) the ItalianGerman Axis under Benito Mussolini and Adolf Hitler.
Although neither Mussolini nor Hitler were crowned by a Pope (as Justinian had not been either), a close
partnership nevertheless existed between the Catholic Church under Pope Pius XI and Italy and Germany. This
partnership can be seen by Mussolini‘s signing the Lateran Treaty with the papacy in 1929, establishing papal
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sovereignty over Vatican City, affirming Roman Catholicism as the only religion of Italy and, in turn, having the
papacy officially recognize Mussolini as the rightful Italian governor. Further, the Vatican signed a concordat
with Hitler in 1933, protecting the rights of the Church under the Nazi regime and giving Hitler‘s government an
outward semblance of legitimacy. It was this resurrection that existed when God‘s Church, through Herbert W.
Armstrong, came to understand the meaning of this prophecy (cf. 17:10—―one IS‖).
The last or tenth resurrection of the Roman Empire, which is the seventh resurrection of the ―Holy‖ Roman
Empire, is still ahead of us. It will be led by ten European political powers—a United States of Europe. Yet it will
be short-lived—in the end, the European rulers will ―hate‖ the woman, ―eat her flesh and burn her with fire‖ (v.
16).
Destruction of End-Time Babylon (Revelation 18)
While the religious nature of the last resurrection of the Roman Empire was vividly depicted in the previous
chapter, Revelation 18 focuses more, but not exclusively, on the economic nature of this last resurrection. As
the Ryrie Study Bible correctly points out in its note on Revelation 17:5: ―Babylon the Great…. In chapter 17
Babylon represents the false religious system that will center in Rome…. In chapter 18 it represents more the
political and commercial aspect of the revived Roman Empire…. Thus the term stands both for a city and for a
system (religious and commercial) related to the city (much like ‗Wall Street,‘ which is both a place and a
system).‖
God warns His people to not participate in this Babylonian system, especially through accepting the mark of the
Beast and profiting from it (vv. 3-4). Indeed, God is going to destroy this ―city‖ (vv. 10, 16, 18, 19, 21) ―in one
day‖ and ―in one hour‖ (vv. 8, 10, 17)—totally wiping it out and leaving it a habitation and prison for demons (v.
2). Remember, its merchandise will have even included ―the bodies and souls of men‖ (v. 13), its streets are
stained, and will yet be more so, with the blood of God‘s saints (v. 24), and through its false teachings and
sorcery all the nations have been and will be further deceived (vv. 3, 23).
Christ‘s Return (Revelation 19)
Chapter 19 describes the returning Jesus Christ riding on a white horse, accompanied by the armies of heaven,
also riding on white horses, to establish the Government of God here on earth (vv. 6, 11, 14-15). Christ will
overcome the armies trying to fight Him, including the politico-military ruler, the Beast, and the religious leader,
the False Prophet (vv. 19-21). The destruction of the armies is more fully described in Zechariah 14 (vv. 12, 15).
The Beast and False Prophet will be cast into ―the lake of fire burning with brimstone‖ (Revelation 19:20). The
Bible seems to suggest that the Beast can be identified with the Assyrian ―King Jareb‖ (Hosea 5:13), the name
meaning ―fighter‖ or ―he will contend‖ (cf. Is. 10:5-7, 12; 31:8-9; 30:30-33, ―Tophet‖ in this last reference
meaning ―altar‖ or ―burning place,‖ the place of human sacrifice in the Valley of Hinnom, i.e. Gehenna, outside
Jerusalem, cf. Jer. 7:31-32). The False Prophet is elsewhere called ―the lawless one‖—deceiving the people by
working ―signs‖ and ―lying wonders‖ (Revelation 19:20; cf. 2 Thess. 2:8-10; Matt. 24:11, 24).
Revelation 19:7-9 also states that Christ will come to ―marry‖ his ―wife‖—His Church—and that those are
blessed ―who are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb‖ (vv. 7-9). Other passages shed more light on this
wonderful marriage feast (cf. Matt. 22:1-14; 25:1-13; Luke 12:35-38; 13:25-30).
The Three Resurrections (Revelation 20)
An angel will bind and imprison Satan and his demons for a millennium (i.e. 1,000 years) so that he cannot
deceive mankind during this period (vv. 1-4; cf. 12:9). The saints will be resurrected to immortality to rule with
Christ on the earth for this period (20:5-6; Dan. 7:22, 27—the first sentence of Revelation 20:5 should be offset
with parentheses, as in the NRSV and other versions). The results of Christ‘s righteous rule will be peace,
prosperity and right understanding of God and His ways (Is. 2:2-4; 9:6-7; 11:1-10; 35:1-10; Amos 9:13-15;
Micah 4:1-5).
