
 
 

Session 8: Judah under Manasseh and Amon 
 
Introduction 
 
Write down one event/factor/person from society at large and one event/factor/person from your 
personal life that makes it rather depressing to be a Christian in this day and age. 
 
 
 
 
Judah under Manasseh 
2 Kings 21:1–18 
 
Historical Background 
Manasseh ruled from 697–642 B.C. His fifty-five year reign (the first ten of which were a co-regency 
with Hezekiah) was the longest reign of any king of Israel or Judah. During the beginning of his reign, 
the Assyrian emperor Sennacherib died, and afterward Manasseh ruled during the reign of 
Esarhaddon (680–669 B.C.) and Ashurbanipal (668–627 B.C.) of Assyria. Assyria reached the height 
of its power during these two kings (extending all the way to Thebes in Egypt). With Manasseh 
supporting Assyria during this time, the days of Hezekiah’s opposition to Assyria are over. In two 
incidences, Assyrian records from the capital of Nineveh mention Manasseh by name: he supplied 
building materials for Esarhaddon’s palace, and he assisted Ashurbanipal in invading Egypt.1 
 
Give Manasseh a spiritual grade for his rule (A–F), and be prepared to give reasons for your grade. 
 
 
 
 
Learning Activity: How Bad Can It Get? 
 
At your tables, pick one of the following topics to research further. You will be our group’s “experts” 
on this topic—for better or for worse! As you discuss these short articles, summarize your findings, 
explain why Manasseh’s rule was so detestable (21:11), and compare it to an R-rated movie today. 
After your discussion, be prepared to share the main points for the benefit of the entire group. 
 

                                                        
1 “The Seal of Manasseh” and “Nineveh,” in NIV Archaeological Study Bible: An Illustrated Walk Through Biblical 
History and Culture,” Walter Kaiser, ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 2005), 565, 1497. 



Option #1: Baal and Asherah 
 
As the storm god and bringer of rain, Baal was recognized as sustaining the fertility of crops, 
animals, and people. His followers often believed that sexual acts performed in his temple 
would boost Baal’s sexual prowess, and thus contribute to his work in increasing fertility. 
Baal was a part of the religion of virtually every culture of the ancient Near East. … 
 
From the time prior to the conquest of Canaan until the Babylonian exile, Baal worship was a 
constant temptation for the Israelites, particularly when it was endorsed by the king. The 
prophets preached against it and some kings sought to abolish it, but other kings practiced 
it. Although God’s punishments brought temporary repentance, it took the drastic measure 
of the exile to finally end Baal worship for good among Israelites. … 
 
The Canaanites, on the whole, maintained an agricultural economy, which was dependent on 
the cooperation of nature, the fertility of the field, and the welfare of the support animals 
needed to raise crops. They lived in a land, where drought was a much greater threat than 
excessive rain. Thus, its religion focused on rain, nature, and fertility—which invariably 
implied an additional focus on sexuality. In Ugaritic2 texts, Baal is often surrounded by a 
group of gods, most of whom were pictured as promiscuous. Temple prostitution, both male 
and female, was a part of their worship. 
 
Gods included in the Canaanite pantheon include: 
 

• El, the father of the gods. His name is also the generic Semitic word for “god” or 
“deity.” … In the Ugaritic mythology, El’s power and influence had greatly 
diminished. Eventually, Baal displaced him as the chief of the gods. 

• Asherah, El’s wife, with whom he fathered 70 minor gods. She was also known as 
“The Lady Asherah of the Sea,” but devotion to her was not limited to coastal areas. 
People worshiped her with “Asherah poles,” which may have been made of wood, 
explaining why they have not endured. Asherah represented sexuality and fertility.3 

 
Athirat [also called Asherah] was primarily goddess of the sea and the wife of El. She was 
also called Elat, the feminine form of El. All three goddesses were concerned mainly with sex 
and war. Their primary function was to have sexual relations with Baal on a continual yearly 
cycle, yet they never lost their “virginity”; they were “the great goddesses who conceive but 
do not bear.” Ironically, the goddesses were considered sacred prostitutes and as such were 
called the “holy ones.” Idols representing the goddesses were often nude and sometimes 
had exaggerated sexual features. In what circumstances early cultic prostitution was 
practiced is a matter of some debate, but there is no doubt that both male and female 
temple prostitutes were used in the cult of Canaanite religion.4 
 

