
 
 

Session 9: Judah under Josiah 
 
Introduction 
 
React to the following article. 
 
Bible Literacy Crisis! (And What You Can Do About It in 2020) 
Justin Dillehay & Ivan Mesa 
January 14, 2020 
thegospelcoalition.org 
 
You may recall the 2012 news story about a 17-year-old girl who collapsed at work with a swollen 
tongue. Turns out she’d eaten almost nothing but McDonald’s chicken nuggets her entire life. No 
fruits. No vegetables. Just deep-fried chicken. She learned it the hard way: man doesn’t live by 
breaded nuggets alone.   
 
Scripture says something similar about our relationship to God’s Word. We’re more than just physical 
beings designed to live off fruits and vegetables and the occasional chicken nugget. We’re also 
spiritual beings, designed to live off of “every word that proceeds from the mouth of God” (Matt. 
4:4; Deut. 8:3). This means if we neglect the Bible, the aforementioned story of malnourishment can 
become an enacted parable of our spiritual condition.   
 
And yet it’s astonishing how spiritually malnourished we can be amid such an abundance of biblical 
availability. For most of God’s people throughout history, hearing God’s Word was literally the only 
means of access. It’s not as though each individual Hebrew in the desert had his own personal scroll. 
We, on the other hand, have print Bibles and e-Bibles. Bibles on our phones and Bibles on our 
shelves. Bibles in dozens of good English translations and specialized study Bibles—all at our 
fingertips.     
 
Are we any better for it? Has our knowledge of and commitment to reading the Bible kept pace with 
this increased availability?  
 
Biblical Illiteracy and Distraction 
 
It would seem not. A recent LifeWay study found that only 32 percent of Americans who “attend a 
Protestant church regularly say they read the Bible personally every day.” Evangelical Protestants 
faired a little better (36 percent), but not much. As Albert Mohler put it, “The scandal of biblical 
illiteracy [is] our problem.” 



Perhaps Google really has made us stupid, and we’ve lost the ability to concentrate. Perhaps we’re 
surrounded by too many distractions. For some, the Bible gets displaced by Instagram or Twitter or 
(now) Disney+. For others (Martha-types), the Bible could be crowded out by feverish serving and 
activities. But for many others, it’s more subtle. Even as a pastor and a theological editor who both 
do a lot of reading, we can testify to the temptation (and sometimes the actual sin) of Bible neglect. 
We can talk about the Bible, read books and blog posts about the Bible, and use the Bible to prepare 
sermons, Sunday-school lessons, or argue for our positions on social and political issues. In short, 
sometimes we can do everything with the Bible except read it. We doubt we’re alone. 
And this is a problem.  
 
Peter Leithart recently observed how skillfully many Christian teachers “from the patristic age to the 
Reformation” were able to “range across the whole Bible without any of the props and crutches we 
rely on . . . because they had stored it in the palace of memory.” That sort of mastery doesn’t happen 
without deep and sustained reading. How can we even approach such reading today?   
 
Fighting to Know God in 2020 and Beyond 
 
God doesn’t expect the same degree of biblical mastery from all his people. We’re not all called to be 
pastors or teachers. But we’re all called to know him, to hunger for him, and to commune with him. 
And other than prayer, there is no better way to know and commune with God than to hear his voice 
in Scripture. 
 
And this is the worst part of biblical illiteracy. When we neglect reading the Bible, we don’t just miss 
knowledge, we miss God. We’re privileged to worship a God who makes himself known to us in 
words. And we’re doubly privileged to have almost constant access to those words.  
  
The year 2020 will provide us with ample opportunities to forego communing with God in his Word in 
favor of trivial distractions, good causes, and perhaps most of all, an endless stream of presidential-
election coverage that (for some of us) will seek to dominate our every waking moment. Without a 
Mary-like sitting at Jesus’s feet and hearing his Word, these forces will deaden our souls and provoke 
us to bite and devour one another (Gal. 5:15). We’re going to have to do battle, and for that we need 
the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God (Eph. 6:17). … 
 
We can’t solve the crisis of biblical illiteracy alone, but we can by God’s grace help and encourage 
more Christians to immerse themselves in the Bible. 
 
