
Theme. The theme of 2 Kings is captivity, and not just sudden, inexplicable
captivity but rather the deep corruption, weakness, capture, and exile that comes
from a long disobedience toward God. While on its surface, 2 Kings is a history of
the divided kingdom Israel’s long creep toward annihilation and exile to Babylon,
its spiritual theme is certainly the utter degradation, loss, and enslavement that
comes with the deep embrace of sin. If 2 Kings is a record of humankind without
God, on national and regional if not also world scale, then it is also a witness to the
depravity of the individual human soul without Christ’s transformation. The Bible
must have a book that despairs of individual hope without God. Though written as
national history, 2 Kings is that book, the author of which knew well how hopeless
humankind is without a healthy relationship with the Lord.

Author. As indicated in the prior section, some tradition holds Jeremiah to be 1
and 2 Kings’ author, while other tradition prefers Ezekiel or even Ezra. Because 2
Kings records hundreds of years of history, whoever authored it surely worked from
other writings to compile its details. The book and its predecessor 1 Kings do have
a single literary style and integrated themes, indicating a single author who would
have written in the middle or latter half of Israel’s exile to Babylon, around 560
B.C., the year that Israel’s exiled king Jehoiachin gained release from his
Babylonian prison, the last event that 2 Kings records. Second Kings records
history from 850 B.C. to 560 B.C. including the northern kingdom Israel’s exile in
722 B.C. and the southern kingdom Judah’s exile in that later year 586 B.C.

Context. Second Kings has two contexts, one external and one internal, each
important to the book’s place and appreciation. Its external context lies in the long
history of Israel’s sure decline to the point of exile. First Kings introduced that
decline, beginning with the glory of Solomon’s reign leading directly to his embrace
of idolatry and rejection by God, followed by the kingdom’s division and civil wars.
Second Kings doesn’t just continue that history but perfects it, in all its awfulness,
leading to not just one but two terrible annihilations and exiles. True, subsequent
history books Ezra and Nehemiah show Israel’s return, but that tentative return
leads only to hundreds of years of God’s silence before Christ bursts on the scene.
Second Kings’ internal context involves a continuation from 1 Kings of the story of
Elijah, his lieutenant Elisha, and following prophets who pronounce the cause and
predict the disastrous result of Israel’s decline.

Structure. Second Kings divides itself neatly into three parts. Its first part, from
chapters one through ten, records the story of Elisha’s ministry within the northern
kingdom Israel, beginning with Elijah’s ascension, passing Elisha his mantle.
Second Kings’ second part, from chapters eleven through seventeen, documents the
interaction of the northern and southern kingdoms, Israel and Judah, and the exile of



the northern Israel. Both kingdoms disobeyed the uncreated God, not just in small
actions but in openly worshiping false created gods. Second Kings’ third part, from
chapters eighteen to its end at chapter twenty-five, record the last hundred-plus
years of the southern kingdom Judah, beginning with promise in the reign of
Hezekiah but succumbing as Israel succumbed, ending likewise in Judah’s exile.

Key Events. Second Kings opens with Elijah still prophesying, in this instance to
the northern kingdom Israel’s errant king Ahaziah, calling down fire on Ahaziah’s
captains. Elisha, introduced in 1 Kings, continued to attend Elijah, whom Elisha
dramatically witnessed God taking straight to heaven. Elisha picked up where
Elijah left off, including in performing multiple miracles, healing a foreign
commander Namaan of leprosy, floating a lost ax head, and bringing a rich widow’s
dead son back to life. Northern-kingdom king succeeded corrupt king, as Israel fell
into warring with, and under siege by, its emboldened neighbors. Israel also battled
Judah, Jehu killing Judah’s king. The seven-year-old Joash took Judah’s throne,
later as an adult repairing the temple. The book’s middle narrative proceeds with
alternating lines of kings of Judah and Israel, until 2 Kings 17 records the exile of
Israel to Assyria, whose later king also threatened Judah. But Judah’s king
Hezekiah prayed to the Lord, and the prophet Isaiah foresaw Judah’s deliverance.
Hezekiah’s successor king Manasseh, though, placed carved idols in Jerusalem’s
temple. A later king Josiah had his high priest Hilkiah discover the Book of the Law
in the temple, causing Josiah to renew the covenant and cleanse the temple. Josiah’s
successors, though, returned to evil, until Judah, like Israel, fell into captivity, Judah
to the Babylonian Nebuchadnezzar.