                                                        
2 Ugarit was a city north of Israel. It has been the site of major archaeological discoveries that provide us with 
many texts that help us understand the religious world surrounding ancient Israel. 
3 Winfried Corduan, “Baal,” ed. John D. Barry et al., The Lexham Bible Dictionary (Bellingham, WA: Lexham 
Press, 2016). 
4 Walter A. Elwell and Barry J. Beitzel, “Canaanite Deities and Religion,” Baker Encyclopedia of the Bible (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1988), 412. 



Option #2: Molech 
 
Note: The following article is directly about Leviticus 20, where child sacrifice was forbidden for 
ancient Israel, but it references the practice throughout the ancient world and in Israel. Molech 
was a god from Ammon, whom the Israelites also sometimes worshipped, which required child 
sacrifice. 
 
Numerous archaeological discoveries and ancient (including several OT) texts record various 
examples of human sacrifice that took place throughout the ancient Near East. For example, 
 

• A relief on a tower in southern Spain, dating to approximately 500 B.C., gruesomely 
depicts a child, cradled in a bowl, about to be sacrificed as part of a banquet feast to 
a two-headed monster. 

• Excavators have uncovered a large, sacred cemetery, dating to 400–200 B.C., in the 
Phoenician5 city of Carthage in North Africa. They estimate that the Carthaginians 
buried more than 20,000 urns here, each holding the remains of one of two children, 
most of them aged four years or younger. Inscription on the urns indicate that all of 
these infants and toddlers were sacrificed to a Phoenician deity. 

• During times of national emergency, children were sacrificed in an attempt to placate 
various deities (e.g., by the king of Moab as recorded in 2 Ki 3:26–27). 

• Royal tombs excavated in Ur (Mesopotamia) and Egypt contained the remains of 
ritually slain attendants intended to accompany the deceased into the afterlife. 

• Children were used in Mesopotamia as foundation sacrifices, a practice whereby a 
sacrificial victim was interred in the foundation of a building or gateway for the 
purpose of affording magical protection for the site. 

• Several authors who wrote during the thousand-year period from the fifth century 
B.C. to the fifth century A.D. attest that child sacrifice was a Phoenician custom. 
Tertullian, an early church father who lived in North Africa around A.D. 160–225, 
decried the continuing practice of child sacrifice. 

 
Some Israelites also are known to have made human sacrifices. Ahaz (2 Ki 16:3, 2 Chr 28:3) 
and the people of Israel and Judah (2 Ki 17:17) sacrificed their children, a practice God 
condemned as “detestable” (Dt 12:31; Jer 32:35). 
 
Israelites were known to sacrifice their sons or daughters “in the fire” to Molech in the Valley 
of Ben Hinnom6 (2 Ki 23:10; Jer 32:35). “In the fire” … is clarified in Jeremiah 7:31, which 
records that people “burn[ed] their sons and daughter in the fire” … in the Valley of Ben 
Hinnom. …God condemned this practice not only because it was horrible (unthinkable from 
our twenty-first-century perspective!) but also because it defiled his sanctuary and profaned 
his holy name (Lev 18:21; 20:2–5). Because of this and other sins God had expelled the 
majority of the original pagan inhabitants of the promised land; the Israelites were required 
to keep his commandments, lest the land “vomit” them out as well (20:22–23)!7 
 

                                                        
5 Phoenicia was the territory around Tyre and Sidon on the northwest side of Israel. Since it was on the coast, 
they were famous for their sailing, and they had settlements around the Mediterranean world. 
6 This valley formed the southern edge of the city of Jerusalem in ancient times. 
7 “Human Sacrifice in the Ancient Near East” in NIV Archaeological Study Bible, 182. 