Then, at the end of the Millennium, Satan will be released from his prison (Revelation 20:7), whereupon he will
quickly deceive the nations again (vv. 8, 10) and lead them to wage war against God‘s people. Yet God will
wipe out this hostile, Satan-led force (v. 9), as He will have done with those perpetrating a very similar attack
early in the Millennium (cf. Ezek. 38–39). Yet whereas ―Gog‖ and ―Magog‖ represent a particular grouping of
nations in Ezekiel, in Revelation 20 these names appear to represent people of all nationalities—a fact that
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makes more sense when we realize that Gog and Magog have the literal meaning of ―dictator‖ and
―dictatorship‖ respectively.
Verse 10 should be translated, ―The devil, who deceived them, was cast into the lake of fire and brimstone
where the beast and false prophet were cast‖—not ―are‖ as the KJV and NKJV have it (cf. Matt. 25:41).
After these events, John sees in vision a ―great white throne‖ and people who were dead now resurrected and
standing before this throne to be judged (Revelation 20:11-12). These are the dead who will be resurrected in a
―second‖ resurrection, 1,000 years after the ―first‖ resurrection of the saints at the time of Christ‘s return (cf. v.
5). They are those who had not heard of or ever truly understood Christ and His Word (cf. Matt. 10:14-15;
11:21-24; 12:24-27, 41-42). They will be resurrected to mortal life (cf. Ezek. 37:6-14). Upon repentance (cf.
20:42-43), they will be judged during this ―Great White Throne Judgment‖ based upon how they do with the
understanding they are then given. Most will repent, obtain forgiveness and the gift of God‘s Holy Spirit, and
begin to live a life of holiness and righteousness, so that they can be made immortal in the end.
Not everyone, though, will accept God‘s way of life. Some, in hateful rejection of everything God stands for, will
refuse to repent and submit to God and will therefore not obtain forgiveness of their sins (cf. Matt. 12:31-32;
Mark 3:29; 1 John 5:16-17; Heb. 6:4-9; 10:26-29). Ultimately, they will be resurrected in a ―third‖ resurrection
(Revelation 20:13) to be condemned to the ―second‖ or eternal death in the lake of fire (vv. 14-15). They will be
totally consumed by this fire—and will cease to exist (Matt. 3:10, 12; 5:22; 13:41-42, 49-50; 18:7-9; 25:41; Mark
9:42-48; John 15:6; 2 Peter 3:7; Mal. 4:1, 3).
New Heaven, New Earth and the New Jerusalem (Revelation 21)
After the Great White Throne Judgment and the destruction of the incorrigibly wicked in the lake of fire, John
sees in vision God‘s creation of a new heaven and a new earth (v. 1; cf. 2 Peter 3:13; Is. 65:17-18; 66:22)—
apparently after the present earth and the sky above it have been burned up (cf. 2 Peter 3:7,10). In addition,
John sees the ―holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God‖ (Revelation 21:2). This is a
literal and very real city, as can be seen from the detailed and specific description given of it here (vv. 10-22;
22:1-5). This wonderful city is currently being prepared by God in heaven (cf. 3:12; Heb. 11:9-10; 12:22; Gal.
4:26). And with it, God the Father Himself will come down to the new earth to live with the saints (Revelation
21:3). At that time, there will be no more death (v. 4; 1 Cor. 15:26), and no one will be able to enter the city who
does not keep all of God‘s commandments (Revelation 22:14-15; cf. Rev. 21:8, 26-27).
The heavenly Jerusalem finds a physical forerunner in the millennial Jerusalem, from which Christ and the
saints will reign during the 1,000 years and the Great White Throne Judgment that follows (cf. Zech. 14:8; Ezek.
40:2; 47:1-12; Is. 60:3-22).
The Ultimate Human Potential (Revelation 22)
Revelation 22:5 tells us that the saints will rule in God‘s Kingdom forever and ever (cf. Dan. 7:18). They will
―inherit all things‖ (Revelation 21:7)—whatever exists in the physical universe and the spirit realm—power over
which requires omnipotence, which God will share with them. Moreover, His name will be on their foreheads
(22:4)—that is, they will actually bear the name of God themselves, being full, glorified members of the God
Family, who will even be worthy of worship! (3:9; cf. 22:8-9) Still, as God‘s children (21:7), they will always be
obedient and submissive to God the Father (22:3).
We are assured that the things written in the book of Revelation will come to pass shortly (v. 6). Christ will come
very soon now (vv. 7, 10, 20) to reward each ―according to his work‖ (v. 12). We are therefore admonished to
be mindful of the prophecy of the book of Revelation (v. 7) and to continue to be righteous and holy (v. 11), as
only those who endure to the very end shall ultimately be saved (Matt. 10:22; 24:13). God has opened our
minds to His way of life—yet He still gives us the choice to respond accordingly (Revelation 22:17). Let us,
then, choose the right way—knowing that with the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ (v. 21), we can succeed. And
let us always pray as John did in verse 20, ―Even so, come, Lord Jesus!‖
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