
Adult Class Notes 

April 18, 2021


PROGRAM NOTE: The Lesson for April 25 is Lesson 10 in Present Word: “Isaiah: Offering Hope for the 
Future,” pp. 55-60. We will skip around a bit and perhaps combine some of the lessons in order to finish the 
book on May 30 and begin the Summer Quarter on June 6.  


Lesson prayer: “Gracious God, teach us about life in the exilic period so that we can 
understand this part of our history as your people. Help us to learn compassion and 
obedience through this story. Amen.” 

Verse to Remember: “Because your heart was penitent, and you humbled yourself before the 
Lord, when you heard how I spoke against this place, and against its inhabitants, that they 
should become a desolation and a curse, and because you have torn your clothes and wept 
before me, I also have heard you, says the Lord.” (22:19) 

The scripture selection is 2 Kings 22. It is 621 BC, about the midpoint of the reign of Judaean 
king Josiah (639 - 609 BC). The Temple is being renovated at the orders of the king to 
remove traces of idolatry. During the renovation work, a scroll of the Law is found. When the 
scroll is read to the king, he is dismayed at how far short of the Law’s strictures the nation 
has fallen and sends for someone to prophesy if God intends to punish the nation for being 
unfaithful to him as the Law in the scroll warned. The prophetess Huldah, wife of an official in 
the king’s retinue, is given the task. Huldah informs Josiah that the sins of the nation are 
grave — it will be destroyed by Yahweh. However, because Josiah is penitent and trying to 
bring about religious reform, he will not live to see the nation’s punishment. 


The lesson writer, Rev. Lindberg, discusses how Huldah’s story illustrates the role of women 
in ancient Jewish religion — essentially organizing household religious observances and 
participating in community festivals.  For Huldah to be called upon to interpret the meaning 
of a scroll containing the Laws of Moses was a near-unique honor. Rev. Lindberg also 
indicates in her deceptively succinct prayer and in her equally succinct observation, “The 
context of Huldah’s story is important” something that I only vaguely, if at all, realized before 
embarking on my personal Bible study: the Exilic Period is pivotal to the history of the Jewish 
people as recorded and taught in the Hebrew Bible. 


In 722 BC, Assyria destroyed the Northern Kingdom, Israel, dispersing many of its 
inhabitants and bringing in other peoples to dilute the identify of the remaining Jewish 
populace. Judah was not attacked, becoming instead a vassal to Assyria. Judah’s history for 
the subsequent 135 years is that of intricate maneuvering for survival, dangerously switching 
alliances to balance Assyria, Egypt, and Babylon, ultimately coming under the domination of 
the rising Babylonian Empire. Ill-advised resistance to Babylon’s domination results in attack 
by Babylon, destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, and fifty years of exile in Babylon. 


Amy-Jill Levine and Douglas Knight, in The Meaning of the Bible: What the Jewish Scriptures 
and the Christian Old Testament Can Teach Us, state that Josiah (629-609 BC), the next to 
last king before the Exile only 22 years in the future, was considered by the writers of the 
Bible one of only two very good kings of the 39 kings after Saul, David, and Solomon. The 
other was Hezekiah (727-698), the first king of Judah after the fall of Israel to Assyria. These 



39 kings are judged in the Hebrew Bible on two criteria: treatment of the people and attitude 
toward idolatry. I have always wondered why idolatry continued to be such a problem for so 
many years. Cambridge classicist Michael Grant, in his The History of Ancient Israel, explains 
that while some kings were simply inclined to idolatry, many used acceptance of another 
nation’s gods to win the favor of or alliance with another nation. The people, especially in 
rural areas less influenced by the king and national religious leaders often adopted the 
idolatrous practices of the peoples surrounding them. Anointed by religious men on behalf of 
God, kings were expected to be religious examples for the people. Frequently, however, 
whether for personal preference or statecraft, kings would tolerate or even encourage 
idolatrous practices. Manasseh (697-642 BC), the grandfather of Josiah, was particularly evil 
in this regard, installing idols in the Temple and even engaging in child sacrifice.  


Grant argues that the 135 years of turmoil and threat of destruction spawned a religious 
reform movement led by religious leaders and prophets known to scholars as “Yahwists” to 
denote their belief that God was one God (not the greatest god of many) who demanded 
total love and devotion from the people. The Yahwists essentially wrote Deuteronomy, 
(meaning “second law,” suggesting, I believe, a second chance after the fate of Israel), by 
editing and expanding the rudimentary traditional stories of Moses, dating from about the 
reign of Solomon. Their beliefs were expressed in the Shema (Deut. 6:4), attributed to Moses: 
“Hear, Israel, the Lord our God, the Lord is one. And you shall love the Lord your God with all 
your heart and with all your being and all your might.”  (Robert Alter translation. Alter argues 
that the meaning is monotheism, not the belief that God was the greatest of many Gods). In 
Deuteronomy, the Yahwists taught justice — to love God means to love his Creation, their 
fellow man. The Yahwists, argues Grant, pursued a program of strictly keeping the Torah and 
centralizing worship of God in Jerusalem, two of the major reforms ordered by Josiah. The 
tragic experience of the Northern Kingdom — destruction after warnings by Hosea, Amos, 
and others that their continuing idolatry and injustice were inciting God’s wrath — taught the 
Yahwists that God gives rise to empires and nations as tools for punishing apostasy. 


These were the religious leaders who edited, redacted, expanded, and interpreted the 
traditional stories in the Pentateuch. We discussed in the Notes of March 29, 2020, how 
religious leaders during the Exile edited and expanded the stories of the Creation, the 
Exodus, the Law-giving, and the entry into the Promised Land, to assure the exiled people of 
the righteousness and faithfulness of God. In the Notes of June 7, 2020, we discussed how 
they edited and added to the traditional proverbs and told the stories of Job and Qohelet to 
explain that living with God goes beyond following the aphorisms for living the good life to 
discerning the path of Wisdom, the path to life with God through harmony and community 
with fellow men. These writers were Yahwists as were Prophets who, like Jeremiah, argued 
that God required the Law to be written on the heart or who, like Micah, insisted that God 
hated solemn assemblies but required justice, mercy, and walking humbly with him.  


This is the context of Huldah’s prophecy. Some scholars believe that the scroll found during 
Temple renovation may have been the Yahwist-written Deuteronomy, hidden during the anti-
Yahweh reign of Manasseh and “found” to encourage the reforms of King Josiah. God, I 
believe, acts in history through individuals inspired to discern his will and to act. Do you see 
historic and contemporary parallels to the Yahwist movement in the history of the Church? 