Option #3: Isaiah 
 

Note: “The Martyrdom of Isaiah” is a Jewish piece of literature known as pseudepigrapha. 
Pseudepigrapha were books probably written in between the Old and New Testament that are 
not part of the canonical Bible. However, they do give lots of good information about Jewish 
knowledge and culture of the time. So while we cannot know the exact reliability of these 
documents, the following excerpt recounts the Jewish and Christian tradition that Manasseh 
ordered that Isaiah be “sawed in two,” which is what Hebrews 11:37 seems to be alluding to. 
Just prior to the following account, the false prophet Belchira accused Isaiah before Manasseh 
for three things: he prophesied the destruction of Jerusalem, he claimed to be better than 
Moses in seeing God’s presence (cf. Is 6:1–8), and he compared Jerusalem to Sodom and 
Gomorrah. In the following account, Belchira is ridiculing Isaiah as he is executed. 

 
And he sawed him asunder with a wood-saw. 2 And when Isaiah was being sawn in sunder 
Balchira stood up, accusing him, and all the false prophets stood up, laughing and rejoicing 
because of Isaiah. 3 And Balchira, with the aid of Mechembechus, stood up before Isaiah, 
[laughing] deriding; 4 And Belchira said to Isaiah: ‘Say: “I have lied in all that I have spoken, 
and likewise the ways of Manasseh are good and right. 5 And the ways also of Balchira and of 
his associates are good.” ’ 6 And this he said to him when he began to be sawn in sunder. 7 
But Isaiah was (absorbed) in a vision of the Lord, and though his eyes were open, he saw 
them [not]. 8 And Balchira spoke thus to Isaiah: ‘Say what I say to you and I will turn their 
heart, and I will compel Manasseh and the princes of Judah and the people and all Jerusalem 
to revere you.’ 9 And Isaiah answered and said: ‘So far as I have utterance (I say): Damned 
and accursed be you and all your powers and all your house. 10 For you cannot take (from me) 
anything except the skin of my body.’ 11 And they seized and sawed in sunder Isaiah, the son 
of Amoz, with a wood-saw. 12 And Manasseh and Balchira and the false prophets and the 
princes and the people [and] all stood looking on. 13 And to the prophets who were with him 
he said before he had been sawn in sunder: ‘Go to the region of Tyre and Sidon; for me only 
has God mingled the cup.’ 14 And when Isaiah was being sawn in sunder, he neither cried 
aloud nor wept, but his lips spoke with the Holy Spirit until he was sawn in two.8 

 
Read 2 Chronicles 33:10–20, an account not mentioned in 2 Kings. Complete this thought in as many 
ways as possible, “Who would’ve thought that … !” 
 

•  
 

•  
 

•  
 

•  
 

•  
 

                                                        
8 Robert Henry Charles, ed., Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament, vol. 2 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913), 162. 
Some slight editing of archaic words into modern English. 



Judah under Amon  
2 Kings 21:19–26 
 
Historical Background 
Amon ruled Judah from 642–640 B.C. Since 2 Chronicles mentions the reforms Manasseh instituted 
late in his life, apparently Amon reversed all those. His short-lived reign and his assassination reveal 
the polarizing factions in Judah at the time. It is not exactly known whether the general population 
killed his assassins due to political loyalty to the house of David or religious loyalty to the Lord. Either 
way, it illustrates that no matter what a king did, some would support him and some would oppose 
him—and both would be prepared to take someone’s life for it. 
 
 
Pick one of the following assessments of Amon and defend it: 
 

1. Amon does not deserved to be judged too harshly! He received a terrible role model in his 
father, and so it’s not surprising that he continued in his ways. Manasseh’s the worse of the 
two. 
 

2. Amon definitely deserves to be judged harshly! He saw all the damage done by Manasseh—
and even Manasseh’s change of heart at the end of his life—and yet he still continued in 
Manasseh’s evil ways. Amon’s the worse of the two. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Conclusion 
 
Manasseh was about the most unlikely of people to repent and turn back to God. Think of someone 
in your life like Manasseh or Amon, and imagine what and how God can do something similar in that 
person’s life.  


