THE SOUTHERN KINGDOM OF JUDAH

Compared to the Northern kingdom, the Southern kingdom, Judah remains comparatively stable.  The southern kingdom lasted another 135 years after the northern kingdom was conquered by the Assyrians (722 BC).  The capital of Judah remains in Jerusalem, and the dynasty established by David is one of the longest in history, lasting for over 400 years.  Judah’s history is not as colorful as Israel and the names of its earlier kings are not as well known except for Jehsohaphat, Ahab’s contemporary.  
Jehosphaphat (870-846 B.C.)

Among the kings' many accomplishments, Jehoshaphat sought to follow the Lord (II Chronicles 17:4); removed the pagan high places (verse 6); had the Law of God tought to the towns of Judah (verses 7-10); and appointed Levites and priests to administer the Law (19:8). However, for unexplained reasons, he aligned himself with vile King Ahab of the northern kingdom and his wife Jezebel. Worst of all, he accepted Ahab's daughter, Athaliah, as a wife for his son Jehoram, an alliance that would bring deadly consequences. 

Even though Jehoshaphat served God to the end of his life, his lack of judgment and propensitly for compromise stained his otherwise glorious reign.
Jehoram or Joram (851-843 B.C.):

Reign overlapped with his father Jehoshaphat from 853 to 848 B.C.  Joram married Ahab’s daughter  Athaliah,( probably not Jezebel’s) and took the idolatrous way of her royal house. He introduced Baal worship in Judah.  Athaliah’s influence on Jehoram paralleled that of Jezebel on Ahab. During his reign the Edomites break away and repel his attempts to re-conquer them.  They will never again be part of Judah.    
Ahaziah (843-842 B.C.)

Jehoram is succeeded by his son Ahaziah. He takes the throne at age 22 and reigns for only one year.  In Judah when Ahaziah is brought back dead( killed by Jehu) to Jerusalem, his forceful and ambitious mother Atahaliah makes herself queen.  She tries to eliminate all possible rivals, including her own grandson Joash, but his aunt hides him and his nurse in a temple bedroom.  Now, when Joash is seven years old the high priest , that has been hiding him, decides it is time to take action.  Calling together the royal bodyguards Joash is brought out of hiding to be crowned and anointed king.  When the people begin shouting with joy ,the queen hearing all the commotion ,comes to investigate and when she sees what Is going on she begins to shout  treason, treason but her days are done.  She is taken outside, can’t kill her in the house of the Lord, and executed.  Joash reigns from 836 to 798 B.C. and is praised for the restoration and continuing maintenance of the temple.  Still, he is considered in error for not ending the custom of worshiping at the ancient high places rather solely at the temple.   
Judah had two religious reformers.  The first was King Hezekiah, with the encouragement of the prophets Isaiah and Micah.  The second reforming king was Josiah, who was encouraged by his distant cousin the prophet Zephaniah and by the young prophet Jeremiah.

Hezekiah (715-687 B.C.) 25 years old, reigned for 29 years.
He is praised as the first king since David to honor the Lord as a Hebrew monarch should .At the very beginning of his reign Hezekiah repaired and reopened the temple.  Then he makes certain, at last, that the high places are torn down.  He even destroys the bronze serpent made by Moses in the wilderness to heal the people of poisonous snake bites (Numbers 21:6-9) because it had become an object of worship.  Hezekiah trusted in the LORD, the God of Israel. There was no one like him among all the kings of Judah, either before him or after him. 6 He held fast to the LORD and did not cease to follow him; he kept the commands the LORD had given Moses. 7 And the LORD was with him; he was successful in whatever he undertook. He rebelled against the king of Assyria and did not serve him.(2Kings 18:5-7).  As further demonstration of Hezekiah’s heart for God, he allows the prophet Isaiah free access to the royal court to provide counsel and to inform him of God’s words and how they relate to matters of state.
Hezekiah is also a strong political leader, rebelling against the Assyrian stranglehold on Judah (he refused to pay the annual tribute) and probably extending the kingdom by invading Philistia.  With the fall of the northern kingdom now the Assyrians turn their attention to Judah and the southern kingdom.  A new Assyrian emperor, Sennacherib, determined to punish Hezekiah’s rebellion, besiege Judah and capture 46 cities.  But the “trophy” the Assyrians want most is Judah’s capital, Jerusalem.  Hezekiah tries to buy off the Assyrians with all the silver and gold he can gather in Jerusalem, including the gold overlay on the doors of the temple.  Still not satisfied Sennacherib send three of his top officials to meet with Hezekiah’s top officials. 
2 Kings 18:17-37

 17 The king of Assyria sent his supreme commander, his chief officer and his field commander with a large army, from Lachish to King Hezekiah at Jerusalem. They came up to Jerusalem and stopped at the aqueduct of the Upper Pool, on the road to the Washerman's Field. 18 They called for the king; and Eliakim son of Hilkiah the palace administrator, Shebna the secretary, and Joah son of Asaph the recorder went out to them. 