Man shall not live by bread alone. Let’s continue to feast on God’s Word in 2020 and beyond. 
 
 
  



Book of the Law Found 
2 Kings 22:1–20 
 
Historical Background 
Josiah began to rule at the tender age of eight years old and ruled from 640–609 B.C. While he was 
that young, Judah, practically speaking, was ruled by other officials or family members. The book of 
the law was found in 622 B.C. when Josiah was 26 years old. Josiah began to turn to the Lord when 
he was 16 years old and began to reform the land when he was 20 years old (see 2 Chr 34:3). So 
evidently 2 Kings 22–23 is out of chronological order. 2 Kings appears to be arranging the material 
geographically, i.e., starting in Jerusalem and then going out from there.1 The account in 2 Chronicles 
34–35 is more chronologically accurate: first his reforms, then the book of the law was found, then 
the Passover was celebrated. Jeremiah began his ministry in 626 B.C. (1:2) during the reign of Josiah. 
 
In the People’s Bible, Arno Wolfgramm believes, “Apparently, no repairs had been made in the 
temple since the days of King Joash two centuries earlier (2 Kings 12).”2 Draw a picture of how you 
think the Jerusalem temple looked by this point in Judah’s history. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The “Book of the Law” either refers to the entire Torah (Genesis–Deuteronomy, which is probably 
more likely, cf. Dt 31:26) or at least some or all of Deuteronomy. Read Deuteronomy 31:15–29. Explain 
the reasons Josiah would have been so shocked to hear these words that it moved him to tear his 
clothes. 
 
 
 
  

                                                        
1 Concordia Self-Study Bible, Robert Hoerber, ed. (St. Louis: Concordia), 664. 
2 Arno J. Wolfgramm, Kings, The People’s Bible (Milwaukee: Northwestern, 1990), 291. 



Josiah’s Reforms & Death 
2 Kings 23:1–30 
 
Historical Background 
Josiah goes down as Judah’s last godly king. Although Assyria rose to the height of its power under 
Esarhaddon and Ashurbanipal (see last session), all that changed once Ashurbanipal died in 627 B.C. 
In the very next year, Assyria lost Babylon. Under the rise of Nabopolassar, the neo-Babylonian 
empire was founded. Nabopolassar allied with the Medes to oppose Assyria. To help maintain a 
balance of power in the region, Egypt began to support a declining Assyria. (All this political 
rebalancing gave Josiah a brief respite from the constant influence of foreign powers to deal with 
the spiritual reform at home.) The Medes conquered Asshur in 614 B.C., Babylon conquered Nineveh 
in 612 B.C., and the Medes and Babylonians conquered Haran in 610 B.C. The Assyrians then 
regrouped farther west at Carchemish on the Euphrates River. Pharaoh Neco II of Egypt traveled 
north to assist the retreating Assyrians. Before he got there, Josiah attempted to oppose Pharaoh 
Neco at Megiddo in Israel (a very strategic location in Israel that controlled the pass between the 
Jezreel Valley and the Mediterranean plain—the site of many battles throughout Israel’s history), 
probably to limit Egypt’s influence over Judah. At this battle, Josiah was killed, and Judah then came 
under the influence of Egypt (see 23:33). Under the leadership of the crown prince Nebuchadnezzar 
II, Babylon won the battle of Carchemish in 605 B.C., cementing their status as the next world power 
in the ancient Near East. 
 
Give Josiah a spiritual grade for his rule (A–F), and be prepared to give reasons for your grade. 
 
 
 
 
 
Agree/disagree: “Josiah went overboard in his reforms. Simply taking down all the altars and shrines 
would have done the job. He didn’t need to burn them all and desecrate them with human bones.”  
 
 
 
 
 
The Passover was one of the three great Jewish festivals that God commanded the Israelites to 
celebrate (cf. Lev 23:4–8). The Passover had not been celebrated publicly like this since Samuel, the 
last of the judges. (A more detailed account of this celebration is found in 2 Chronicles 35:1–19.) 
Imagine if the Christian church today wouldn’t celebrate Christmas and Easter for over 400 years. 
What would that first service be like? 
 