Key Locations. Second Kings focuses its action on the divided northern and
southern kingdoms of Israel, the boundary of which was north of Jerusalem roughly
at the united kingdom’s center. That line ran from Gilgal at the northern tip of the
Dead Sea west to Joppa on the Great (Mediterranean) Sea, also forming the
northern boundary of Philistia along the sea. Jericho and Bethel, where companies
of prophets told Elisha that God was going to take Elijah that day, were just north of
the boundary, in Israel. Shunem, where Elisha restored the Shunammite’s son,
Samaria where Israel’s kings ruled, and Megiddo were also in Israel. Hebron,
Lachish, Beersheba, and Bethlehem were in Judah, as of course was Jerusalem
where Judah’s kings ruled, Josiah brought the book of the law out of the temple, and
Babylon brought its sieges. Battles occurred with Aram to the northeast of Israel
and Moab to the east of Judah across the Dead Sea. Israel’s exile to Assyria took the
Israelites due north to that land, while Judah’s exile to Babylon took the people far
to the east.



Revelation of Christ. Elijah’s ascension, witnessed by his protege Elisha, points
toward Christ’s own ascension from the Mount of Olives, witnessed by the
disciples. Elisha received Elijah’s spirit, as we receive the Holy Spirit from Christ.
Elijah’s mantle remained for Elisha to pick up, as Christ left the church to carry
forward in gospel ministry. Elisha struck the Jordan River with Elijah’s mantle,
parting the waters so that he could proceed in ministry, as we carry Christ’s Spirit
into the world’s waters to part them for ministry. Elisha cleansed the Assyrian
commander Namaan of leprosy, as Christ cleanses not just God’s chosen Israelites
but also the Gentiles, meaning all of us, of our sin. Every movement of the Spirit in
2 Kings is a movement of Christ, without whom we are in exile, as Israel and Judah
ended 2 Kings in exile.

Application. Second Kings offers precious lessons in Elisha’s devotion to Elijah,
from whom Elisha inherited a double portion of his spirit. Though Elijah seemed at
times indifferent to Elisha’s company, even urging Elisha to stay behind as Elijah
approached his end on earth, Elisha pursued Elijah’s company and, as Elijah’s
ministry ended, attended Elijah in a miracle crossing of the Jordan River to witness
Elijah’s ascension in a chariot of fire. And so likewise, we cling to Christ, following
him wherever his travels take us, praying for his Spirit, and then sharing his Spirit
richly, as Elisha did, to feed widows and restore life. We also mentor others, as
Elijah mentored Elisha, and not reluctantly but as a privilege, opportunity, and duty.
We also learn lessons from the contrasting lives of the kings whose legacies, either
awful or admirable, teach us to do what is right in the Lord’s eyes, fleeing from the
temptation to do evil. Each day, we repeat our commitment, and through our
selfless actions confirm, that we pursue God alone. Second Kings reminds us to
persevere in God’s way to our own earthly end, that we would rise in victory with
him.

Memory Verses. 2:9: “Let me inherit a double portion of your spirit.” 2:12: “My
father! My father! The chariots and horsemen of Israel!” 2:13: He picked up the
cloak that had fallen from Elijah. 4:6: “There is not a jar left.” Then the oil stopped
flowing. 5:10: “Go, wash yourself seven times in the Jordan, and your flesh will be
restored, and you will be cleansed.” 6:17: “Open his eyes, Lord, so that he may
see.” Then the Lord opened the servant’s eyes, and he looked and saw the hills full
of horses and chariots of fire all around Elisha. 17:15: They followed worthless
idols and themselves became worthless. 17:38-39: “Do not forget the covenant I
have made with you, and do not worship other gods.  Rather, worship the Lord your
God; it is he who will deliver you from the hand of all your enemies.” 18:3: He did
what was right in the eyes of the Lord. 19:19: “[D]eliver us … so that all kingdoms
on earth may know that you alone, O Lord, are God.”