 19 The field commander said to them, "Tell Hezekiah: 
       " 'This is what the great king, the king of Assyria, says: On what are you basing this confidence of yours? 20 You say you have strategy and military strength—but you speak only empty words. On whom are you depending, that you rebel against me? 21 Look now, you are depending on Egypt, that splintered reed of a staff, which pierces a man's hand and wounds him if he leans on it! Such is Pharaoh king of Egypt to all who depend on him. 22 And if you say to me, "We are depending on the LORD our God"-isn't he the one whose high places and altars Hezekiah removed, saying to Judah and Jerusalem, "You must worship before this altar in Jerusalem"? 

 23 " 'Come now, make a bargain with my master, the king of Assyria: I will give you two thousand horses—if you can put riders on them! 24 How can you repulse one officer of the least of my master's officials, even though you are depending on Egypt for chariots and horsemen [a] ? 25 Furthermore, have I come to attack and destroy this place without word from the LORD ? The LORD himself told me to march against this country and destroy it.' " 

 26 Then Eliakim son of Hilkiah, and Shebna and Joah said to the field commander, "Please speak to your servants in Aramaic, since we understand it. Don't speak to us in Hebrew in the hearing of the people on the wall." 

 27 But the commander replied, "Was it only to your master and you that my master sent me to say these things, and not to the men sitting on the wall—who, like you, will have to eat their own filth and drink their own urine?" 

 28 Then the commander stood and called out in Hebrew: "Hear the word of the great king, the king of Assyria! 29 This is what the king says: Do not let Hezekiah deceive you. He cannot deliver you from my hand. 30 Do not let Hezekiah persuade you to trust in the LORD when he says, 'The LORD will surely deliver us; this city will not be given into the hand of the king of Assyria.' 

 31 "Do not listen to Hezekiah. This is what the king of Assyria says: Make peace with me and come out to me. Then every one of you will eat from his own vine and fig tree and drink water from his own cistern, 32 until I come and take you to a land like your own, a land of grain and new wine, a land of bread and vineyards, a land of olive trees and honey. Choose life and not death! 
      "Do not listen to Hezekiah, for he is misleading you when he says, 'The LORD will deliver us.' 33 Has the god of any nation ever delivered his land from the hand of the king of Assyria? 34 Where are the gods of Hamath and Arpad? Where are the gods of Sepharvaim, Hena and Ivvah? Have they rescued Samaria from my hand? 35 Who of all the gods of these countries has been able to save his land from me? How then can the LORD deliver Jerusalem from my hand?" 

 36 But the people remained silent and said nothing in reply, because the king had commanded, "Do not answer him." 

 37 Then Eliakim son of Hilkiah the palace administrator, Shebna the secretary and Joah son of Asaph the recorder went to Hezekiah, with their clothes torn, and told him what the field commander had said.
When Hezekiah consulted Isaiah--2 Kings 19:5-7:
5 When King Hezekiah's officials came to Isaiah, 6 Isaiah said to them, "Tell your master, 'This is what the LORD says: Do not be afraid of what you have heard—those words with which the underlings of the king of Assyria have blasphemed me. 7 Listen! I am going to put such a spirit in him that when he hears a certain report, he will return to his own country, and there I will have him cut down with the sword.' "

Sennacherib sends a second threat to Hezekiah, this time in a letter.  When Hezekiah receives the letter he takes it to the temple and spreads it out before the Lord, and prays to the Lord for help.  Again Isaiah tells Hezekiah not to be afraid, the Assyrians will be sent back home.  The night before the Assyrians attack, an angle goes through their camp and kills 185,000 soldiers.  With the loss of his fighting force, Sennacherib is forced to return home.  Hezekiah experiences another miracle concerning his health.  2 Kings 20 tell us that Hezekiah becomes ill to the point of death.  Isaiah tells him to get his affairs in order because you are going to die.  Hezekiah turns his face to the wall, prays to God and weeps bitterly.  Before Isaiah can leave the court yard the Lord turns him back to tell Hezekiah that he has heard his prayer and seen his tears and he is going to heal him.  Not only heal him but that he is going to live another 15 years. 
Manasseh (687-642B.C.) 12 years old, reigns 55 years,the longest of any king of Israel or Judah.