  



Conclusion 
 
This account was read at Redeemer for a worship series on the 500th anniversary of the Reformation 
in 2017. At that time, the saying was reemphasized, “The church must always be reformed.” Read the 
article below. (Although it is written from a Reformed perspective, there are many good insights for 
Lutherans too.) What are ways that we can put Josiah’s reformation into practice today? 
 
Semper Reformanda 
Kevin DeYoung 
October 27, 2016 
thegospelcoalition.org 
 
Who doesn’t love a good Latin phrase, especially when it can be bandied about in support of the 
spirit of the age? 
 
Semper Reformanda. Always Reforming. 
 
When the church changes its mind—or a professor or pastor or professional blogger demands that 
the church changes its mind—on, say, the definition of marriage or the nature of sexual sin, we can 
rest assured that, however much some traditionalists may object to the change, the church is 
courageously embodying the legacy of the Reformers and their insistence that the church should be 
always reforming. The Spirit reveals new truths for a new day. The body of Christ learns to set aside 
encrusted orthodoxy. The risen Jesus teaches his people what they had never seen before. That’s 
what semper reformanda is all about, right? 
 
Not exactly. 
 
While it’s true that we all see through a glass dimly and must be open to changing our minds, the 
Latin phrase semper reformanda was not about change for the sake of change, let alone reforming 
the church’s confessions to keep up with the times. In an insightful chapter entitled “Reformed and 
Always Reforming” (Always Reformed: Essays in Honor of W. Robert Godfrey, p. 116-134), Mike Horton 
explains the origins of the oft-repeated phrase. The saying first appeared in 1674 in a devotional book 
by Jodocus van Lodenstein. As a key figure in the Dutch Second Reformation (Nadere Reformatie), 
van Lodenstein wanted to see the members of the Dutch church, which had seen its doctrine 
become Reformed during the Reformation, continue to pursue reformation in their lives and 
practices. His concern was personal piety, not doctrinal progressivism. 
 
It is important to see the entirety of van Lodenstein’s phrase: ecclesia reformata, semper reformanda 
secundum verbi Dei (“the church is Reformed and always [in need of] being reformed according to 
the Word of God”). Notice three things about the saying. 
 
First, it begins by addressing the church that is Reformed. Given van Lodenstein’s context in the 
Netherlands, we are right to capitalize Reformed. The saying was not generally about churches of 
the Reformation (though it has application for those churches too). Rather, van Lodenstein was 
addressing the Dutch church that had identified as confessionally Reformed, specifically in 
subscription to the Three Forms of Unity. In other words, far from encouraging doctrinal innovation, 
the original phrase presumes doctrinal stability. Whatever semper reformanda means, it cannot mean 
figure out your theological standards on the fly. 



Second, the Latin verb reformanda is passive, which, as Horton points out, means the church is not 
“always reforming” but is “always being reformed.” The difference is consequential. The former 
sounds like change for the sake of change, while the latter suggests adhering to the proper standard. 
The passive construction also suggests that there is an external agent operating upon the church to 
bring about the necessary reform. 
 
Which leads to the third and most important point: the church is always being reformed according to 
the Word of God. There is nothing Reformed or Reformational about changing the church’s theology 
and ethics to get on “the right side of history,” or to stay current with the insights of the social 
sciences, or even to prove that we love the least of these. The motto of the Reformation was not 
“Forward!” but “Backward!”—as in, “Back to the sources!” (ad fontes). As Horton puts it, the 
Reformers “wanted to recover something that had been lost, not to follow the winds of a rising 
modernity” (p. 123). If the church can never stand still, it is because it always needs re-orientation 
according to the Word that is over us (p. 125). 
 
Semper reformanda is not about constant fluctuations, but about firm foundations. It is about radical 
adherence to the Holy Scriptures, no matter the cost to ourselves, our traditions, or our own fallible 
sense of cultural relevance. If Christians want to change the church’s sexual ethics, so be it. But don’t 
claim the mantle of the Reformers in so doing. The only Reformation worth promoting and praying 
for is the one that gets us deeper into our Bibles, not farther away. 
 
Stand your ground, hold fast, guard the good deposit. And be open to change whenever we drift 
from the truth or fail to grow up in it as we should. 
 