Hezekiah, the most exemplary ruler since David is followed by his son Manasseh, one of the most wicked.  Not only does he restore the high places, he builds altars to Baal even in the temple, practices child sacrifice (he offers his own son).  He practices sorcery and divination, as well as consults mediums.  The Lord was so enraged that he promises in 2 Kings 21:13:
13 I will stretch out over Jerusalem the measuring line used against Samaria and the plumb line used against the house of Ahab. I will wipe out Jerusalem as one wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it upside down.

After Manasseh’s death, his son, Amon, becomes king, but because of his unpopular reign he is assassinated by his own officials after ruling only two years.  Because of his untimely death, Amon’s son, Josiah, is only 8 years old when he inherits the throne.  Despite his youth, Josiah goes on to become one of Judah’s greatest kings.  He proves to be a monarch even more godly than Hezekiah, determined to enact reforms that not only restore temple but also bring the people back to faithful adherence to the Law of Moses.

While the priest are cleaning the temple due to its neglect and abuse during the years of Manasseh and Amon, they find a scroll—the Law of Moses.  The law contained in the Book of Deuteronomy.  The king summoned the people, “both great and small,” to a large public assembly and himself read to them the rediscovered law book. He then initiates a series of reforms, including destroying all the foreign altars erected by his predecessors.   He even goes up into the former kingdom of Israel and destroys the altar at Bethel, which was built by Jeroboam some 300 years earlier.  In fact, his actions fulfill a prophecy that was spoken at the time Jeroboam originally built the altar and its golden calf.

2 He cried out against the altar by the word of the LORD : "O altar, altar! This is what the LORD says: 'A son named Josiah will be born to the house of David. On you he will sacrifice the priests of the high places who now make offerings here, and human bones will be burned on you.' " (1 kings 13:2)
Now, three centuries later, this prophecy has come true.  These and other reforms led the author of Kings to report that there was never a king like Josiah:

Neither before nor after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the LORD as he did—with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength, in accordance with all the Law of Moses.(2 Kings 23:25).

Despite his successes, in 609 B.C. Josiah is killed during a battle with the Egyptians.

The fall of Jerusalem
Following Josiah’ death, the kingdom of Judah becomes a pawn amidst the mega-powers of Egypt and Babylon.  First the Egyptian pharaoh, Neco, imprisons Josiah’s son, Jehoahaz, and places another of Josiah’s sons, Jehoiakim, on the throne as Egypt’s vassal.  Egypt, however, gradually loses power as Babylon, led by its king, Nebuchadnezzar, gains strength through conquest.  Eventually the Babylonian army approaches Jerusalem, and Jehoiakim, seeing the writing on the wall, switches alliances.  This arrangement lasts for three years, but when Nebuchadnezzar retreats after failing in his attempt to invade Egypt, Jehoiakim rebels.  In response, Nebuchadnezzar attacks Jerusalem in 598 B.C., and Jehoiakim dies during the struggle.  Jerusalem’s days are numbered.  
Jehoiakim’s son, Jehoiachin, is only 18 when he ascends to the throne.  However, he rules for just 3 months before Nebuchadnezzar besieges Jerusalem, forcing the king to surrender.  Although, Nebuchadnezzar spares the city from destruction, Jehoiachin, along with his family and officials, are carried off to Babylon, as are many of the treasures from the royal palace and Temple.  

He carried into exile all Jerusalem: all the officers and fighting men, and all the craftsmen and artisans—a total of ten thousand. Only the poorest people of the land were left (2 Kings 24:14).  The next decade is full of famine resulting from this conflict’s devastation on the economy.

Nebuchadnezzar puts Jehoichin’s uncle, Zedekiah, on the throne.  Ultimately, he revolts, and Babylon responds with a vengeance.  In 587 B.C. the Babylonian forces besiege Jerusalem.  While her walls hold off the invading army for 18 months, inside the city things are falling apart as famine and starvation become widespread.  Finally in the summer of 586 B.C. the destruction of Jerusalem is total.  The once splendid city of David is uninhabitable; Solomon’s magnificent temple lay in ruins.  Thousands died in the vain defense of the city.  Countless others died of starvation or disease.  
The ten northern tribes, taken to Assyria after the fall of Samaria in 722 B.C., vanished from history.  But the exiles in Babylon maintained their identity, having been allowed to live in their own communities.  Many no doubt succumbed to the pagan religion of their captors.  But others, observing the Sabbath, circumcising males, and preserving the scriptures that contained the Mosaic Law, ensured that Judaism would survive.
In both kingdoms the prophets continued to warn the people that God would punish them unless they repented.  After years of pleading with His people through the prophets, God’s patience finally turns to discipline just as He promised.  Both books of Kings share the same theme and goal.  They teach us how unfaithfulness (disobedience to God’s law and rebellion) must lead to God’s discipline and the overthrow of the monarchy.  The two kingdoms collapsed because of the failure of the kings to rule righteously and give heed to God’s truth.
